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By STACEY CHIA and
MATTHIAS CHEW

A PRIVATE tutor may charge as
much as $1,000 a month, touting
his qualifications and track record
of producing high scorers.

But in the wake of a prominent
tutor who was found to have lied
about his credentials, some par-
ents are clamouring for the author-
ities to play regulator.

But not all support this move,
with private tutors, parents and
even the consumer watchdog
agreeing that regulating the sector
is problematic, even unnecessary.

Consumers Association of Sin-
gapore executive director Seah
Seng Choon feels that regulation
will be difficult. Noting the frag-
mented and often informal nature
of the industry, he said: “It will
take a long time for any regulation

to be set in place; it is better if the
industry self-regulates.”

Mr Chan Lai Meng, 39, a prima-
ry school teacher whose own two
children take Chinese tuition,
said: “Who would want to be sub-
ject to regulation just because you
want to teach your neighbour for
a few months?”

Many feel the better option is
for parents to check if the tutors
are as qualified as they claim.

Centres offering tuition or en-
richment programmes with 10 or
more students must be registered
with the Ministry of Education
(MOE), said its spokesman. Over
700 such centres are registered.

Centres must also register their
teachers with MOE and show that
they are qualified to teach the pro-
posed courses.

The spokesman said that in the
last three years, it has had an aver-

age of 30 complaints a year about
tuition centres.

Tuition agencies that match tu-
tors to students need only be regis-
tered as businesses. For full-time
and part-time individual tutors,
they are free to come, stay or go.

Some tutors warn that in-
creased regulation could lead to
higher costs that would be passed
on to parents. Mathematics tutor
Celine Loi, 37, said higher costs
would “further exacerbate the per-
ception of ‘tuition for the rich’”.

When The Straits Times asked
30 parents last week if they vetted
credentials, 28 said “no”. Sales ex-
ecutive Sammy Tan, 37 whose Pri-
mary 2 son is getting help in Chi-
nese and maths, said: “I won’t ask
for their CVs (curriculum vitae) be-
cause it’s very rude... it’s like
you’re doubting their credibility.”

The five centres and two agen-

cies that The Straits Times spoke
to said parents rarely checked.

A tutor, who declined to be
named, said that out of the 100
students she has taught, only the
parents of one or two would ask
details about her background.

But parents do seek out tutors
who specialise in certain subjects,
said Ms Loi.

Indeed, it was private tutor Kel-
vin Ong’s claim of being a former
Gifted Education Programme
(GEP) student and teacher that
prompted interest in his GEP pre-
paratory classes. But MOE last
week said he was never a GEP stu-
dent or teacher. It also emerged
he did not obtain the maths de-
gree he claimed he held from the
National University of Singapore.

Other tutors, tuition centres
and agencies said they make avail-
able the credentials to spare par-

ents discomfort in verifying them.
True Learning Centre owner

Max Tan said the awards and cer-
tificates of tutors are listed on its
website. At Faith Tuition Agency,
tutors bring the relevant certifi-
cates at their first lesson.

One private tutor, who de-
clined to be named, said she dis-
played her National Institute of
Education transcript outside her
door so parents could check.

But such practices are not uni-
form in the industry. Ms Loi
thinks the authorities should set
up a publicly accessible register
where tutors could list creden-
tials. “This would benefit parents
who... may be shy to ask tutors di-
rectly for their credentials.”
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True Learning Centre owner Max Tan, 39, seen here with tutor Nora Teo (left), 63, and fellow owner Angeline Teo, 38, says
the awards and certificates of its tutors are listed on its website. PHOTO: MARK CHEONG FOR THE STRAITS TIMES

Tips when
hiring a tutor

Some tutors warn it could lead to higher costs; better option is for parents to check credentials

Regulating
private
tuition
sector is
‘problematic’

HOW to screen tutors?
Experienced tutors give
three top tips:

1. Ask tutors to
produce academic
certificates and
transcripts
That is, if they have not
already offered to do so.

2. Do not take claims
like “Ministry of
Education-registered
teacher” at face value
Mrs Amy Bellars, who owns
Growan Tuition Centre,
said even 20-year-olds
doing relief teaching have
to be registered with the
ministry.

Parents who want to
engage current or former
teachers as tutors should
ask instead for their
National Institute of
Education transcripts as it
is the only teacher-training
body here.

The transcripts will
indicate which subjects
they have been trained to
teach.

3. Sit in on the
first lesson
Mathematics tutor Celine
Loi suggests that parents sit
in on the first lesson to
gauge a tutor’s teaching
skills, ability to build
rapport with the student
and professionalism.

She noted: “Impressive
qualifications alone may not
be a true indication of a
tutor’s quality.”
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