
Mary (not her real name) was in
a well-known primary school
and consistently scoring between
80 and 90 marks in her tests.

In Primary 3, her parents
signed her up for a preparation
class for the Gifted Education
Programme (GEP) screening test.
She made the cut, and was

among about 500 pupils picked
from across Singapore to join the
GEP in Primary 4.

But the teachers expected the
pupils to grasp their lessons
quickly. Mary found herself at
the bottom of the class often and
started disliking school.

In Primary 6, she had tutors

help her prepare for the Primary
School Leaving Examination. She
got an aggregate score above 230,
but well below what her GEP
classmates scored.

Recognising that the GEP was
not for her, she moved on to a
mid-range secondary school. She
is happier now, taking on
leadership positions there.

The Gifted Education Programme
was started in 1984 to provide an
enriched curriculum to children
who show intellectual abilities
more advanced than their peers.

These children are selected in
a two-stage process: a screening
test which comprises an English
and mathematics paper, and a

selection test which includes
General Ability or IQ questions
for those shortlisted after the
screening test.

All Primary 3 pupils do the
screening test.

Every year, about 4,000 clear
the first round and after a second
round of tests, 500 – or about 1

per cent of the Primary 3 cohort
– are offered places in the
programme.

There are nine primary
schools which offer the GEP.
According to the Education
Ministry, pupils selected for the
GEP come from primary schools
across Singapore and more than
half live in Housing Board flats.
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GIFTED

PROGRAMME DID NOT PROVE A GOOD FIT FOR HER GEP: AN ENRICHED CURRICULUM

A person who picked the 4-D

number of 6094 must be con-

gratulating himself – twice.

Because the same number

was drawn two times for the

starter prizes in yesterday’s

draw.

And if the person chose to

buy a combination of the four

digits using the iBet system –

meaning all the permutations

of the same set of four digits – he
would have been triply lucky, as
the number 0496 also won a start-
er prize.

A starter prize pays $250 for a
$1 “big” bet. For iBet, a $1 bet
gives the winner $10 for a
number with four different digits.

Doggone good
time with Cesar

Parents turn to tuition centres
for help to get their children
into the Gifted Education
Programme, reports Jane Ng

Parents desperate to get their chil-
dren into the Gifted Education Pro-
gramme (GEP) are turning to tui-
tion centres that claim they can
help bright nine-year-olds ace the
screening test.

A growing number of enrich-
ment centres are offering these
classes at monthly fees of between
$200 and $1,000.

They claim that many bright pu-
pils who are already doing well in
school can be trained to do well in
the GEP screening test.

So they expose the children to
abstract IQ-type questions, show
them past years’ test formats and
teach them various methods of solv-
ing questions they may encounter.

The screening test for Primary 3
pupils involves two rounds before
about 500 are selected from across
Singapore to join the GEP in Prima-
ry 4. They make up about 1 per
cent of the cohort.

Parents see the GEP as a ticket
not only to a top academic pro-
gramme but also to through-train
programmes in the best secondary
schools and junior colleges.

So more are turning to the en-
richment centres which claim that
nearly all their pupils clear the first
round of the GEP screening test,
and that 60 to 80 per cent make it
into the programme.

Ten years ago, there were only a
handful of centres offering such pre-
paratory classes. Today, industry
players estimate there are a dozen.

Barriers to entry
But not any child gets into these
classes. The centres first screen the
children and take only those who
are bright and already doing well in
school.

Mr Kelvin Ong, 36, went from
being a GEP student to a GEP teach-
er before he quit to start his tuition
agency, AristoCare.

He decides whether to accept a
pupil only after a month of lessons
which cost $1,000.

The children must first do a
“diagnostic test” he devised, and
are observed over the next three les-
sons. He said he takes in only 10
out of the 40 or so who apply for
his preparation class.

“You may call it unfair that I sift
out the better pupils, but I have too
short a time to prepare them,” he
said.

He has even started GEP “foun-
dation classes” for kindergarten pu-
pils priced at $600 a month.

At Doctor Peh Associates, a

10-year-old outfit started by Mr
Allen Peh – who does not have a
doctorate – children who want to
sign up for the “GEP clinic” must
have English and mathematics
scores above 90, while kindergarten
pupils must have an IQ score of 130
and above.

“If they don’t meet those crite-
ria, the GEP is not suitable for them
as their foundation is not there,”
said Mr Peh, 51, who has a science
degree from the University of To-
ronto and an MBA from the Univer-
sity of Warwick.

Those who meet his criteria will
have to take the centre’s screening
tests, which include English, mathe-
matics and general ability ques-
tions, and a review of the child’s
learning aptitude.

He takes in no more than 30 chil-
dren each year, and they are put
through once- or twice-weekly les-
sons that he conducts.

He believes that giving a child
work that is more advanced than
his level will stretch his ability. So
Primary 3 children who can cope
are taught concepts usually intro-
duced at the upper primary or low-
er secondary levels.

He charges $2,600 for 10 les-
sons.

Enrichment school Morris Allen
offers an annual two-week GEP in-
tensive preparation course in June,
after selecting its pupils through an
IQ test.

Principal Peter Scarrott said
the course was started be-
cause there were “very
bright students who
were not doing
well in screening
tests” because
of the lack of
exposure to
the type of
questions
asked.

So the cen-
tre’s course
shows pupils ex-
amples of the
“three types of
General Ability
questions – number
puzzles, word puzzles
and picture puzzles” – as
well as teaches them strategies
to solve them.

“With practice under pressure,
and repeated exposure to the ques-
tions, they show significant im-
provement and become more con-
fident in answering them,” said Mr
Scarrott.

The fee for 10 days: $888.

Why parents sign their kids up
Housewife Cindy Tan, 40, is among
the hopeful parents whose children
are attending GEP preparation class-
es ahead of the ministry’s screening
test in August.

She hopes her only child,
nine-year-old Adrin Tan, will get in-
to the GEP because she has heard
that the programme has “better
teachers, the class size is smaller
and the work is more challenging”.

“Every mother has hopes for her
child. Since we can’t help him at
home, we have to get some help for
him,” said Mrs Tan, whose hus-
band, 45, is a graduate and manag-
er at a multinational company.

Adrin, who scored above 95 in
his English and mathematics
mid-year exams, is getting help at
AristoCare. He also has tuition.

“He has the occasional tantrum
but I’ll tell him to finish his home-
work and I’ll take him out for a Mc-
Donald’s treat,” said Mrs Tan, who
has O-level qualification.

What if Adrin does not make it
to GEP in the end? “I’ll be very sad
and disappointed – after all the
money spent and we get nothing,”
she said.

Project manager Lee Cheng
Hock, 43, said he put his younger
child in a GEP preparation pro-
gramme only because the boy en-
joys doing IQ questions.

His 12-year-old daughter got in-
to the GEP without any prepara-
tion classes.

“It is better to be born gifted
rather than be trained to be

gifted,” he said.

Should you
prepare
for the GEP
test?
But is preparing
for the GEP test
necessary or
beneficial to
the child?

The Educa-
tion Ministry,

schools and ex-
perts say no.
A ministry spokes-

man advised parents
against sending their chil-

dren for special preparatory
classes.
“A child who gains admission in-

to the GEP through intensive coach-
ing may not be able to cope with
the programme’s demands, and
this could cause the child unneces-
sary stress and could lead to loss of
self-confidence,” she said.

Mrs Maria Koh, vice-principal of
Henry Park Primary, a GEP school,
said: “It adds undue pressure on
children and they might not be
able to cope with the rigour and de-
mands of the GEP.”

National Institute of Education
psychologist Maureen Neihart said
that while not all children will be
stressed by such classes, she would
not recommend it.

She said children who are placed
in classes where the pace of instruc-
tion and the level of challenge are
not a good fit could end up under-
achieving.

“If I work very hard but don’t do
well, I learn that my effort doesn’t
matter and I am likely to give up.
Why bother to continue to try
when I repeatedly fail? This can be
very damaging to children’s self-es-
teem,” she said.

Can giftedness be trained?
Some enrichment centres are
against training pupils for the GEP.

The Learning Lab does not offer
such classes even though parents of
Primary 3 pupils ask for them every
year.

Said its spokesman: “There are
horror stories of pupils who are not
truly gifted but sneak in because
they are hot-housed for entry. They
then struggle to cope. Some lose in-
terest in learning and suffer a loss
in self-esteem.”

GEP alumnus Zhou Shicai, who
runs NickleBee Tutors, also does
not believe in training kids for the
programme.

“I’m concerned that a high-abili-
ty but not ‘intellectually gifted’
child might not be able to adapt to
GEP.”

And whether pupils can be
trained for GEP is a matter of con-
tention, given that the enrichment
centres choose the children for
their programmes.

The centres do not claim that
they can make a child gifted, and
are careful to add disclaimers.

Said Mr Kelvin Ong: “I’m not
God. I’m basically giving them ex-
posure. They also need to have mo-
tivation and drive to be in GEP.”

Mr Peh said some parents ask for
a guarantee that their children will
get into the GEP after attending his
programme, but he tells them he
cannot do so.

Whether or not giftedness can
be trained, there are parents who
let their children qualify on their
own steam.

Housewife Sharon Ang, 49, has
seen all her four children, aged 14
to 21, make it to the GEP. Other par-
ents do not believe her when she
tells them that none of her chil-
dren attended special preparatory
classes.

She is married to Mr Ang Fui
Gan, 49, a senior manager, and
they live in a five-room HDB flat in
Choa Chu Kang.

“We felt it was more important
that they enjoy their childhood.
What I did do was to take them to
the library often to get books they
liked,” said Mrs Ang, who read to
her children from a young age.

Typically, they borrowed 20
books a week from the library.

Her two younger children are in
secondary school and junior col-
lege, her older son is in national ser-
vice and her older daughter is study-
ing in Nanyang Technological Uni-
versity.

Not impressed by the centres
that promise results from their GEP
preparation programmes, she said:
“The GEP curriculum is very rigor-
ous. If you push the kids through,
they will suffer.”

janeng@sph.com.sg
facebook.com/ST.JaneNg

Cesar Millan, renowned
dog behaviour expert and star of
National Geographic Channel’s
The Dog Whisperer With Cesar
Millan, shares his secrets in
transforming or rehabilitating
dogs as well as training their
owners.

Here, he manages to correct
six-year-old golden retriever
Dyna’s fixation with tennis balls,
and gives advice to its owner
Christine Ng (left).

It is his first visit to Singapore
and his live seminars are held at
Marina Bay Sands Grand Theatre.
Only Gold Class tickets, which
cost $120, are left for the second
and last day of the show today.
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FOUR IN THE GIFTED PROGRAMME, NONE WENT THROUGH PREP CLASSES: (From left) Mr Ang Fui Gan, with wife Sharon, and daughters
Hannah, 14, and Chien Lue, 21, and sons Yue Jen, 18, and Jie Jun, 19. Other parents do not believe Mrs Ang when she tells them that none of her
children attended special preparatory classes. She believed her children should enjoy their childhood and started reading to them at a very young age.
When she took them to the library, they borrowed an average of 20 books a week.
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[ special report: hot-housing ]

Happy
motivation

“Every mother has hopes for
her child. Since we can’t help him

at home, we have to get some help for
him... He has the occasional tantrum but
I’ll tell him to finish his homework and

I’ll take him out for a McDonald’s treat.”

HOUSEWIFE CINDY TAN
who has O-level qualification. Her son Adrin, who
scored above 95 in his English and mathematics

mid-year exams, is getting help
at AristoCare. He also has tuition.
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