
AS A child, School Of The Arts
(Sota) student Lee Lip Jiang, 17, felt
the pressure of not excelling in
academics like his elder brother and
sister, who were in the Gifted
Education Programme (GEP).

But his mum backed his choice to
take the road less travelled and
pursue his love for the visual arts.

From age 10 to 18, Madam Tia
Boon Sim, now 57, went for Sunday
art classes taught by pioneer local
artist Liu Kang.

And when her classmates in the
science stream became engineers,
she chose to be an architect and
married one too.

At home, they would let their
children doodle on the walls to
encourage self-expression. On top
of being in the GEP, elder son Lip
Jin and daughter Ying were enrolled
in a gifted pianist programme at the
Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts.

But they chose the academic path
in the end: Lip Jin, 28, is a trader in
Hong Kong, while Ying, 24, is an
administrator at a tuition centre
that grooms children for the GEP
programme.

Naturally, their scholastic
achievements raised expectations
for Lip Jiang, who admits crying
twice when he felt he could not
improve his grades.

His mum, now a course manager
at Temasek Polytechnic’s School of
Design, recalls being protective
when relatives compared him to his
siblings: “The grandma will always
say that oh, the brother and sister

are so good, this one definitely is
also a gifted child and will get into
GEP... I will say everyone’s ability is
different.”

Lip Jiang adds: “Art was a release
for me and helped me to get

through studying.”
His artistic bent was evident as a

boy, says his mother. When he drew
a snake, he added texture to its
body. He credits his mum for
nurturing his passion. Together,

they sketched, did pottery and
visited museums – since he was
four years old.

Enrolling in Sota, however, was
not planned. His mom had signed
him up for an event there thinking

it was an arts camp. It turned out to
be an audition for the pioneer intake
of the school, and he got in.
Presented with choices like Victoria
School near his home and St
Joseph’s Institution, his father’s
Alma Mater, he picked Sota. Now in
his fifth year, the lanky teen says
his art has matured: “My work
focuses more on developing
aesthetic forms and has social
agendas.”

From his phone and laptop, he
shows image after image of his
sketches, prints, sculptures and
photographs. “I’ve been doing a lot
of figure drawings to explore
aesthetics of the body. From there,
I’ve been trying to create a piece
about surveillance and the process
of watching,” he says, “I put a
webcam in a mould and poured
resin into it, and this figure is
supposed to protrude out of a wall.”

He moves to a graphic art
illustration of a bullet flying through
water shaped like a man’s head. “I
was exploring water in the state of
unbreakability,” he explains.

Also in his portfolio is a set of
365 renditions of his Facebook
profile picture, with different
themes like a fingerprint, a splash of
colours and even the lighting bolt
logo of the People’s Action Party.

He did one every night, for a
whole year. “It was an exposition of
my own identity,” he says.

His mother chimes in: “I’m very
impressed with that.”
GOH CHIN LIAN

TIMOTHY YAP: Grades aren’t everything

Lee Lip Jiang, 17, a visual arts student at the Sota, and his mother, Madam Tia Boon Sim, 57, a founder of a sketching group called
the Urban Sketchers Singapore, showing their sketches. ST PHOTO: ALPHONSUS CHERN
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WHEN he arrives home after a long
day of student council activities,
Timothy Yap, 18, gets this question
from his parents: “Are you able to
cope with your studies?”

For his parents, good grades led
to good jobs, like the one his father
has at a bank.

Today, grades still matter, says
the Hwa Chong Institution student,
but so does time spent exploring
and gaining new experiences.

He feels fortunate to be enrolled
in the Integrated Programme (IP),
which was introduced in 2004 and
takes students from Secondary 1 to
Junior College, skipping the O-level
examinations and freeing students
to try a broader range of academic
and non-academic activities.

“What we appreciate about the
IP system is that there is less
emphasis on standardised testing,
uniform guidelines and a common
syllabus. It is a more individualised
experience,” he says.

Already, he has travelled to Japan

and the Netherlands for student
conferences and entertained foreign
student delegates at his school.

“The overseas experiences helped
bring to life what we learnt in the
classroom, and also helped us to
better appreciate different cultures
around the world and in Singapore’s
own society,” he says.

He is aware of concerns that a
narrow focus on exams can produce
students who are rigid in their
mindset and removed from reality.

Still, the broader school
experience may not be for everyone,
he notes, with some of his peers
preferring to “just study and get
their grades”.

But it seems to him that while
that may have been the right
approach in the past, they are going
against the grain today.

“The world is changing and we
see that nowadays, while the people
who excel in getting good grades
may be more common, they are not
necessarily the ones who will excel
in life.”

chanckr@sph.com.sg

WHEN 24-year-old Tan Ruiwen
failed several subjects at Second-
ary 3, teachers at his school put pres-
sure on him to drop biology – which
he did with some reluctance.

“I wanted to drop physics, but
they told me to drop biology because
it was harder to score in.”

They had his O-level grades in
mind, but the school was also con-
cerned about its place in the annual
school league tables.

The law undergraduate, who com-
pleted Sec 4 in 2004, recalls: “The
principal would constantly talk about
the school’s ranking at assembly, say-
ing how we wouldn’t be a premier
boys school any more if we fell any
further.”

If the education system in the past
20 years is remembered for one
thing, it is the relentless competition
between schools to move up the rank-
ings based on exam results.

Retired principal Paramita
Bandara, 70, who headed Ang Mo Kio
Secondary in the 1990s, says: “It led
to unethical practices like making
them drop arts subjects and focusing
on pure sciences and maths, so that
you’re assured of an A1.”

Other principals say that while
banding and awards were meant to
help schools, they also constrained
them, creating “a cage” of sorts.

Now, schools are being freed.
The Ministry of Education’s

(MOE) recent decision to stop publish-
ing such tables grabbed headlines.

It means walking away from a
20-year-old policy of having schools
account in public for their exam re-
sults.

Today, MOE wants schools and
parents to focus on how schools can
cater to students of all abilities – aca-
demic and otherwise.

Explaining the decision, Education
Minister Heng Swee Keat said at his
ministry’s Work Plan Seminar this
month: “The fact is there is no single
yardstick to measure how ‘good’ our
schools are.”

Indeed, the aim set out at the start
of his tenure as education minister
was for every school here to be a
good school.

Reasons for ranking

BUT rewind 20 years, and the MOE
was singing a different tune. Back
then, it wanted schools and the pub-
lic to pay more attention to academic
outcomes, not less.

Throughout the 1980s, the overrid-
ing concern was how to increase the
share of each cohort making it to
post-secondary education. Of those
that entered Primary 1 in 1982, only
62 per cent did so. That rose to 88
per cent for the 1992 cohort, and 93
per cent for the 2000 cohort.

And with information about
school performance scarce in a
pre-Internet age, the Government de-
cided in 1992 to introduce tables rank-
ing the top 50 secondary schools and
junior colleges by their exam scores –
an idea borrowed from Britain.

In his National Day Rally that
year, then Prime Minister Goh Chok
Tong drew a comparison to Singa-
pore’s meritocratic system based on
open competition.

He said: “Our social, economic
and educational systems have all
been structured to encourage Singa-
poreans to compete with one another
and to reward those who work hard
and do well.”

By giving parents access to infor-
mation on how each school was per-
forming relative to others, it was
thought this would spur schools to
compete and help parents make more
informed decisions.

Education policy expert Jason Tan
of the National Institute of Education
(NIE) described this as the marketisa-
tion of schools, with the belief then
that schools had been stagnating for
so long because they had not been ex-
posed to market forces.

The league tables yielded results.
Not only did it allow lesser-known

schools which rose up the rankings,
like Zhonghua and Xinmin, to attract
better students, it also prompted tra-

ditional heavyweights who were un-
derperforming to up their game.

Mr Tan Wah Thong, who chaired
the board of governors for the
Anglo-Chinese Schools (ACS) from
1996 to 2008, says that the initial
low ranking of its flagship ACS (Inde-
pendent) spurred the board and
school management to “work very
hard to restore some semblance of
our true worth”.

So despite mounting criticism dur-
ing the 1990s and early 2000s of
school rankings, the Government re-
sisted pressure to scrap the system,
stoutly defending the principle of
competition by results.

Course correction

BUT as an ever-larger share of stu-
dents passed and even aced national
exams, other priorities emerged be-
sides grades.

The Third International Mathemat-
ics and Science Study – which was
published in 1997, but whose tests
lower secondary students sat in 1994
– showed that Singapore topped a
list of 41 developed countries in
maths and science.

Yet there was also mounting con-
cern that the education system was
not preparing students for the world
they would have to grapple with,
post-graduation.

Retired school principal Belinda
Charles says: “Without intending it
to be so, ranking and banding had so
entered the psyche of parents that in-
creasingly, having a wide cross-sec-
tion of students to mingle with be-
came the situation to be disdained
and not the mark of a good school.”

The competition over grades also
led to stress levels that some parents
found so hard to bear, they spoke of
migrating to avoid putting their chil-
dren through such a pressure cooker.
That was in the 1990s.

In 1997, Prime Minister Goh Chok
Tong observed during his seminal
“Thinking Schools, Learning Nation”
speech that many of the ablest stu-
dents lacked a passion for learning.

He said: “Their knowledge will be
fragile, no matter how many As they
get, unless they have the desire and
aptitude to continue discovering new
knowledge well after they leave
school.”

In 2003, the Remaking Singapore
Committee highlighted the “dispro-
portionate attention” paid to exami-
nation results, and pointed to feed-
back that showed “unhealthy pres-
sure on principals, teachers, students
and parents”.

Accepting the committee’s recom-
mendation, the MOE decided to
move from ranking to banding in
2004, grouping schools with similar
results into 21 bands, with only the
top nine published.

Instead of a table listing only aca-
demic achievement, the bands were
listed alongside the school’s awards
in areas like sports and character de-
velopment. To encourage schools to
develop non-academic excellence, a
scheme of awards, with different
milestones, was introduced.

But while replacing ranking with
banding helped ease pressure on
schools, the new system opened an-
other can of worms.

Schools started to chase awards,
teachers and principals recall, and
aping the state’s sporting establish-
ment, some even resorted to import-
ing sports talent from overseas in
order to win medals.

Mr Muhammad Imran, a former
secondary school teacher, says:
“Though intended as a means of
showcasing alternative peaks of excel-
lence, award-chasing has become
something of a bane to teachers as
some programmes and initiatives are
carried out solely for the sake of quali-
fying, and meeting criteria, for
awards.”

To win a Sustained Achievement
Award for Uniformed Groups, for ex-
ample, a school would need a mini-
mum share of its students to be mem-
bers of such co-curricular activities
(CCA). It led to some schools closing
down CCAs perceived to be of less
value, so more students could be
channelled to the uniformed groups,
Mr Imran says.

NIE’s Dr Tan says: “If you think
about it from the viewpoint of provid-
ing opportunities for all students, it
is at odds with a holistic education.”

Every school a good school

MOE has now scrapped banding, and
replaced the scheme of awards with
recognition of best practices – be it
for character education or staff devel-
opment.

It hopes the change will prompt
parents to judge each school on its
strengths.

And the minister wants schools to
focus on what they do best, rather
than on beating other schools. MOE
will spend $55 million over the next
five years to help all schools find
their own niche areas of excellence –
whether it is rugby or environmental
education.

The phrase Mr Heng uses to de-
scribe this new approach is “stu-
dent-centric”.

Addressing educators at MOE’s
Work Plan Seminar last year, he said:
“Many of you have asked for support
to be more student-centric, to see to
the total development of the person
rather than to build up just the aca-
demics.

“You also want to see a more colle-
gial and collaborative environment
among schools... Our schools and

teachers will need time and space to
engage in the more demanding type
of educating – values and 21st centu-
ry competencies.”

Underlying this is the recognition
that in the 21st century, a different
set of smarts is required – which can-
not be measured by exams.

Deputy Prime Minister Tharman
Shanmugaratnam, who was Educa-
tion Minister from 2003 to 2008, set
out the challenge in 2006, in an inter-
view with Newsweek. He said of the
United States: “Yours is a talent meri-
tocracy, ours is an exam meritocracy.
There are some parts of the intellect
that we are not able to test well – like
creativity, curiosity, a sense of adven-
ture, ambition.”

Ang Mo Kio Secondary principal
Abdul Mannan is among those who
are glad to see the end of banding. He
says: “Without banding, now princi-
pals can rethink what is it that really
matters to them and the student. We
can try to carve out a particular area
we are comfortable with and really
add value to the child.”

Paper chase not over

BUT not everyone is embracing the
move away from public comparisons.

Most parents interviewed by The
Straits Times after the announce-
ment called it inconvenient – be-
cause they were going to choose a
school by its exam results anyway.

Principals say shadow rankings
will emerge, possibly in chaotic fash-
ion, as parents still want to compare
academic results.

In fact, some parents have already
come up with an unofficial banding
list on the Kiasuparents online fo-
rum, compiled from school websites
which published their O-level results
for this year.

Remembering the pre-1992 days,
critics like former ACS board of gov-
ernors chairman Mr Tan fear that
schools will simply slack off and Sin-
gapore will lose its edge.

Likening academic banding to ex-
ams for schools, Mr Tan says: “If
there are no exams, do you think you
will still study?”

But their fears may prove unfound-
ed. Despite Integrated Programme
schools not being ranked since 2004,
most have continued to do well at
exams.

At ACS (Independent), where Inte-
grated Programme students take the
International Baccalaureate, average
scores have gone up despite the ab-
sence of ranking or banding.

Mr Ang Wei Neng, a member of
the Government Parliamentary Com-
m i t t e e f o r E d u c a t i o n , s a y s
assessments of schools must remain,
though they need not be public.

“If we don’t have a good assess-
ment tool, then we won’t know how

the schools are doing,” he said.
Indeed, Mrs Charles says that

“MOE has for some time been using in-
ternally far more meaningful mea-
sures to help schools improve”.

“Wisely, however, they have not re-
leased a table of these measures for
public consumption, thus pre-empt-
ing another round of meaningless com-

petition,” she tells Insight.
But a deeper problem may be that

exam results continue to determine,
for the vast majority, which school or
university one goes to next, and the
kind of job and salary one can eventu-
ally secure. Until that changes, the em-
phasis on exam performance will like-
ly remain.

Still, these are small but important
steps on a long journey to lessen
the focus on grades, and loosen the
pressure valve on schools and stu-
dents.

And it would appear that the
Government prefers to refine rather
than completely overhaul a system
that is not broken and, in fact, contin-

ues to draw praise from around the
world.

One big question is how ready soci-
ety is to accept a broader definition of
success, and to value talents beyond
the academic.

Educators and parents have to
work hand in hand to turn that ideal
into reality.

Hwa Chong Institution principal
Hon Chiew Weng is clear that other
skills like innovation, passion and em-
pathy matter, but he also knows that
“it takes someone bold to put aside
the standard academic assessment
and change the yardstick of success”.

mattchew@sph.com.sg
chanckr@sph.com.sg

By GOH CHIN LIAN

TWENTY years have passed but
Mr Fabian Chiow still remembers
his Primary 6 teacher’s stern
warning about his dismal PSLE
results.

He had squeaked through and his
teacher wanted him to know that
just “one point less” and he would
have been retained.

Born into a family of hawkers,
Mr Chiow, now 33, struggled in a
system that sorts students into
schools and courses based on exam
results.

His parents spoke no English. He
and his siblings had to help wash
dishes and serve food at the family’s
steamboat stall after school and on
weekends.

From hearing hawkers talk about
food and watching his father tally
up the cost of supplies, Mr Chiow
grew interested in the food
business.

In secondary school, he aced
mathematics but scored Cs and Ds
in other subjects.

He scraped through his O levels
and secured a provisional entry to a
polytechnic. His grades meant he
could opt only for shipbuilding and
offshore engineering, not business,
which was what he wanted to
study. After graduating, then
national service, he joined curry
puff chain Old Chang Kee as a
management trainee. Later, he
struck out on his own and set up
four western food outlets.

While he worked, he studied for

an advanced diploma in business
management at the Management
Development Institute of Singapore.

This year, he is set to graduate
with a degree in culinary arts
management from the Culinary

Institute of America and the
Singapore Institute of Technology.
But it is not the paper qualifications
he is after.

“At my age, a diploma or degree
doesn’t matter to me. I need

something that brings me to
another level of understanding the
whole culture of food.

“It’s an art. A layman thinks he
must memorise a chef’s recipe. But
the chef can give you the whole

recipe and you are not able to do the
same as him.”

He has also got up to speed with
culinary and business fundamentals
which he felt he lacked when he was
running his outlets.

“We were doing a lot of guessing.
If people like oxtail stew and beef
stew, is it necessary to have both?
People will choose one. It makes no
business sense for the other one to
go wasted.

“And when we cooked a sauce,
we didn’t know why it became
watery instead of being consistent.
Now, if you ask me, I can
troubleshoot.”

The father of a four-year-old boy
puts his interest in learning down
partly to being more mature, and
the course being relevant to his
work.

Looking back, he thinks a less
academic track would have suited
him better.

He counts himself lucky to have
scraped through his examinations.

“A lot of times, for me, it was
just memorising and throwing it
back, without understanding.

“I don’t think we can do without
examinations. But it could be in
terms of projects that test what you
have learnt.”

He adds: “Grades show only a
part of you. In the workforce, you
must know how to compromise,
give your ideas and make changes
diplomatically. There should be
some way to assess students on
these things.”

chinlian@sph.com.sg

LEE LIP JIANG: Taking a different path from his siblings

What students like Timothy Yap appreciate about the Integrated Programme is that there is less emphasis on a common syllabus and
uniform guidelines, making for a more individualised experience. ST PHOTO: DESMOND LIM

Poor grades meant that Mr Fabian Chiow could not take up the polytechnic course he wanted to pursue. But he continued studying
after joining the workforce and, this year, is set to graduate with a degree in culinary arts management. ST PHOTO: RAJ NADARAJAN“The fact is there is no

single yardstick to
measure how ‘good’ our
schools are.”
Education Minister Heng Swee Keat
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FABIAN CHIOW: Finally, at age 33, a degree in what he’s truly passionate about

After 20 years, the Government has ended public comparisons of schools. Some cheer the decision,
others oppose it. What does it mean for schools and students? Matthias Chew and Robin Chan report

Freeing schools
from bands that bind
...so they can explore other paths
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