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When the results for an internation-
al benchmarking test dubbed the
“World Cup for Education” were an-
nounced on Dec 6, Singapore’s
15-year-olds took gold in all three
categories – reading, mathematics
and science.

What was impressive was that Sin-
gapore had the highest proportion
of top performers among all econo-
mies in the Programme for Interna-
tional Student Assessment, or Pisa,
a triennial study run by the Organi-
sation for Economic Cooperation
and Development (OECD).

The breakdown: 24 per cent for
science, 18 per cent for reading and
35 per cent for mathematics.

I wrote analyses of the results,
pointing out that Singapore’s educa-
tors must be doing something right.

The test results showed that the
deliberate curricular shifts made by
the Education Ministry over the
years to trim syllabuses and devote
more time to higher-order thinking
skills had borne fruit.

Looking at the Pisa questions, it
was clear that Singapore students
are competent not just in applying
knowledge and skills, but also in an-
alysing and communicating as they
solve novel problems.

But surprisingly, many Singapore-
ans were not convinced by the
results. Instead, they expressed
doubt over students here emerging
as world-beaters.

Many attributed it to rote learn-
ing and the many hours of tuition
that Singapore students receive out-
side of school hours.

The Straits Times ran a sample
of the questions to show that the
Pisa test questions cannot be an-
swered by memorising and regurgi-
tating content. Students get full
marks only by applying their skills
and knowledge.

It is not tuition either – Pisa’s data
analyses have also shown no corre-
lation between tuition and scores.

So, what accounts for Singapore’s
remarkable performance?

I posed the question to “Mr Pisa”
himself, Dr Andreas Schleicher, the
OECD’s man in charge of education
and skills. He knows the Singapore
system well as he had spent time
here as visiting professor at the Na-
tional Institute of Education (NIE).

Replying through e-mail, he put it
down to three things.

He said: “Rigour, in terms of plac-
ing high expectations on all stu-
dents; focus, in terms of teaching
fewer things at greater depth; and
coherence, in terms of pursuing
meaningful learning progressions.”

In past media interviews, Dr
Schleicher had noted the fact that
Singapore educators set clear
goals, rigorous standards and
high-stakes gateways, referring to
exams such as the Primary School
Leaving Examination.

“The academic standards set by
Singapore are as high as anywhere
in the world... Students, teachers
and principals all work very hard
towards important gateways,” he
had said earlier.

Pisa analyses show that high per-

forming systems do have standard-
ised exams, he noted.

However, he was quick to add
that it is not because students who
take many exams have extra prac-
tice and, hence, are able to do well
in Pisa.

Rather, he believed it is because
examinations signal the impor-
tance of education to students.

He also praised what he called
Singapore’s “stripped down” curric-
ulum. He noted that Singapore’s
curriculum covers fewer topics but
does so in far greater depth – a cru-
cial factor in its effectiveness.

“When you look at England and
the United States, their curricula
are mile-wide and inch-deep,”
he said.

“They teach a lot of things, but at
a shallow level. Mathematics in
Singapore is not about knowing
everything. It is about thinking like
a mathematician.”

Moving on to science, he cited
Singapore’s strong performance in
the Pisa study last year, which fo-
cused on the subject.

The results show that Singapore
students are not just leading the
world in scientific knowledge, but
excel particularly in their capacity
to think like scientists, he said.

Dr Schleicher also highlighted
“coherence” in the Singapore sys-
tem as a success factor.

When he spent time here visiting
institutions and talking to educa-
tors, he was struck by how a new
policy would be followed through
after it was set.

“Whenever a policy is developed
or changed, there seems to be an
enormous attention paid to the de-
tails of implementation, from the

Ministry of Education to the NIE,
principals and teachers. The result
is a remarkable fidelity of imple-
mentation,” he said.

The coherence is also evident in
curriculum development here,
which has produced strong pro-
grammes in mathematics, science,
technical education and languages,
as well as teachers who are well
trained to teach them.

It is also seen in how Singapore re-
cruits and educates teachers, he
said. The system actively recruits
talent, and complements it with co-
herent training and continuous sup-
port that promote teacher growth,
recognition and well-being.

I also posed the German mathe-
matician a more niggling question
on Singapore’s Pisa performance.

Singapore has done well in inter-
national benchmarking tests for
years. Besides Pisa, students in the
Republic also took pole position in
the Trends in International Mathe-
matics and Science Study this year.

I asked Dr Schleicher why, de-
spite those stellar results, Singa-
pore has produced so few
top-ranked scientists, entrepre-
neurs, inventors, business execu-
tives and academics.

In contrast, the US whose ranking
is middling at best, does better in
producing world-beaters.

So how do we ensure that our stu-
dents, who excel in these tests, go
on to excel in the workplace?

His response: At the end of the
day, besides having a high perform-
ing education system, Singapore
needs an economy and companies
that are able to extract value from
its skilled and talented people.

Said Dr Schleicher: “The fact that

the United States is doing better
than Singapore in entrepreneur-
ship and innovation is perhaps not
so much a reflection of the skills of
people, but the way in which skills
are utilised and translated into bet-
ter jobs and better lives.”

Pisa also studies adult skills, and
its findings show that some coun-
tries, such as the US, are good at con-
verting the skills of their people in-
to high-value jobs.

“Talent is distributed unevenly
but the United States has a great ca-
pacity to extract value from skills,
offering those with great ideas the
resources and venture capital to try
them out and try again if they fail.”

He added that if Singapore wants
to nurture innovation, then it has to
encourage risk-taking and failure.

He said: “The way in which educa-
tion systems, but also labour mar-
kets, tolerate risks and encourage
resilience will be key to success.

“Singaporeans need to take to
heart that success is not just about
keeping the world in balance, but al-
so living and thriving in an imbal-
anced world.”

Indeed, innovation and entrepre-
neurship are not only about coming
up with great ideas.

While the Pisa test is a reassuring
endorsement of the shifts we have
made in our school system, Singa-
pore also needs an ecosystem that
allows young people to try and fail,
and try again.

We need to keep asking the hard
questions, look at the gaps and ad-
dress them to enable Singaporeans
to thrive in what Dr Schleicher calls
an imbalanced world.
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Tests say Singapore has done
well, so why aren’t there more
innovators and entrepreneurs?

Some attributed Singapore’s performance in the Pisa study to the many hours of tuition students receive but Pisa’s data analyses have shown no correlation. ST FILE PHOTO
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Topping the rankings

T
hey represent the best of Singaporeans, young,
old, and across ethnic groups and professions. In-
dividually, their acts warm the heart. Collectively,
their deeds inspire a nation. In a year rocked by ter-
rorism, nationalist movements and racism, as well
as disruptions all round, the 12 nominees for The
Straits Times Singaporean of the Year are a source
of hope. This is the hope that the power of good,
while challenged around the globe, can yet prevail.

From three doctors who were vigilant enough

to first notice a possible Zika outbreak, to a social
worker who made fighting family violence her
mission, and a doctor who became a mental
health advocate, they all went above and beyond
the call of duty to help those in need. Then there
were those who never knew that they had it in
them to help, but did so anyway – like 12-year-old
Ashvin Gunasegaran, who rushed to the aid of a
pregnant woman in a car accident and became
the youngest recipient of the Singapore Civil De-

fence Force’s Public Spiritedness award. Techni-
cian John Shu never thought that a chat with a
woman at a bus stop could lead him to play a key
role in turning her life around. Similarly, ex-con
Jabez Tan was the unlikely saint behind a social en-
terprise set up to help other former offenders.

Then they are those who made the world sit up
and take notice – like singer Nathan Hartono for
reaching such high notes, the Schoolings for real-
ising their Olympic dream, and Paralympians Yip

Pin Xiu and Theresa Goh, who not only proved
that they are among the best in the world, but did
so while pursuing a bigger goal – championing dis-
ability sports. Other noble acts – such as donating
one’s liver to a stranger, being a thought leader in
transport engineering, and surviving a near fatal
accident and now wanting to help other burn vic-
tims – sit comfortably with the rest of the heroes.
Regardless of who is crowned the winner in Feb-
ruary, Singapore is grateful for each of them.
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The fact that the
United States is doing
better thanSingapore
in entrepreneurship
and innovation is
perhaps not so much a
reflection of the skills
of people, but the way
in which skills are
utilised and
translated into better
jobs and better lives.

’’DR ANDREAS SCHLEICHER (ABOVE),
the man in charge of education and
skills at OECD, on Singapore needing an
economy and companies that are able to
extract value from its skilled and talented
people, besides having a high performing
education system.

Pisa and the creativity puzzle
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