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By SANDRA DAVIE
SENIOR WRITER

TOMORROW, the Primary School
Leaving Examination (PSLE) re-
sults will be out, and for the first
time in a long while, readers of
this newspaper may not get to
meet the top scorers.

The Ministry of Education last
night announced that it will stop
releasing information on top per-
formers not just for the PSLE, but
all national examinations.

The Straits Times had already
reported a day earlier that it was
mulling over moving in this man-
ner. Nonetheless, it comes as a
stunning decision.

Before this, a Straits Times
reader had also written in asking
for a media blackout on top per-
formers in the exams.

Mr Tan Soon
Meng, who wrote in
the Forum Page yes-
terday, said: “Promi-
nent coverage of the
top performers, in-
cluding racial and de-
mographic differenti-
ation, perpetuates
the exam’s impor-
tance and exacer-
bates the stress and
anxiety felt by pupils
and parents.”

Lest readers con-
flate the reasons for
the ministry’s deci-
sion, it is worth tak-
ing apart the differ-
ent aspects of the
move.

First, the minis-
try’s explanation: that it is “in
line with the importance of recog-
nising our students for their holis-
tic development and all-round ex-
cellence, and to balance the
over-emphasis on academic re-
sults”.

So, it is part of its larger move
to emphasise that the sum of edu-
cation is more than academic
achievements alone.

The ministry is attempting to
walk its talk. It comes after minis-
ters have been advising parents re-
peatedly not to view the PSLE as a
do-or-die exam for their 12-year-
olds.

But where does the media
come into all this, as per Mr Tan’s
claims?

The media is often an easy tar-
get for all manner of ills, but
those who argue that it contrib-
utes to the stress and pressure in
schools are barking up the wrong
tree.

Every year, the MOE sends out
a press statement giving informa-
tion on the performance of the co-
hort as a whole, as well as that of
the top scorers. It also gives out a
list of some schools, including sev-
eral lesser-known ones, that have
made steady progress.

The MOE would give only the
names of the top PSLE pupil, the
one with the highest T-score, and
the other top pupils, along with
the schools they come from.

But it would not reveal the ag-
gregate scores of the pupils. It
stopped the practice some years
ago because it did not want the
media to focus on the academic
scores.

It turned out to be a futile at-
tempt, as the schools that had
done well were quite willing to
share their results in detail.

And then there was always
KiasuParents.com, which would

have a list up by the end of the
day. The site would also have
provided an analysis on how
much more competitive it had
become to get into top schools
such as Raffles Institution and Raf-
fles Girls’ School.

Tuition centres like The Learn-
ing Lab would also put up a list of
top PSLE scorers. No doubt, quite
a few of them would have taken
its classes.

While the media would cover
the top scorers, what gets the juic-
es flowing for most reporters is
when a neighbourhood school pro-
duces the top PSLE pupil, especial-
ly if he or she comes from a poor
or modest family background.

Every year, reporters would
spend hours making dozens of
calls to neighbourhood schools in
the hope of finding that inspiring
page one story of a child who did
well despite the odds.

A few years ago, I went to
some schools to track down the
PSLE failures – some of whom
had failed the exam for the second

time – and their anx-
ious parents.

A few days later, I
wrote about how
hopeless these pupils
felt and how they
found hope again
when they enrolled in
Northlight School
and Assumption Path-
way School, which
have been set up to of-
fer alternative path-
ways to the PSLE fail-
ures.

In recent months,
I have spoken to doz-
ens of parents about
the stress and worry
they have over the
PSLE.

Several brought up
the T-score system of ranking
PSLE pupils, how difficult PSLE
Maths questions are, direct school
admission and the Integrated Pro-
gramme (IP) schools. Not one
asked for less media attention on
the results.

In the end, the dominant factor
behind PSLE-related stress for
parents and, by extension, their
12-year-old children is how post-
ings to good secondary schools
hinge on PSLE scores.

Many parents, rightly or wrong-
ly, feel that their children’s future
is secured if they can land a place
in a top secondary school, synony-
mous with IP schools these days.

It means that their children
stand a good chance of ending up
with good A-level results, and
consequently landing places in the
local universities, if not in prestig-
ious overseas universities with
government or private-sector
scholarships.

In deciding not to publicise the
information on top performers,
the MOE is hoping to set an exam-
ple and nudge everyone along to-
wards making the mindset shift
that there are many pathways to
success.

The truth is that good PSLE
scores are not an iron-clad guaran-
tee of a path endowed with aca-
demic excellence going forward.

Without the information, re-
porters will have to find more “hu-
man interest” stories about pupils
who overcame adversity.

But I am not sure that it will
stop resourceful parents from go-
ing to great lengths to find out
which primary schools produced
the top pupils or from hankering
after the IP schools.

It would take much more than
withholding information to force
parents to change.
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By MELISSA PANG
and ANDREA ONG

THERE was a mixed reaction to
news that the Education Ministry
will no longer publish the names
of top scorers in national exams.

Those in favour of the move
called it a step in the right direc-
tion. Their view was that the deci-
sion would send the message to
parents and students alike that do-
ing well academically is not, and
should not be, the sole aim of edu-
cation.

Principals also said the deci-
sion is in line with the move by
the Ministry of Education (MOE)
towards holistic development.

But those who opposed the de-
cision were adamant that academ-
ic excellence be celebrated and
held as an example which others
can aspire to emulate.

Yesterday, the Ministry of Edu-
cation (MOE) announced that it
will no longer name top scorers as
it wants to balance previous
over-emphasis on academic re-
sults.

Keming Primary School princi-
pal Kelvin Tay said the announce-
ment emphasises to parents the

importance of a child’s holistic de-
velopment. He said it would take
the pressure off students and par-
ents. “The Primary School Leav-
ing Exam is just one of many mile-
stones in life. There are people
who did not do very well in prima-
ry school but went on to excel in
life,” said Mr Tay. He added that
it would allow children to blos-
som in their own areas of talent.

Ang Mo Kio Secondary School
principal Abdul Mannan Moham-
ed Ibrahim noted that the move
would also reduce the “artificial
inflation” caused by parents’ per-
ceptions of top schools.

He said: “If the papers an-
nounce that ABC school has a top
performer, it could be just one stu-
dent from the school who is the ex-
ception.” He added that parents
could now assess schools based
on wider, more objective criteria.

Mountbatten MP Lim Biow
Chuan said the disclosure of re-
sults may sometimes lead to inad-
vertent comparisons and addition-
al stress, and that MOE is trying
to lessen it.

Mr Lim, who heads the Govern-
ment Parliamentary Committee
for Education, said: “I think MOE
is trying to say, ‘Don’t need to

compare, don’t add stress to the
whole situation. If your child has
done well, well and good. If he
hasn’t, it’s not the end of the
world, no need to be too upset’.”

However, Mr Lim expressed
doubts as to how effective the
move would be. He said that even
if the students are not named,
word could get out. The more im-
portant question is how to move
the focus away from grades.

One parent called MOE’s deci-
sion “regressive”. Making the
comment on The Straits Times
website, he said that even though
his children have completed their
PSLE, every year he looks forward
to hearing the secrets behind the
motivation of the top scorers.

“This, I strongly believe, may
motivate others who may see
them as role models,” said the
reader, who goes by the name
Wee Michael.

Another parent, Madam Mazli-
ta Abdul Jabbar, 37, was also
against it.

“We love to read stories about
people who excel in sports, in the
world of business. That is because
we all need role models. Achieve-
ments from national exams, like
national sports, ought to be laud-
ed and celebrated,” said Madam
Mazlita, an accountant.

However, she acknowledged
that as her son was last year’s sec-
ond-highest scorer, her views

may be biased.
Others were ambivalent. Dr

Loh Chin Ee, 37, an assistant pro-
fessor at the National Institute of
Education and a mother of two,
thinks the change may take a
while to filter through because Sin-
gapore remains a pragmatic socie-
ty which has tended to “valourise
academic grades over anything
else”.

Business manager J. Tan, 48,
who has a daughter in Secondary
1, said it was a good first step but
hopes the ministry will look at oth-
er pressure points where students
are still pitted against one anoth-
er. She cited the Primary 1 admis-
sions, Gifted Education Pro-
gramme and Integrated Pro-
gramme as examples.

Online, the announcement gen-
erated mixed comments too.

A few said it was about time
the Government introduced the
new rule, but some questioned its
timing, given that the PSLE re-
sults will be out tomorrow.

Those who were against the
move felt that it was unfair to stu-
dents who have worked very hard,
and that their efforts should not
go unrecognised.

But one reader said children
should not be motivated by the
thought of being publicly recog-
nised as a top student.
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By K.C. VIJAYAN
LAW CORRESPONDENT

IT IS sufficient for motorists
who flout the three-quarter tank
rule and lie about it to be hit in
the pocket where it hurts, rather
than jail them.

Former Chief Justice Chan
Sek Keong made this clear in ex-
plaining why he replaced the
two-week jail term imposed on
convicted offender Steven Yang,
47, with a $4,000 fine on appeal
last month.

The 49-page judgment
grounds for the decision – expect-
ed to form a new benchmark for
future cases – is understood to
be CJ Chan’s last written grounds
before he retired earlier this
month. It was released yesterday.

“A custodial sentence is not
necessarily the only or best form
of deterrence against offending,”
he wrote.

“In certain cases, a heavy
fine, as an alternative to a custo-
dial sentence, may equally have
the desired deterrent effect in re-
ducing the incidence of an of-
fence. Economic offences which
are not serious in nature would
be one such example of such an
offence.”

Yang, a pastor, had in January
tried to drive to Malaysia with-
out the minimum amount of pet-
rol in his car, as required by law.

He had pleaded guilty in a dis-
trict court to lying to a Customs
officer that the fuel gauge had
not been tampered with, and was
sentenced to two weeks’ jail.

Yang, through lawyer Peter
Ong, appealed against the sen-
tence, asking whether a jail term
should be applied simply because
it was the norm. In 62 out of 64
past cases, a two-week jail term
was imposed.

CJ Chan held that while con-

sistency in sentencing was desira-
ble and necessary for the equal
treatment of offenders in similar
circumstances, the jail term
should not be “lightly or readily”
imposed.

He noted that a fine of
$3,000, for example, would be
50 or 60 times the amount the of-
fender would save in breaching
the three-quarter tank rule.

“Where, as here, the offend-
er’s purpose is to save money in
using his car, and to avoid pay-
ing a fine of up to $500 by lying
to a law enforcement officer, an
appropriate deterrent sentence
may well be to punish where it
hurts, that is, his pocket.”

He held that the jail term was
“inappropriate and dispropor-
tionate” to the gravity of the of-
fence and should not be the
norm for a first offender in such
a case.
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No reporting won’t
mean no more stress

By STACEY CHIA

THE Education Ministry hopes to
help pre-schools develop pro-
grammes that will allow children
to learn through play.

Engaging children in “purpose-
ful play” will be part of the kin-
dergarten curriculum framework
that is being updated by the Min-
istry of Education (MOE), said its
spokesman.

Learning through play is a
component in the current curricu-
lum framework, and teachers
play an important role for it to be
effective, she said, in response to
queries from The Straits Times.

She added that teachers need
to set specific learning goals for
their own reference, facilitate the
children’s play and interact with
them to encourage learning.

The refreshed framework will
include a “clearer articulation of
the teacher’s role in facilitating
the learning through purposeful
play”.

Separately, Senior Minister of
State for Education and Law, Ms
Indranee Rajah, said purposeful
play is not only enjoyable, but al-
so “allows children to make
meaning out of their experienc-
es”.

Speaking to about 1,000 kin-
dergarten teachers and principals
at the MOE Kindergarten Learn-
ing Forum yesterday, Ms Indra-
nee noted that although many ac-
tivities in pre-schools are la-
belled as play, not all can be con-
sidered “purposeful”.

Pre-school experts said there
are many pre-schools carrying
out learning through play effec-
tively.

For example, at Ascension Kin-
dergarten in Potong Pasir, one ac-
tivity based on the Humpty

Dumpty nursery rhyme requires
children to use toy building
blocks to build a wall big enough
for their Humpty Dumpty toy to
sit on without falling off.

Principal Dianne Seet said that
through this, children can learn
about spatial concepts and devel-
op reasoning and problem-solv-
ing skills.

Over at Living Sanctuary Kin-
dergarten in Hougang, children
between five and six years old
can choose to have their playtime
in the science centre.

Under the supervision of their
teachers, they are given materi-
als to do simple experiments
such as mixing vinegar with bak-
ing soda – which results in effer-
vescence – and using a magnet to

test which items will get attract-
ed to it.

Principal Elsie Tan said: “We
don’t need them to know the sci-
ence concepts. What we want is
for them to be curious, and sci-
ence is one subject that allows ex-
ploration.”

The kindergarten received the
MOE and the Association of Ear-
ly Childhood Educators (Singa-
pore) Outstanding Learning Cen-
tre distinction award from Ms In-
dranee yesterday.

However, Mrs Seet said that al-
lowing children to play freely
without setting out learning out-
comes is also important.

“It allows them to develop
their own personalities. You’ll
start to see who are the leaders,

the followers and who the inven-
tors are,” she said.

Mr Philip Ng, a freelance train-
er in early childhood studies, said
some pre-schools may compro-
mise playtime as parents may not
yet be receptive to this form of
learning. He added that perhaps
“purposeful play” could also be
incorporated at lower primary
levels.

He said: “You need to show
parents that you are getting their
children ready for Primary 1, but
at Primary 1 there’s not much
purposeful play going on.”

MOE is in the process of final-
ising the kindergarten curricu-
lum framework, the spokesman
said.

staceyc@sph.com.sg

Five-year-old Faith Li-Ann Irudayam (right) observing the chemical reaction that takes place when vinegar mixes with
baking soda, while her classmates and teachers at the Living Sanctuary Kindergarten look on. ST PHOTO: CHEW SENG KIM

MOVIE
NIGHTStraits Times Appreciates Readers

Watch THE HOBBIT: AN UNEXPECTED JOURNEY on Dec 12 
before it opens in Singapore.

600 Straits Times subscribers will each receive one pair 
of tickets to an evening screening of the movie at Lido cineplex. 

For redemption from Nov 26, log on to the SPH Rewards 
Portal (www.sphrewards.com.sg) to download the rewards 
voucher. First come, first served.

150 Straits Times readers stand to win a pair of tickets each 
to the IMAX 3-D screening of the movie on the same night.

To join this contest, answer the movie question below, 
cut out this coupon and mail it with your name, IC number, 
contact details and e-mail address to:

Question: In The Hobbit: An Unexpected Journey, who 
invites Bilbo Baggins to “share in an adventure”?
a) Frodo      b) Thorin      c) Gandalf      d) Beorn

Star Movie Night Contest
Singapore Press Holdings
MacPherson Road Post Office
Locked Bag Service No. 050
Singapore 913486

Answer:

Winners will be picked on Nov 30. They will be notified by e-mail
to collect their tickets at Lido Theatre on Dec 12 from 5pm.

SPH employees and their immediate family members are not eligible to take part in this contest.

Why pastor was fined instead of jailed

‘Learning through play’ for kindergarten kids

Some laud de-emphasis on academic
excellence, others want it celebrated

The truth is
that good
PSLE
scores are
not an
iron-clad
guarantee
of a path
endowed
with
academic
excellence.

Not naming top pupils:
Mixed reaction to move
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