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Singapore’s Tertiary Education System 

Singapore’s higher education landscape is a compact one, primarily driven by its six 

publicly-funded autonomous universities, a publicly-funded private university and five 

polytechnics. While international institutions—such as France’s INSEAD and 

ESSEC, and Australia’s James Cook and Murdoch universities—contribute 

meaningfully, the autonomous universities form the core of higher education and 

research activity. The polytechnics contribute to significant training at a high level, 

while engaging in downstream applied research. This scale and structure have 

proven effective, enabling Singaporean institutions to achieve international 

recognition, different pathways for different preferences and abilities, and 

consistently high graduate employment rates. 

Within the university sector, the Singapore Government introduced an "autonomy" 

framework initially with SMU at its inception in 2000, essentially referring to a 

corporation of the university as a CLG (company limited by guarantee). This model 

of autonomy was subsequently extended in the mid-2000s to established institutions 

like NUS and NTU, and later adopted by the newer universities. Under this 

framework, universities operate through policy and performance agreements with the 

Ministry of Education (MOE), which include annual Performance Review Forums to 

discuss and assess performance against agreed targets. Although universities enjoy 

strategic operational autonomy, the government maintains oversight through policy 

directives and appointments to institutional trustee boards. 

It is important to contextualise these outcomes within the unique economic, 

historical, and cultural framework of Singapore. As a small city-state with no natural 

resources, Singapore has always prioritised the strategic development of human 
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capital as an existential necessity. The resultant alignment of education policies with 

national economic strategies may hold insights for the Scottish context. 

Core Funding Philosophy and Efficiency 

Singapore’s approach to tertiary education funding revolves around three interlinked 

principles: talent development, market alignment, and meritocracy. This strategic 

orientation is facilitated through significant government subsidies, making higher 

education financially accessible for local students. The government typically provides 

direct funding to universities, significantly mitigating tuition costs and thus lowering 

the financial barrier to tertiary education. 

Despite offering substantial subsidies, Singapore maintains remarkable efficiency in 

its education expenditure. In 2021, the country's spending on education amounted to 

about 2.8% of GDP, below the OECD average (5.0%) and substantially lower than 

expenditures by countries such as the UK (5.9%) and the USA (5.4%)1. Yet, 

Singapore consistently strong outcomes from its higher education institutions, 

whether it is strong graduate employment outcomes or internationally renowned 

research. This efficiency arises from centralised policy planning, high-quality 

education delivery, and strategic economic alignment. 

Funding Mechanisms for Undergraduate Education 

Universities in Singapore are funded through several structured mechanisms. 

Central to this is the block grant system, providing institutions baseline funding, 

which is governed by accountability measures and performance metrics aligned with 

national objectives. The size of the block grant is determined by student numbers, 

and adopts a per-capita funding mechanism. Resources are allocated based on 

student enrolment, differentiated by economic needs and academic disciplines. This 

allocation represents the subsidy for undergraduate education, which allows tuition 

fees to be kept more affordable for students.  

Presented in the form of the Tuition Grant Scheme, the subsidy allows both reduced 

tuition fees to be paid by both local and international students. The subsidy for 

international students is a fraction of that for local students. International students 

 
1 https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SE.XPD.TOTL.GD.ZS?end=2021&locations=OE-SG-GB-
US&start=1971  

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SE.XPD.TOTL.GD.ZS?end=2021&locations=OE-SG-GB-US&start=1971
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SE.XPD.TOTL.GD.ZS?end=2021&locations=OE-SG-GB-US&start=1971


 

3 
 

SMU Classification: Restricted 

receiving subsidies are typically required to serve out a service obligation of a three-

year service obligation post-graduation. Additional support mechanisms—including 

loans, scholarships, and bursaries—further ensure educational accessibility across 

socioeconomic backgrounds. 

Research, Innovation, and Enterprise (RIE) Funding 

Research funding represents another critical component of Singapore’s tertiary 

education landscape, structured through the five-year Research, Innovation, and 

Enterprise (RIE) plans. The current cycle, RIE2021-2025, allocates SGD25 billion to 

strategic domains such as manufacturing, trade and connectivity; human health and 

potential; urban solutions and sustainability; and the Smart Nation and digital 

economy. 

This substantial investment aims to drive economic transformation through focused 

research and development efforts. Funding distribution is managed by entities such 

as the Ministry of Education (MOE), National Research Foundation (NRF), and 

Agency for Science, Technology and Research (A*STAR). These agencies 

administer both smaller, exploratory grants and competitive, larger-scale research 

funding, typically prioritising applied research to address tangible economic and 

social needs. Industry collaboration and philanthropic contributions complement 

government research funding, further incentivised by matching schemes that boost 

university endowments and long-term financial stability. 

University endowments represent an important aspect of financial sustainability in 

Singapore's higher education landscape. These endowments, bolstered through 

government matching schemes for philanthropic contributions, and tax deduction 

incentives, allow for strategic investment management, provide critical long-term 

financial stability and support initiatives such as research, financial aid, and other 

causes. 

Demographic Shifts and Lifelong Learning 

The concept of a 100-year life calls for a re-envisioned relationship between 

universities and society. Traditional models, wherein a few years of tertiary education 

early in life suffice for lifelong careers, are increasingly inadequate. While 

foundational credentials remain valuable for socialisation, professional identity 
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formation, and embedding critical skills during formative years, ongoing learning 

becomes essential as careers span multiple decades. 

Universities must evolve to support lifelong engagement, accommodating continual 

professional pivots, skill augmentations, and fresh starts across individuals' lifetimes. 

The outdated three-stage model—education, employment, retirement—is 

increasingly challenged by societal shifts, requiring education to be integrated across 

the entire lifespan. Universities have the foundational resources to catalyse this 

transformation; purposeful adjustments can significantly enhance their lifelong 

educational contributions. 

This shift has entailed a new model of funding, through a new statutory board 

charged with the upskilling and reskilling mandate. Funding flows directly to 

providers like universities, representing significant subsidies for the cost of training, 

and a proportion flows to each individual Singaporean, for use in training.  

 


