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1. SOCIAL STUDIES EDUCATION IN SINGAPORE

Purpose of Social Studies

The Social Studies curriculum spans the primary and secondary levels. This subject helps students to 
grow in knowledge, develop skills and learn values through examining issues that are of concern to 
our society and the world in which we live. 

Philosophy of Social Studies

At the heart of the Singapore Social Studies Curriculum (refer to Figure 1) is the preparation of our 
students to be effective citizens by helping them to better understand the interconnectedness of 
Singapore and the world they live in, and appreciate the complexities of the human experience.

Drawing on aspects of society that are of meaning and interest to the students, Social Studies seeks 
to ignite students’ curiosity to inquire into real-world issues that concern their lives. Through inquiry 
and authentic learning experiences, Social Studies helps students to attain relevant knowledge and 
understanding about these issues, develop critical and reflective thinking skills, and appreciate 
multiple perspectives. 

Social Studies seeks to inculcate in students a deeper understanding of the values that define the 
Singapore society, nurture dispositions that will inspire them to show concern for the society and 
the world in which they live, and demonstrate empathy in their relationships with others. The 
Curriculum therefore envisions Social Studies students as informed, concerned and participative 
citizens, competent in decision-making with an impassioned spirit to contribute responsibly to the 
society and world they live in.

Figure 1: The Singapore Social Studies Curriculum
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Curriculum Aims of Social Studies 

As informed citizens, students will:

• understand the rights and responsibilities of citizens and the role of the government in society;
• understand their identity as Singaporeans, with a regional and global outlook;
• understand the Singapore perspective on key national, regional and global issues;
• analyse and negotiate complex issues through evaluating multiple sources with different

perspectives; and
• arrive at well-reasoned, responsible decisions through reflective thought and discernment.

As concerned citizens, students will:

• have a sense of belonging to the nation, appreciate and be committed to building social
cohesion in a diverse society;

• be motivated to engage in issues of societal concern; and
• reflect on the ethical considerations and consequences of decision making.

As participative citizens, students will:

• take responsible personal and collective actions to effect change for the good of society; and
• be resilient in addressing concerns of society in spite of challenges faced.
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2. 2020 SOCIAL STUDIES PRIMARY SYLLABUS

Syllabus Design

A thematic approach, structured along the key themes1  of Identity, Culture and Heritage and People 
and Environment, is adopted to frame the Social Studies Primary (SSP) syllabus. The syllabus is 
organised into three broad clusters as described below: 

• Cluster 1: Discovering Self and Immediate Environment

Students would explore who they are and the roles they play in relation to the people and places
around them. They would also explore the customs and traditions of some communities in
Singapore. Students would not only come to appreciate the cultural diversity in Singapore but
also learn how common experiences help to unite us as a nation.

• Cluster 2: Understanding Singapore in the Past and Present

Students would learn about our country and the contributions of different groups of people to
Singapore’s growth and independence. They would develop an appreciation of Singapore and
come to value the adaptability, resilience and resourcefulness of the leaders and people in
Singapore.

• Cluster 3: Appreciating Singapore, the Region and the World We Live In

Students would learn about Singapore as a nation and the contributions of different people to its
development. They would also develop an understanding of Southeast Asia, Singapore’s
connections with the region as well as legacies of civilisations  in the world that can still be seen
today.

Table 2.1 shows the clusters of study across the primary level.

1 Five themes, Identity, Culture and Heritage; People and Environment; Governance and Organisation of Societies; Conflict, Cooperation and Resolution; and Economy and 
Globalisation provide the conceptual domains to ensure continuity and progression across the levels throughout the 10 years from primary to secondary levels. The basic 
idea of conceptual domain is that one would not be able to understand the meaning of a concept without access to all the essential knowledge related to it. For example, 
one would not be able to understand the topic of ‘care for the environment’ without knowing anything about the concepts of what constitutes ‘care’ and ‘environment’ and 
how the two concepts operate and interact with each other in different contexts. It requires one to understand the impact people have on the environment.



9

2020 SOCIAL STUDIES PRIMARY SYLLABUS 

Clusters of Study Levels of Study Inquiry Focus

Cluster 1
Discovering Self and 

Immediate Environment

Cluster 2
Understanding Singapore in 

the Past and Present

Cluster 3 
Appreciating Singapore,

the Region and the World 
We Live In

Primary 1
Knowing Myself, Others and 
My Surroundings

Primary 2
Coming Together as a Nation

What unites the people in 
Singapore as a nation?

Primary 3
Understanding Singapore’s 
Environment and Challenges

Primary 4
Understanding Our Past

Primary 6
Understanding Features and 
Legacies of Civilisations

How are the legacies of 
civilisations seen in our lives 
today?

Primary 5
Part 1: Understanding 
Singapore’s Development as 
a Nation

Part 2: Understanding 
Southeast Asia’s Diversity 
and Interconnectedness

Who am I in relation to the 
people and places around 
me?

What is Singapore’s 
environment like and 
how do we overcome the 
challenges we face?

How is life in Singapore 
today shaped by what 
happened in the past?

How has Singapore 
developed as a nation since 
its independence?

What makes up Southeast 
Asia and how are the 
countries interconnected?

The syllabus is framed by knowledge, skills and values outcomes that students will acquire at the 
end of the six years of SSP education in order to develop into informed, concerned and participative 
citizens with a regional and global outlook. 

Table 2.2 describes the key learner outcomes.

Table 2.1: Clusters of Study Across the Primary Level
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Social Studies Primary and the Desired Outcomes of Education

The learning of Social Studies provides many opportunities for the achievement of the Desired 
Outcomes of Education, which are attributes that educators aspire for Singaporeans to have by the 
completion of their formal education. 

The student who embodies the Desired Outcomes of Education is:
• a confident person who has a strong sense of right and wrong, is adaptable and resilient, knows

himself/herself, is discerning in judgement, thinks independently and critically, and communicates
effectively;

• a self-directed learner who takes responsibility for his/her own learning, who questions, reflects
and perseveres in the pursuit of learning;

• an active contributor who is able to work effectively in teams, exercises initiative, takes calculated
risks, is innovative and strives for excellence; and

• a concerned citizen who is rooted to Singapore, has a strong civic consciousness, is informed, and
takes an active role in bettering the lives of others.

[For details on the DOE, please refer to the link below:
https://www.moe.gov.sg/education/education-system/desired-outcomes-of-education]

Social Studies Primary and 21st Century Competencies

To help our students thrive in a fast-changing world, the Ministry of Education has identified 
competencies that have become increasingly important in the 21st century. These competencies, 
as outlined in the Framework for 21st Century Competencies and Student Outcomes (refer to 
Figure 2), illustrate the holistic education that our schools provide to better prepare our students 
for the future. 

The outer ring of the framework represents the emerging 21st Century Competencies necessary for 
the globalised world we live in. These competencies are Civic Literacy, Global Awareness and Cross-
cultural Skills; Critical and Inventive Thinking; and Communication, Collaboration and Information 
Skills. The middle ring signifies the Social and Emotional Competencies necessary for students to 
recognise and manage their emotions, develop care and concern for others, make responsible 
decisions, establish positive relationships, as well as handle challenging situations effectively. 
Knowledge and skills must be underpinned by values which shape the beliefs, attitudes and actions 
of a person. These form the core of the framework. The various components of the framework are 
found in the knowledge, values and skills outcomes of the Social Studies curriculum. 

[For details on the competencies, please refer to the link below:
https://www.moe.gov.sg/education/education-system/21st-century-competencies] 

Refer to page 44 for information on how Social Studies Primary is mapped to the components of the 
Framework for 21st Century Competencies and Student Outcomes.
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Figure 2: Framework for 21st Century Competencies and Student Outcomes 

Social Studies Primary and National Education

National Education is anchored on the following citizenship dispositions, which enable our youth to 
realise their part in the flourishing of their community and nation: a sense of belonging, a sense of 
reality, a sense of hope, and the will to act. These dispositions, together with knowledge, skills and 
values gained from Social Studies, will help students become citizens who are informed, concerned 
and participative.

• 

• A sense of reality: To be aware of the contemporary realities – including Singapore’s constraints 
and vulnerabilities – which affect us as a nation amidst the backdrop of a less predictable world.

• A sense of hope: Having the confidence and optimism in Singapore’s future and the resilience to
face the challenges ahead.

Ultimately, these citizenship dispositions cultivate the will to act: To be active citizens who have 
a collective resolve and a sense of shared mission towards building a Singapore for all.

[For details on National Education, please refer to the link below:
https://www.moe.gov.sg/docs/default-source/document/education/programmes/national-
education/ne-review-2016-2017-booklet.pdf]

A sense of belonging: To develop a deeper understanding of who we are, and a shared 
understanding of the values that are important to us as a nation.

https://www.moe.gov.sg/docs/default-source/document/education/programmes/national-education/ne-review-2016-2017-booklet.pdf
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Key Features of the Syllabus

The key features of the syllabus are as follows:
• Use of key understandings
• Use of inquiry focus questions and guiding questions
• Flexibility to extend learning
• Emphasis on skills and values for citizenship education
• Inclusion of field-based learning
• Inclusion of performance tasks

Use of Key Understandings

Key understandings reflect the main insights that students would gain through the study of each 
topic. These key understandings provide a larger purpose for learning the targeted content and 
prioritise what students would need to learn as worthy content in relation to the topic being 
examined. Key understandings go beyond discrete facts or skills to focus on larger concepts, 
principles or processes. They are transferable and applicable to new situations within or beyond 
the subject matter.

Use of Inquiry Focus Questions and Guiding Questions

Each level is framed by an inquiry focus question which anchors the study for the year. Subsequently, 
guiding questions are developed to help students gain a deeper understanding of the content, be 
engaged in thoughtful inquiry and serve as an impetus for students to initiate a social action. 
Guiding questions are therefore aligned to the way the content is mapped out for each level, 
framed by the inquiry focus.

Flexibility to Extend Learning

While the syllabus content is core to the learning of SSP, flexibility is given to schools in the choice 
of field-based learning sites at each level and performance tasks from Primary Three to Primary 
Six.

Emphasis on Skills and Values for Citizenship Education

As much as knowledge is important, skills and values are explicitly articulated to give emphasis to 
the development of the holistic student, well-equipped to effectively play the role of an informed, 
concerned and participative citizen. The skills outcomes seek to inculcate good inquiry habits 
and skills for quality decision-making, while the values outcomes emphasise the nurturing of 
dispositions of informed, concerned and participative citizens. These would be individuals whose 
actions reflect a rational and empathetic sense of social responsibility. It involves the development 
of self-knowledge and the understanding of the feelings, experiences, needs and interests of 
others.



14

2020 SOCIAL STUDIES PRIMARY SYLLABUS 

Inclusion of Field-based Learning

Field-based learning allows the students to contextualise their learning experience in an authentic 
real-world setting, thus enabling the learning of concepts and content. Students would also be able 
to conduct hands-on exploration in a focused area of study, thus being engaged in multi-sensory 
learning. As part of engaging students’ interest in inquiry, field-based learning would also motivate 
and sustain their interest in the subject matter as students would learn to explore, construct new 
knowledge and make connections to the topic being studied.

Inclusion of Performance Tasks (for Primary Three to Primary Six)

Performance task is a form of assessment that would best reflect students’ ability to translate 
and transfer key knowledge and skills in a new context. The suggested performance tasks allow 
students to apply the knowledge, skills and values in a real-world context.  
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Section 3:
Content

Syllabus Overview

Primary One 

Primary Two

Primary Three

Primary Four

Primary Five

Primary Six

Mapping of Social Studies Primary Syllabus to the Components of the 

Framework for 21st Century Competencies and Student Outcomes
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4. PEDAGOGY

Teaching and Learning through Inquiry

Inquiry is recommended for the learning of concepts, skills and exploration of topics in the SSP 
syllabus. Students by nature are inquisitive and teaching through inquiry aims to harness this innate 
motivation in our students to inquire into things that interest them. Inquiry helps our students learn 
to judge whether the conclusions drawn by their peers are supported by sound information. Through 
the inquiry process, students are also empowered to be responsible for their own learning.

Rationale for Adopting the Inquiry Approach

1. Promoting the educative growth of the student

A learner-centred curriculum must reflect the larger purpose of promoting the full educative growth 
of the students as individuals and as social beings. It facilitates an enlarged, deepened consciousness 
in the students about the issues under study and about what these issues mean to them. It also 
grows the students into self-reflective inquirers who think about their thinking and their doing. 

2. Preparation for 21st century living

The increasing complexities of the global environment we live in necessitates that the SSP curriculum 
equips students with the knowledge, skills and values that would enable students to succeed at 
becoming effective citizens, workers and leaders in the 21st century. 

The complexities of the real world require that our students be given the opportunity to inquire into 
these complexities, and to construct their own understanding of the 21st century world they live in.

3. Citizenship education for quality decision-making

With its curriculum vision of developing informed, concerned and participative citizens, Social Studies 
is as much about social living as it is about quality decision-making for effective citizenship. Quality 
decision-making entails analysing choices, negotiating ambiguities, envisioning consequences, 
arriving at well-reasoned conclusions and taking action on issues which affect their lives and that 
of others. Social Studies therefore involves students in the process of investigating, inquiring and 
thinking for themselves so that they will better understand the interconnectedness within a society, 
recognise that real-world issues rarely have a single correct solution, and thereby learn how to make 
decisions. Quality decision-making requires the application of critical thinking skills and reflective 
thought.

Development of Critical Thinking Skills through Inquiry

The value of inquiry lies in the active construction of new knowledge by the student. Inquiry 
questions provide the focal point for thinking, as students investigate, extract, analyse and synthesise 
information. Students draw conclusions based on sound information and judge whether conclusions 
drawn by others are supported by sound information. Through the process, students gain multi-faceted 
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insights and understandings about different issues. Such understandings are socially constructed by 
students through discussions and group deliberations which are facilitated by the teacher.

Development of Metacognition and Reflective Thought

Metacognition is the awareness and understanding of one’s own thinking and cognitive processes. 
As students engage in the inquiry process of investigating into authentic societal issues, they explore 
various ways of thinking about these issues. Through this process of negotiating their understandings 
of the issues being studied, students will become more aware of their own beliefs and assumptions. 
They will also begin to think about their own thinking and doing. In this way, inquiry facilitates the 
students’ own reflective thinking and understanding. 

The Humanities Inquiry Approach

The inquiry approach used in Social Studies takes reference from a common understanding of how 
inquiry-based learning can take place in the Humanities subjects of Geography, History, and Social 
Studies. For this approach used in the Humanities subjects, there are common pedagogical elements 
that underlie inquiry-based learning – i.e., learning as question-driven, reliance on evidence, double 
movement of reflection and knowledge construction by the students.

Inquiry-based learning in the classroom embodies these elements and takes on various possible forms, 
including those that are more process-oriented and those that are discussion-oriented. The inquiry 
approach used in Social Studies also encompasses an appreciation of the roles and responsibilities of 
the teacher and student in a classroom culture that would be conducive to inquiry. 

Figure 4.1 shows the framework of the Humanities Inquiry Approach. 
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Figure 4.1: Framework of the Humanities Inquiry Approach 

Pedagogical Elements in Inquiry

There are common pedagogical elements that underlie the practice of inquiry-based learning in the 
classroom. These elements guide the thinking of curriculum designers and classroom teachers when 
planning and implementing inquiry-based learning in Social Studies.

The four pedagogical elements are:

1. Learning as Question-Driven

Questioning is a powerful instructional tool that allows teachers to develop students’ interest, assess 
their learning, challenge them to push the boundaries of their thinking and explore alternative 
perspectives.

Good questioning is often done with a clear end in mind – i.e., to deepen the students’ conceptual 
understanding about a topic.

Good inquiry questions bear the following characteristics:
• open-ended and resist a simple or single right answer
• deliberately thought-provoking, counter-intuitive, and/or controversial
• require students to draw upon prior content knowledge and personal experience
• can be revisited to engage students in evolving dialogue and debate
• lead to other questions posed by students
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2. Reliance on Evidence

Inquiry also involves a reliance on evidence to support opinions and beliefs formed about the issue. 
Inquiry-based learning requires students to justify their assertions using relevant and valid evidence. 
Students need to be able to distinguish fact from opinion, and evaluate the reliability and usefulness 
of information to ascertain what constitutes “evidence”. Students who have developed their inquiry 
abilities should be able to draw conclusions based on evidence and judge whether conclusions drawn 
by others are supported by evidence. They can explore topics by making informed guesses about the 
problem and search for evidence that would justify one conclusion over another.

Thus, the inquiry process hones the skills of critical thinking that are aligned not only to cognitive 
goals, but also to the goals of Social Studies education. This reliance on evidence in inquiry-based 
learning seeks to develop students who become citizens who can “think well and distinguish between 
evidence and opinion, between good arguments and good stories, and between well-researched 
conclusions and outright lies2.” 

3. Double Movement of Reflection

The notion of the Double Movement of Reflection can be attributed to John Dewey (How We Think, 
1910) who essentially suggested that a hypothesis/theory is formulated based on our experiences. 
This hypothesis/theory would be validated continuously when there are new observations and data. 
This iterative Double Movement of Reflection (refer to Figure 4.2) eventually leads to deducing and 
creating certain beliefs/theses. At this point, our experiences and new evidence would satisfy the 
initial hypothesis/theory about the concept. Thus, this reflection involves constantly re-visiting the 
hypothesis/theory, which eventually leads to a deeper understanding about the concept or issue.  

Figure 4.2: The Double Movement of Reflection

4. Knowledge Construction

In inquiry, students are actively engaged in the construction of knowledge, new ways of understanding 
and new ways of viewing things. Knowledge construction stems from Piaget’s Constructivist Theory 
of Learning where the central idea is that “we can learn about the world only through actively making 
sense of it for ourselves”. Thus, how students think and understand the world depends on their 
existing assumptions and expectations that arise from their past experiences.

Hypothesis	 Evidence/Experience	Hypothesis Evidence/Experience

2Parker, W. C. (2009) Social Studies in Elementary Education (13th ed.). Boston: Allyn & Bacon, p.304

Hypothesis
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Carrying out inquiry-based learning takes into account students’ prior knowledge and assumptions. 
Learning opportunities help students become aware of how they see things and reconstruct their 
existing knowledge in light of new knowledge. Hence, inquiry-based learning promotes student-
centred education where students become active learners who take ownership of making sense of 
and creating new understandings for themselves.

The Inquiry Process

The inquiry process can be characterised by the four aspects as shown in Figure 4.3 below:

Figure 4.3: The Inquiry Process

1. Sparking Curiosity

Teachers can spark students’ curiosity by designing learning experiences to arouse their interest. This 
is usually done by involving their interactions with tactile and digital resources, learning activities 
and their personal experiences. The learning experiences can also be enhanced when the learning is 
developmentally appropriate. 

Students who are curious and interested in the content of lesson will be engaged and intrinsically 
motivated to learn at higher levels of complexity. When students find meaning in learning, they are 
motivated and challenged, and take ownership of their learning.
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2. Gathering Data

In Social Studies, learning extends beyond the classroom. Students should be encouraged to gather 
data from a variety of authentic sources of information for different perspectives on the content or 
topic that they are critically examining. 

The teacher can help to guide students to explore possible sources of information, such as 
certain books, journal articles, websites, and films. Students can also gather data through making 
observations, conducting interviews, having group discussions and searching for information through 
various sources.

3. Exercising Reasoning

Students need to make sense of the data gathered and extract relevant information from the various 
sources of information that they have encountered. They can make connections in their knowledge 
and deepen their insights about the content through analysing the data they have gathered. They can 
apply criteria for evaluating the reliability and usefulness of the information, and develop informed 
conclusions about the content. 

As students reflect and arrive at conclusions based on objective analysis of information, different 
viewpoints and various types of evidence, they can learn to provide justification for their opinions, 
make responsible decisions and hone their critical thinking skills.

4. Reflective Thinking

Reflective thinking is an integral aspect of inquiry and students should engage in reflection. 

When students engage in inquiry, they are challenged to reflect about their current knowledge 
and understanding of the content and their learning process. By asking questions that provoke 
deeper thought, students will reflect about their thinking, doing and feeling, and thereby develop 
metacognitive self-awareness.

Such reflective dispositions will spark deeper curiosity within the students and hopefully prompt 
them to embark on another journey of inquiry into another topic of interest.

Culture of Inquiry

The inquiry classroom culture is one that will promote engaged learning. In carrying out inquiry-
based learning, teachers need to be mindful of classroom conditions that will create a respectful 
and safe climate for inquiry. It is also necessary for teachers and students to have an understanding 
of their respective roles and responsibilities in an inquiry classroom. It is helpful to recognise the 
necessary dispositions and mindsets that would facilitate effective and meaningful inquiry.
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Roles and Responsibilities of Teachers and Students

In an inquiry classroom, learning is a shared responsibility between the teacher and students.
Figure 4.4 illustrates the roles, responsibilities and interaction between students and teachers.

Figure 4.4: Roles, Responsibilities and Interaction Between Students 
and Teachers in an Inquiry Classroom

In an inquiry classroom, students assume personal responsibility for their learning, and play an 
active part in constructing new knowledge for themselves. As knowledge producers and reflectors, 
students take on the role of asking questions instead of solely remaining in the traditional role of 
answering questions.

The teacher becomes a facilitator, who coaches the students by modelling the habits and skills of 
inquiry, provides advice and guidance, and encourages the students to take on active ownership 
of their learning. Teachers have the responsibility of ensuring that students have sufficient prior 
knowledge or background information of the context before they can successfully engage in inquiry. 
Teacher modelling and scaffolding are also critical. It is the responsibility of the teachers to model 
the inquiry process and factor time for teaching the skills, instead of assuming that students would 
know how to go about inquiring.
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Inquiry and the Singapore Teaching Practice 

Singapore Teaching Practice

How students learn is just as important as what they learn. How teachers design lessons and the 
environment for inquiry has a significant impact on the effectiveness of inquiry-based teaching and 
learning, and the level of student engagement throughout the process. The Singapore Teaching 
Practice (STP) was developed to help teachers achieve this, amongst other teaching and learning 
goals. It is a model that makes explicit how effective teaching and learning is achieved in Singapore 
schools. The core elements of the STP are reflected in Figure 4.5 below.

Figure 4.5: The Singapore Teaching Practice

[For details on Social Studies and the STP, please refer to the link below: 
https://www.moe.gov.sg/about/singapore-teaching-practice]

https://www.moe.gov.sg/about/singapore-teaching-practice
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Section 5:
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Learning Outcomes for Reporting of Students’ Learning Progress

Performance Tasks

Assessment Grade for Primary Three to Six
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5. ASSESSMENT
Assessment is important to help monitor students’ progress in their learning of Social Studies Primary. To 
evaluate and support students’ learning, a variety of assessment tasks is used. 

Learning Outcomes for Reporting of Students’ Learning Progress

When reporting students' learning progress for the Primary One and Primary Two levels, a set of learning 
outcomes is used.

For the set of learning outcomes for Primary One, refer to page 17. 

For the set of learning outcomes for Primary Two, refer to page 20.
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Performance Tasks

Performance tasks are effective ways to check for students’ understanding of the SSP concepts taught. 
These tasks therefore must be relevant and meaningful to the students. Students would develop a 
tangible product or performance for an identified audience (either real or simulated) and in doing so 
they would communicate key understanding(s) or message(s) pertaining to the topic of study.

Performance tasks can be teacher-directed, student-initiated or both. They can include written as 
well as non-written tasks. Performance tasks can take the form of projects and they can be short 
term or long term. Performance tasks must be undertaken at least once a year for the Primary Three 
to Primary Six levels.

Assessment Grade for Primary Three to Primary Six

For the purpose of reporting, a letter grade should be awarded for the assessment of SSP at the end 
of Semester 2 for the Primary Three to Primary Six levels.
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