
Outdoor 
Education in 
Singapore: 
Past, Present 
and Future 

IOERC Webinar Series October 2021

Presented by: 

Dr Susanna Ho, Singapore 



In order to have a contextual 
understanding of outdoor 
education in Singapore, it is 
crucial to look at its historical 
development, consider what 
we are learning from it today 
and where it may lead us in 
the future.



Historical 
development 

of OE in 
Singapore 

“If you want a nation and a society to 
flourish and to prosper, it must produce 
leaders. And leadership is not just being 
clever and writing essays. You need men 
of action: sportsmen, gymnasts, rugger 
players , boxers, outward bound school 

types, rowers, sailors, airmen, leaders of 
debating societies, organisers of men. In 

other words, the whole orientation of 
your education is different. Your 

purpose is to breed a fighting, effective 
generation with the guts and the will to 

survive.”

Source: Speech by Prime Minister, Mr Lee Kuan
Yew, at CHIJ, Serangoon Gardens, on Saturday, 
11th December, 1965.



Historical 
development 

of OE in 
Singapore

• In 1967, Dr Goh Keng Swee, the 
Minister for Defence and 
Interior, mooted the idea of an 
Outward Bound School (OBS) in 
Singapore. Two New Zealanders, 
Hamish Thomas and Al 
Cameron, were invited to help 
set up OBS that year.

• In addition to the conventional 
land-based obstacle courses, 
instructors built an obstacle 
course in the waters surrounding 
Singapore. They learnt from 
kelong operators how kelongs
were built, and then used those 
techniques to build an obstacle 
course that extended from the 
beach into the sea (Outward 
Bound Singapore, 2007).



• Schools started organising adventure 
courses for their students in 
response to then PM Lee Kuan Yew’s 
call for the building of a ‘rugged and 
dynamic’ society.

• In the Early 80s’, MOE acquired and 
developed sites with basic amenities 
for school camping

Ponggol School

Tanah Merah

Ponggol 24th Ave

Jalan Bahtera



• College of Physical Education (CPE) 
appointed a specialist from Britain, 
Malcolm Gilbey, to head the outdoor 
education department (‘90)

• MOE policy to ensure that every 
secondary school student goes 
through at least one residential 
camping experience in his or her 
school life (‘91)

• MOE set up a dedicated work unit to 
oversee outdoor education (‘99)

• MOE policy for every child to have at 
least two camping experiences in 
their secondary school years (‘04) 

• MOE policy for one camp in primary; 
two camps in secondary (‘14)



Framework for 21 Century Competencies and 
Student Desired Outcomes

Values: 
• Respect
• Responsibility
• Integrity
• Care
• Resilience
• Harmony
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Desired Student Outcomes
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a confident person who has a strong sense of right and wrong, is 
adaptable and resilient, knows himself, is discerning in judgment, 
thinks independently and critically, and communicates effectively.

a self-directed learner who questions, reflects, perseveres and takes 
responsibility for his own learning.

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

a concerned citizen who is rooted to Singapore, has a strong sense of 
civic responsibility, is informed about Singapore and the world, and 
takes an active part in bettering the lives of others around him. 



Local contexts e.g. 
national policies, 
culture and 
organisational goals

Global influences 
e.g. globalisation 
and global issues/ 
trends



Personal  

self-awareness, self-management, 
self-efficacy, resilience-building, 
outdoor living skills, critical thinking 
skills

Team 

social-awareness, relationship-
management, responsible decision-
making, social resilience, 
collaboration skills. Leadership skills

Local community  

appreciation of national and natural 
heritage, understanding of 
multiculturalism, volunteerism and 
active citizenry

Global community   

understanding of issues around 
globalisation, cultural diversity and 
sustainable futures

PURPOSE OF OUTDOOR EDUCATION IN SINGAPORE

Aligned to 21CC and 
student desired outcomes  
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Joint initiative by MCCY and MOE to strengthen our youths’ self-
efficacy, resilience, and social cohesion.

National Outdoor Adventure Education Master Plan

In November 2014, an inter-agency Steering Committee, co-chaired 
by PS (CCY) and PS (ED), was set up to work on three key areas:

Pedagogy & Programming

• Align MCCY’s and MOE’s 
desired outcomes

• Update with latest best 
practices

Infrastructure

• Rejuvenate existing 
campsites

• Expand to new spaces 
(OBS @ Coney)

Human Resource

• Develop pipeline of 
instructors

• Enhance staff development
• Strengthen OAE industry / 

profession

Steering Committee on the National OAE Master Plan

NATIONAL OUTDOOR ADVENTURE EDUCATION MASTER PLAN 
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By Pri 6:

- Camp experiences

- OE in PE  

- PAL experiences 

- Learning Journeys

By Sec 2:

- School-based cohort   

camp experience/s

- OE in PE

- Learning for Life Progs

- CCAs

By Sec 4/5: 

- Shared Outward Bound 

experience

- OE in PE

- Field trips

- Co-Curricular Activities

Outcomes:

• Personal resilience

• Socio-emotional 
competencies

• Independence

• Sense of belonging

• Comfortable in the 
outdoors

Outcomes:

• Independence & 
interdependence

• Assume 
responsibility 
within group

• Personal resilience

• Sense of place

• Confident in the 
outdoors

Outcomes:

• Take action &/Lead

• Personal & social/ group 
resilience

• Physical ruggedness

• Social cohesion

• Active citizenry

• Active and healthy living

• Competent in the 
outdoors

12

OUTDOOR LEARNING OPPORTUNITIES



Experiential

SEL

Opportunities

Fun

Authentic
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OE in Physical Education
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School-based Cohort Camp Experiences
at the MOE Outdoor Adventure Learning Centres (OALC)

Key objectives

• Build resilience and ruggedness

• Forge camaraderie and social bonds

• Develop positive TSR

Research-based Pedagogies

Architecture-
based 

learning

Journey-
based 

learning

Place-
based 

learning

For Primary schools and 
Lower Secondary schools 
students  as part of the 

OE in PE curriculum



Outdoor Adventure Learning Centres

• Jln Bahtera

• Camp Christine

• Sarimbun Scouts

Dairy Farm

Labrador
Changi Coast

BB/GB

Red Cross



High Challenge Courses @ Labrador OALC
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High Challenge Courses @ Changi OALC
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Artificial Caving Systems 
@ MOE OALCs
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Architecture-Based Learning

Orr, D. W. (1993). Architecture as pedagogy. Conservation Biology, 7(2), 226-228.

Taylor, A. & Enggass, K.(2009). Linking Architecture and Education. Sustainable Design for Learning Environments.
University of New Mexico Press.

FACILITIES AND BUILDINGS 
ARE DESIGNED TO SERVE AS 

“PEDAGOGICAL TOOLS” 

DAILY NATURAL AND MAN-
MANAGED PROCESSES ARE 

HIGHLIGHTED FOR 
TEACHING AND LEARNING

AUTHENTIC CONTEXT FOR 
INTRODUCTION TO THE 

ENVIRONMENT AND 
OUTDOOR CONDITIONS

HELPS CAMPERS TO BE 
“PRESENT” IN THE PLACE



Journey-Based Learning

Beames, S. (2010). Understanding Educational Expeditions. Rotterdam :Sense Publishers. 

Usually self-propelled, 
self-sufficient journey 

over an extended 
period of time

Single- or multi-day
Provides physical and 
mental challenges for 
groups to overcome

Ownership through 
involvement in 
planning and 

decision-making

Helps youth explore 
issues of leadership, 

cooperation and 
conflict

“Broad adventure”



Place-Based Learning

Sobel, D. (2004). Place-Based Education: Connecting Classrooms & Communities. Great Barrington, MA: 
Orion Society.

Focal point of learning 
experiences is the immediate 
environment

Use of stories and interpretive 
tasks

Encourages our youth to see 
inter-connections and their 
influences on the community 
and the environment. 

Helps  to build an affective 
relationship with their 
immediate environment

Can be part of architecture-
based or journey-based 
learning



Shared Challenging OBS Experience  

• Milestone programme for cohorts of 
upper secondary students from different 
school profiles to engage in outdoor 
learning experiences.

• Multi-day expeditions that provide 
opportunities for:
✓Planning and decision-making

✓Cooperation and conflict-resolution

✓Building resilience and ruggedness

✓Social interaction



5-day Programme Overview

- Resilience building

- Strengthen team cohesion through challenging 
expedition

- Self discovery  through sense of achievement

Be able to deal with challenges/adversities positively 
through making right choices to influence their 
circumstances and overcoming their self-limiting thoughts. 



Field trips and learning journeys 
(as part of academic curriculum) 

Field trip
A compulsory component of the 
secondary geography curriculum. 

Christ Church secondary 3 
students measuring the 

depth of the river. 

Learning Journey 

Science curriculum, “Ideas First”, at 
Townsville Primary School provides 
students with experiences which build 
on their interest and stimulate their 
curiosity about the environment. 

Inquiry-based learning. 



Current and Future 
(School Cohort Camp Experiences)
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Factors Current Future

Programme • School-determined
• Typically 3 days
• “One size fits all” programme 

• Resilience, ruggedness and social cohesion 
(21st CC)

• Range from 3 to 5 days 
• Age appropriate, developmental programme 

linked to the OE curriculum

Participant • 20 per group • 12-16 per group (smaller group for better 
facilitation of learning)

Personnel • Outsourced to camp vendors
• “Part-timers” industry

• Teachers as facilitators of learning
• Increased skilfulness and professionalism of 

full time and free lance instructors 
• MOE staff to run the camps at the MOE 

OALCs

Place • Limited space / facilities
• Centre-based activities

• Purposeful architecture 
• Leverage place and surrounding environment 

for exploration and learning 



Roles of Teachers 
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• Apply learning to 
other contexts, e.g. 
in school or in daily 
life

• Reinforce learning 
during lessons in 
school e.g. FTGP, 
CCE lessons etc

Facilitate learning 
(together with the OE 
educators) during the 

the camp activities and 
challenges in the 

outdoors

• Teach requisite skills, 
knowledge and 
attitudes, e.g. through 
OE in PE Curriculum

• Facilitate lead-up 
activities for camp e.g. 
meal planning, route 
planning, research 
about places etc 

Pre-Camp Camp Post-Camp



What 
informs 

future OE 
policies and 
practices in 
Singapore?

• Global scans and emerging trends
- OE’s role in the 21 CC curriculum.
- OE’s role in a post-Covid world.
- OECD’s “The Future of Education and 

Skills 2030”.
- Emergence of cultures e.g., “Woke”, 

“Cancel” etc . 
- Green movement and advocacy.

• National policies and imperatives 
- Resilience and social cohesion narratives.
- Climate change and Singapore’s Green 

Plan 2030.
- Outdoor Learning (OL) in Singapore 

(National Master Plans).
- OL policies and mandate in the pre-

school sector.

• MOE policies and initiatives
- Set-up of insourced teams in MOE’s 

OALCs.
- Refreshed Character and Citizenship 

Education curriculum (leverage OE as 
opportunities for authentic learning), and 
a focus on contemporary issues. 

- Implementation of OE in PE (which would 
be refreshed in 2023).
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