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Singapore Maths 
Also known as ‘Maths’ 

 
The Singaporean approach to teaching mathematics develops pupils’ mathematical 

skills and confidence without having to resort to memorising procedures to pass tests – 

making mathematics more engaging and interesting.  

 

We use the Maths-No Problem! approach to teaching mathematics, which is rooted in 

Singaporean method of teaching mathematics.  

 

The Singaporean method of teaching mathematics is based on research from a variety 

of sources: 

 

Piaget: thinking processes rather than outcomes 

Vygotsky: discussion and interaction 

Bruner: CPA approach 

Dienes: exploration before structure 

Skemp: meaningful tasks creating relational understanding 

Kapur: productive failure rather than direct instruction 

 

The combination of these approaches is what forms the basis of the evidence and 

research-led mathematics programme and lesson structure that we follow.  
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Maths Mastery 
Mastery doesn’t mean memorising 

 
The concept of teaching mathematics to mastery is to ensure that topics are well 

developed. Pupils will spend enough time to fully explore a concept before moving on 

to a different topic. Each unit is designed to provide minimal step progression through 

the material so that all pupils can move forward together at broadly the same pace. 

Provision is provided for struggling learners and advanced learners so that concepts 

are embedded and deepened without the need to accelerate. 

 

An idea is well formed and reinforced by ample practice. New knowledge is then used 

in subsequent lessons so that all ideas build on top of each other and pupils have 

ample opportunity to develop relationships between the topics. Ideas are revisited in a 

pupils’ progress through the years, each time at a higher level. 

 

Textbooks and workbooks 
 

The textbooks allow teachers and pupils to explore each topic in real depth. From the 

hand-drawn illustrations to the learner-friendly typeface, every element has been 

meticulously designed for our pupils to succeed.  

 

The textbooks include Anchor Tasks/In Focus Tasks, Guided Practice examples and 

group activities for use in the classroom. The workbooks allow pupils to work 

independently, demonstrating their understanding and assess their own learning.  
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The textbooks have been researched in great detail and written by world-renowned 

author Dr Yeap Ban Har, which means that teachers don’t have to spend time creating 

resources from scratch. The varied examples have been specifically chosen to stretch 

pupils into harder concepts, create depth and generate dialogue providing teachers 

with better expert resources than if they were developing materials on their own, 

pulling resources from multiple places, or sourcing them from the internet. 

 

The textbooks come with an online teachers’ guide and resources. It suggests a lesson 

approach with key questions to use during the Anchor Task/In Focus Task and Guided 

Practice. There is suggested differentiation, allowing teachers to support struggling 

learners while stretching and challenging advanced learners. They also point out 

common misconceptions, formative assessment points, non-negotiables for the lesson 

and the variation present in the Guided Practice tasks. 

 

Lesson Structure 
What does a lesson look like using the Singaporean approach? 

 
There are five main components to most mathematics lessons: 
 

1. The Anchor/In Focus Task (followed by unpicking the key methods needed for the 

lesson) 

2. Guided Practice 

3. Independent Practice 

4. Challenge 

5. Journaling  
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The Anchor/In Focus Task 
(Followed by unpicking the key methods needed for the lesson) 

Timings: 15-20 minutes 

 
 

The task: An Anchor/In Focus Task is a problem designed to provide pupils with a 

challenge that can be solved in a number of different ways (conceptual variation). 

While it is the same mathematical problem for all pupils, the ideas and approach to 

solving the problem can vary widely. The task will often be operated with concrete 

materials and pictorial supports at the carpet, on the tables, or in small groups. 
 

The teacher: During this part of the lesson, the teacher is a skillful facilitator of 

learning creating cognitive conflict within the pupils. You will often hear 

teachers/teaching assistants introducing misconceptions and exploring them, using 

their professional skills to question pupils towards uncovering deeper understanding, 

and lots of pupil discussion and feedback. You will rarely see adults telling pupils what 

to do, and even less frequently see teachers as the ‘main attraction’. Teachers do not 

use direct instruction, but create a sense of productive failure as they move towards 

deeper and longer lasting understanding. All of the learning is coming from the 

children, guided by expertly times and relevant questions to move the learning of all 

pupils forward.  
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They have five areas if focus before/during this phase: 

 

Anticipating what pupils will do – what strategies will they use – in solving a 

problem 

Monitoring their work as they approach the problem in class 

Selecting pupils whose strategies are worth discussing with the class 

Sequencing those pupils’ presentations to maximise their potential to increase 

pupils’ learning 

Collecting the strategies/methods the children have used. The teacher will gather 

the methods they have selected in a suitable order (often most concrete to abstract 

or the method all will be able to access to the method only some will be able to 

access) 

 

The teacher may ask pupils to explain their methods; they may also use the textbook 

(usually on the IWB) to compare methods. If the intended method for the lesson hasn’t 

been used, then the teacher will introduce this to the children. They won’t tell them 

step by step how to do the method, they will discover it together.  

 

The differentiation: The use of concrete materials and pictorial supports often support 

struggling learners to thrive during this phase. Question-based scaffolds are also used 

to move the learning forward. You will often hear a teacher referring to ‘their friend’ 

who can be used as a scaffold, moving children in the direction they prefer or using an 

idea to spark a different train of thinking. Advanced leaners can be challenged to come 

up with more methods.  
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The indicators of success: As this part of the lesson us heavily discussion and 

question based, with learning using concrete materials and rich thinking, success 
looks like: 

 

• A collaborative classroom where pupils are not afraid to make mistakes or 

provide their thinking 

• Learning characterised by using concrete materials, pictorial representation, 

clear explanations and strong vocabulary 

• Short-burst teacher input where questions are met with further questions or 

clarifications (a feeling of uncertainty on the part of the teacher with what is 

‘right’) 

• Pupils agreeing with, building upon or challenging the thinking of their peers in 

a structured way 

• Anchored learning opportunities, where the main ideas and approaches are 

being recorded both by the teacher and pupils, remaining in the learning 

environment after the lesson (on the working wall or on display in the 

classroom somewhere) 

 

What you won’t see: 

• Pupil silence 

• Adults telling pupils step-by-step methods or approaches 

• Teacher-dominated talk 

• Limited variation in questioning 
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• Insufficient time given to explore the various approaches/methods 

• Pupils all doing different work, rather than the same task in different variations  

 

Guided practice 
Timings: 15 minutes 

 

 
 

The task: In the Singaporean approach, Guided Practice is also known as ‘procedural 

variation’, or ‘intelligent practice’. The questions different slightly and pupils’ are 

encouraged to spot patterns and relationships, explain what method is the most 

efficient to use and notice what is different and what changes.  
 

The teacher: During this phase of the lesson, the teacher/teaching assistant is 

supporting pupils to uncover the relationship between similar questions and determine 

any rules (generalisations) or seek any patterns. In contrast to the learning (in a 

surface sense!) through role repetition, the teacher is embedding learning by providing 

opportunities to seek a deeper understanding of concepts through rules and patterns.  
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Adults are using questioning to support pupils in seeing these rules and patterns, in 

addition to making connections between the questions and methods themselves. They 

also encourage children to decide what the most efficient method to solve the 

particular problem is. The teacher may use the Teach I, Teach US, Teach YOU 

approach here.   

 

The differentiation: At this point in the lesson, questioning is the key approach. 

Therefore, having intentional questions for all ranges of learners and pattern/rule-

seeking should be planned. Struggling learners should be encouraged to use a 

method they are comfortable with and find patterns within it. More advanced learners 

should clearly articulate the patterns and rules uncovered in the approach and be able 

to replicate them in different forms. They will also be expected to explain why certain 

methods work better than others.  

 

The indicators of success/struggle: As this part of the lesson is characterised by 

pattern and rule spotting, success looks like: 
 

• Pupils and teachers working together to uncover patterns and connections 

• Pupils thinking and reasoning out loud to support each other’s learning 

• Careful exploration of each example 

• Teacher questioning promoting discussions of the finer points of the example 

 

What you won’t see: 

• Finding the answers to the questions 
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• Aiming to complete the questions rather than explore them 

• Teachers identifying the variation 

 

Independent practice 
(Including Guided Groups and Challenges) 

Timings: 10/15 minutes 
 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

 

 

 

 

The task: It is during this time that pupils are released to practice the skills they have 

acquired throughout the lesson in workbooks. All pupils are completing the same 

questions and the learners in the lesson that may still not fully grasp the progression 

will be working in a guided group with the teacher to make further sense of the learning 

that day. For advanced learners that have completed the work in the books swiftly and 

with accuracy, the teacher may have them complete a ‘Need a Challenge’ activity, 

write an ‘Einstein’ explanation, solve a problem from the workbook using a different 

method, support other learners or complete a further challenge. Children are trained to 

automatically get a challenge, if their teacher doesn’t give them a specific direction.  
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The teacher: During this part of the lesson, the teacher/teaching assistant may be 

working with a guided group of struggling learners or circulating round the room to 

assess understanding and application. It is vital that during this stage the learning is 

not hijacked by adults in the room who are concerned with pupils showing correct 

answers, but rather allowing pupils to show what they know. Unprepared learners 

should not attempt their independent task before being prepared, so guided groups are 

used in this phase to support learners in achieving the ‘non-negotiables’ in the lesson 

(often using concrete materials or pictures). 
	

Differentiation: In this part of the lesson, differentiation is characterised in a number 

of ways, often through resources, groupings and seating, pace, dialogue and outcome. 

As the default method of differentiation has traditionally been differentiation by task, 

the Singaporean model supports learners of all strengths to access the same task but 

show their understanding in a variety of contexts. The guided group is a good way to 

help build the confidence of learners while staying in the classroom and working on the 

same task. Advanced learners, who have completed the activity with speed and 

accuracy, move quickly on to a challenge. They are trained to do this and relish the 

opportunity. 

 

The indicators of success/struggle: As this part of the lesson is characterised by 

pupils working independently, success looks like: 
 

• Pupils confidently answering questions on their own 
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• Pupils pausing and thinking about strategies they can apply to the various 

questions 

• Pupils supporting one another in their learning 

• Teachers/teaching assistants assessing and/or operating guided groups for less 

confident learners 

• A calm and purposeful approach to applying knowledge and skills learned on the 

day and across the unit of work 

 

What you won’t see: 
 

• Adults hijacking the learning by enforcing correct answers over correct thinking 

• Learners that are not ready for independence being independent 

• Empty table-tops 

• Pupils covering up their work and not sharing their thinking with one another 
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Journaling 
Timings: Five minutes 

 

 
 

The task: It is during this time that pupils are encouraged to reflect on their learning in 

the lesson. They can write a reflection that may include what they found difficult/easy 

in the lesson, what manipulatives/pictures they used, what they learnt and so on. They 

may also be given another question to complete (this could be the Anchor Task/In 

Focus task or a similar problem), pupils can then answer the question using their 

chosen method/s from the lesson and explain it.  These reflections may start out as 

verbal discussions, especially earlier on in the year and lower down the school. They 

can include pictures as well as written explanations.  
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The teacher: During this part of the lesson, the teacher/teaching assistant may be 

scaffolding reflections (especially early on or in KS1). They may provide sentence 

starters to support the pupils as they journal.  They will also be circulating, questioning 

the children to support their reflections and explanations.  

 

Differentiation: In this part of the lesson, differentiation is characterised in a number 

of ways, often through teacher questioning, how the children record their reflections 

and the use of sentence starters.   

 

The indicators of success/struggle: As this part of the lesson is characterised by 

pupils reflecting independently, success looks like: 
 

• Pupils confidently reflecting on their learning and understanding, verbally or by 

using pictures/explanations 

• Pupils discussing their learning and how they solved the problems 

• Adults scaffolding journaling using verbal/written prompts 

 

What you won’t see: 
 

• Adults writing reflections for the class to copy 

• The same reflection in each book 

 

 
 


