
By SANDRA DAVIE
SENIOR EDUCATION CORRESPONDENT

THE National Institute of Educa-
tion (NIE) has launched three
studies to answer key questions
about the impact of private tui-
tion here.

At the top of the list is whe-
ther tuition really improves
students’ grades or if it creates an
unhealthy reliance which may
make them worse.

The studies, which are expect-
ed to be completed by the end of
next year, will also question if
tutors help students understand
content or if they merely drill chil-
dren to be exam-smart.

Dr Shaljan Areepattamannil,
who is heading the project, said
he and his team will try to mea-
sure whether tuition does indeed
raise scores in maths and English
through the course of a year.

They will also look at tuition’s
effect on a pupil’s motivation and
interest in maths and English.

“Even if the study shows that
tuition doesn’t result in signifi-

cant gains, parents and students
may not be dissuaded. But for pol-
icymakers and educators, it may
still be good to understand the im-
pact and trends,” he said.

At the same time, Dr Woo
Huay Lit is heading a study on
who the tutors are, and the types
and quality of teaching in tuition
centres.

Dr Trivina Kang’s study, mean-
while, is looking at what parents
expect from tuition, and the expe-
riences of students here.

Research dean Lee Wing On
said NIE embarked on the studies
due to the high prevalence of tui-
tion in Singapore.

He pointed to a study showing
that between 1998 and 2008, tui-
tion spending here doubled from
$410 million to more than $800
million.

“Besides the huge amount of
money spent by parents, the tui-
tion phenomenon is worth study-
ing because it has repercussions
at both the individual and nation-
al levels,” he said.

“At the individual level,

students can develop a strong
reliance on their tutors and may
pay less attention in class, know-
ing that their tutors will help
them afterwards.

“At the national level, it
has a bearing on our attempts
to move away from the focus
on exams towards a more holistic
education.

“Extensive tuition also exacer-
bates social inequalities, which
has become a pressing concern.”

Professor Lee, however, noted
that tuition is hard to examine.
There are many factors affecting
academic achievement, and tutors
vary in their methods and quality.

“From a research perspective,
populations of students who do
and do not receive tutoring can-
not easily be compared because
they are rarely uniform in other
characteristics,” he said.

The debate on tuition gained
national prominence recently af-
ter Senior Minister of State for
Education Indranee Rajah said in
Parliament that “our education
system is run on the basis that
tuition is not necessary”.

Many parents and students,
however, insist that tuition is
needed to maintain an edge.
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NIE’s three studies on tuition are expected to be completed by the end of next year. One of the questions to be examined
is whether tutors help students understand content or if they merely drill them to be exam-smart. ST PHOTO: DESMOND LUI

Past studies have found no significant gains

Top query: Do grades really improve
or is an unhealthy reliance created?

NIE studying
impact of tuition

IS TUITION necessary?
It is difficult to find a

comprehensive study which
answers this question
definitively.

That is because there are
myriad factors which can
affect a student’s performance
– from parents’ educational
level to the quality of the
schools they go to.

Still, several correlational
studies done here and overseas
indicate that tuition does not
lead to significant gains.

One of these is the 2009
Programme for International
Student Assessment (Pisa)
study on 15-year-olds.
Singapore, which came in fifth
in reading and second in

maths, was first among 18
countries when it came to
tuition – 43 per cent of its
students who were tested had
one-on-one tuition while in
primary school.

The Organisation for
Economic Cooperation and
Development’s study found
that those who had tuition did
not do better than those who
did not in the Pisa test.

A recent National Institute
of Education (NIE) study also
had a similar finding – that
tuition had little impact.

More than half of 4,000
students surveyed had tuition,
with a majority being tutored
for at least three hours a week.
But the study found no link

with their year-end exam
marks – in the case of good
performers and weaker ones.

NIE’s research dean Lee
Wing On believes that tuition
could be counterproductive,
especially for bright students.

Most tutors go over what
has been covered in class. And
with raising marks being the
main aim, tutoring here is very
focused on exams instead of
encouraging thinking skills and
creativity, he said.

Tuition time can be better
spent on sports, the arts and
activities that build leadership
and teamwork skills, which may
be more crucial for long-term
success, he suggested.
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