
If  Mrs  Elaine  Quek  were  not  a  
school  principal,  she  probably
would have been an engineer. 

The two jobs are  not  quite  the 
same – one involves facing masses 
of students, while the other is about 
handling  technical  problems  and  
understanding  complex  systems
and machinery. But “engineering is 
also about creation, and teachers 
are ‘engineers’ of people”, quipped 
the Maha Bodhi School principal. 

“Our tools are different, but we 
mould,  we  guide  and  we  shape,”  
said the 45-year-old electronic and 
computer  engineering  graduate
from Ngee Ann Polytechnic. 

Her  foray  into  teaching  more  
than 20 years ago was almost by ac-
cident. She had nearly completed 
three years of polytechnic studies, 
when just two weeks of relief teach-
ing at Outram Primary School – her 
alma mater – changed the course of 
her life. “I found I enjoyed relating 
to the children and the intangible 
aspects  of  teaching,  like  when  a  
child comes up to give you a good-
bye hug,” she said. 

After graduating from polytech-
nic,  she  went  on  to  complete  a  
diploma  in  education  at  the  Na-
tional Institute of Education (NIE). 
She was  then  posted  to  teach  at  
Bukit View Primary School in 1995, 
and has not looked back ever since. 

Throughout her teaching career, 
it has never occurred to her that she 
needed to obtain a degree. After her 
first school posting, she taught at 
River Valley Primary School, before 
becoming vice-principal of Wood-

lands Ring Primary School in 2005.
Four years later, she took on the 

role of Chongzheng Primary School 
principal, and in 2013, moved over 
to helm Maha Bodhi School. 

“Having  graduated  from  NIE,  I  
was all ready to go. I enjoyed teach-
ing and I didn’t really consider fur-
ther  education,”  said  Mrs  Quek,  
whose husband is a global director 
in a multinational corporation.

“I also didn’t want to go through 
the stress  of  the pursuit  of a de-
gree,”  she  said,  adding:  “I  didn’t  
have  the  best  health,  with  pro-
longed  cough  since  my  younger  
days and chronic migraines.” 

While  non-graduates  in  those
days may not have been promoted 
as quickly as their graduate counter-
parts, there was no lack of opportuni-
ties for her. “It’s the best man, or 
woman, for the job,” she said. “It’s 
more about learning along the way 

and my capability to do the job well.”
She may not have gone to univer-

sity, but learning has not stopped 
for her outside school. 

“There are opportunities to up-
grade, to learn on the job, to attend 
courses,” said Mrs Quek, who went 
through the Leaders in Education 
programme conducted by NIE be-
fore she became a principal. 

Is a degree necessary today? Her 
answer is both yes and no. “Degrees 
have their place, especially in cer-
tain fields of work where you need 
depth and breadth of knowledge,” 
said Mrs Quek, who has a 16-year-
old son waiting to enter polytech-
nic and a 12-year-old daughter. 

“It’s everyone’s dream to go to uni-
versity but, at the same time, find-
ing meaning and that passion for 
learning is important.”
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With more people holding univer-
sity degrees, non-graduates are get-
ting rarer in the education service. 

Only around 13 per cent of the 
34,392 educators in 2016 – the lat-
est year for which figures are avail-
able – did not hold degrees.

And out of 372 principals in the 
same year, only four were not uni-
versity graduates. These four princi-

pals are all currently at the helm of 
primary schools. 

This is a stark contrast from the 
past, when 147 out of 374 principals 
were non-graduates in 2000. 

Five years later,  the number of 
non-graduates who were principals 
dipped to 70 out of 365. 

With  degree  holders  the  norm  
now,  the  premium  on  degrees  is  
vanishing and the wheel seems to 
be changing direction again.

In recent years, there has been a 
wider movement across the Public 
Service to recognise skills and im-
prove  career  prospects  of  those  
who do not hold degrees. In the Min-
istry  of  Education’s  (MOE)  case,  
since 2015, it has had a single salary 
structure so  non-graduate educa-
tion officers who perform well can 
progress at the same levels as their 
graduate peers. 

In response to queries, an MOE 
spokesman said that factors for pro-
motion  include  a  person’s  track  
record in performance, his or her 
potential to take on higher responsi-
bilities and work experience. 

“While having a degree in a rele-
vant subject can help education offi-
cers deepen their content knowl-
edge for certain areas of specialisa-
tion, this is not a prerequisite for ca-
reer or salary progression,” he said. 

The spokesman added that MOE 
assesses educators “holistically” for 

principal appointments,  based on 
how ready and suitable they are for 
the higher role. It looks at their lead-
ership and  management  abilities,  
their  values  and  how  committed  
they are to developing students. 

He said that all teachers – regard-
less of qualifications – have the op-
portunity  to  constantly  develop
themselves as  professionals.  They 
can attend courses offered by the 
Academy of Singapore Teachers and 
the National Institute of Education. 

ateng@sph.com.sg

Walking into Mr Richard Lim’s of-
fice, the first thing one notices is 
the pile of books on his table and 
more on the shelves.

The  59-year-old  principal  of  Si  
Ling Primary School has collected 
hundreds of books over nearly 40 
years as an educator, a testament to 
his life philosophy that there are al-
ways new things to learn. 

He reads a variety of non-fiction 
titles on topics such as politics, busi-
ness and the environment. 

Mr Lim,  an experienced school  
leader for more than 20 years, does 
not have a degree. In fact, he quit 
the part-time Open University De-
gree  Programme  nearly  two
decades ago after completing just 
one out of the required six years. 

Non-graduate teachers who had 
taken this course would have been 
placed on the graduate salary scale 
after obtaining a degree and earned 
a higher pay immediately, he said. 

But he felt it took too much time 
away from other commitments, like 
school, family and church. “I had to 
make  a  decision,  and  something  
had to go,” said the father of two. 

He did not feel that he was at a dis-
advantage. “I felt I could learn and 
read on my own… If your focus is 
right,  you  will  have  satisfaction,  
and you will be recognised.”

The increments and promotions 
came and, after nine years of teach-
ing science and mathematics in a 
secondary school, he was selected 
to go for a diploma in education ad-
ministration – a year-long course at 
the National Institute of Education 
(NIE) – in 1989 to be trained as a 
school leader. 

After the course, he was posted to 
Northland Primary School as vice-
principal. In 1994, he became princi-
pal  of  Xinghua  Primary  School,  
where he spent 31/2 years. 

He later spent seven years and 

nine  years  as  principal  of  Henry  
Park Primary School and Anglo-Chi-
nese School (Primary) respectively, 
before coming to Si Ling Primary at 
the end of 2013. 

“You must not feel any lesser if 
you don’t have a degree. Don’t feel 
inferior,” said Mr Lim, who has a 
certificate of education from the In-
stitute of Education, which came be-
fore NIE. “University gives a person 
that discipline and intense learning 
experience,” he said. His 29-year-
old daughter read mass communica-
tions at a local university and his 
25-year-old son, who has a psychol-
ogy degree, is studying for a mas-
ter’s degree in biblical studies at a lo-
cal Bible college. 

“But it’s not the only way to learn. 
This is where experience and skills 
come in,”  he said.  Even with  his  

vast experience in schools, Mr Lim, 
who is married to a retired teacher 
and  school  counsellor,  keeps  an  
open mind. “It doesn’t mean once 
you’re experienced, you can go in 
and start to change things,” he said. 
“You have to gain the trust of the 
people you work with because you 
need them to work with you.”

Educators,  especially,  need  to  
keep up with the changing times 
and generations, he said. 

“In this world, things are chang-
ing so fast. I tell my teachers – if you 
don’t  continue learning,  then  we  
can’t teach the next generation. We 
need to have different ideas and per-
spectives to be innovative in teach-
ing this new generation.”

And that is why he visits book-
shops wherever he goes. Books that 
are relevant to education and chil-

dren interest him the most. 
“These can be about classroom 

practices, assessment methods and 
how to be a team player,” he said, 
adding that he has also told short 
stories from the Chicken Soup For 
The Soul series at school assemblies 
to motivate his pupils. 

His latest read is the book Cre-
ative Schools by authors Ken Robin-
son and Lou Aronica, about how to 
engage students and help them de-
velop a love for learning. 

Said Mr Lim: “It’s not about hav-
ing  a  degree  or  not  having,  but  
whether you have that attitude to 
keep on learning.

“Children today know a lot. But 
we have to help them be discerning, 
to know the right from wrong.”

Amelia Teng
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computer 
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Si Ling Primary 
School principal 
Richard Lim, who 
has more than 
20 years of 
experience as a 
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did not feel that 
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‘It’s the best man, or woman, for the job’

Only four current school 
principals are non-grads 
Pool of non-graduates in education service shrinking; 
only about 13% of educators in 2016 did not hold degrees

No degree, but he’s 
always reading to 
gain more knowledge

372
Number of school principals in 2016, of which only four 
were not university graduates. 

The Straits Times speaks to two of the four remaining non-graduate principals on the path they have chosen to take. 
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