
L Deputy Prime Minister
Tharman Shanmugaratnam
has said that the PSLE sorts
students more finely than the
O levels. What’s your take on
this?

In PSLE, the focus tends to be
on the aggregate score, which
reports each student’s overall
performance in comparison
with the entire cohort. It’s
called a T-score, or trans-
formed score. It’s derived
through a certain computation
and basically provides a rank-
ing of the entire cohort.

The T-score itself doesn’t
actually tell the student how
well he has performed in each
subject or across the subjects.
In effect, it is a queue number.

In the O levels, how well
you do within a grade does not
matter.

Once you score an A1, you
will not be disadvantaged
when compared to a student
who has scored A1 with a high-
er score. In the PSLE, two stu-
dents with the same grades,
for example two A-stars and
two As, may get rather differ-
ent T-scores.

L Is this fine differentiation
necessarily a bad thing?
It depends on what purpose
you are referring to.

The PSLE serves more than
one purpose. The one we are
all very familiar with is the
PSLE being used as a mecha-
nism to allocate priority for
secondary school selection. In
that sense, its finely-tuned nu-
merical basis meets this pur-

pose of allocating queue num-
bers.

But in terms of setting
standards for what primary
school learning should be,
then it has certain limitations.

National high-stakes exami-
nations often perform several
purposes. It is a challenge in
any country to accommodate
– even reconcile – different
purposes.

L In what way is the PSLE not
serving the purpose of setting
clear standards for learning?
I can give you an analogy. Im-
agine a new kind of high jump
technology for the next Olym-
pics, where there is no bar to
jump over. The high jumpers
just keep jumping, higher and
higher.

At the end of the competi-
tion, they are told not the
actual height that they have
jumped, but who comes in
first, second and third. This
meets the purpose of the
Olympics in determining who
jumped the highest.

But the actual height is not
made known to anyone. At the
next Olympics, how do you
know how high you have to
jump to win? It would have
been useful to know what was
the height that was reached be-
fore, as a kind of standard or
benchmark.

That’s what I mean by per-
formance being reported
against a definite standard,
rather than against each oth-
er. The PSLE may not be able
to provide clear and fixed

standards for students to as-
pire to in their primary school
education.

L Is there a downside to the
PSLE system as it stands?
There’s a term in education
known as “backwash”. It re-
fers to the phenomenon where
end-stage assessment tends
to influence the teaching,
learning and curriculum that
come before it.

In theory, teachers plan a
curriculum, teach and then as-
sess students’ learning.

The backwash phenome-
non tells us that some stu-
dents or their stakeholders
may interpret that sequence in
reverse order.

They think quite hard
about what will be assessed,
which hugely influences what
they will learn. That may then
be different from the intended
curriculum.

The PSLE may have created
certain backwash effects in pri-

mary schools in Singapore.

L What do you think of the call
for the PSLE to be abolished?
If a child or parent deems it
very important to go to a par-
ticular secondary school or to
have a choice of any second-
ary school, then pressure is at-
tached to that, and the PSLE
is the mechanism.

If you were to remove the
PSLE and have an alternative
mechanism, that would have
high stakes and may come
with high pressure too. The
stress is taking place in the
form of the PSLE, but I’m not
quite sure whether the stress
is only because of the PSLE.

It’s a good thing that we’re
having a national conversation
about exams and education.
We should hear the concerns
behind every view and recom-
mendation, even those we do
not agree with.

If we can find other ways of
addressing those concerns –

which may not involve the
PSLE directly – then I think
we would have helped every-
one in the process.

L How can Singaporeans
adopt a less stressful
approach to the PSLE?
I like to make a distinction be-
tween status and stature.

Status is about our relative
importance or merit in com-
parison to someone else; as-
sessment sometimes will tell
us about academic status.

In contrast, stature is inher-
ent, not comparative. It’s
about doing the best that you
can, and recognising your in-
trinsic potential. Assessment
should also help us develop
our stature.

I hope this for every teach-
er, parent and child: To think
and work hard about raising
the stature of our children,
and not just about improving
their status.
PHUA MEI PIN

Dr Tan says pressure is attached to the PSLE as it is the mechanism for a child to get into his secondary
school of choice. The high stakes may not change with a different mechanism. ST PHOTO: LAU FOOK KONG
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WHAT does one give a king
who lives in the world’s
largest residential palace and
is one of the world’s richest
royals? What about his son?

Why, a walking stick and
a soccer jersey with the
number “1”, of course.

These were exactly what
Prime Minister Lee Hsien
Loong gave Brunei’s Sultan
Hassanal Bolkiah when he
visited the oil-rich sultanate
this week.

As it turns out, Sultan
Hassanal is a collector of
tongkats, or walking sticks,
made from a variety of

materials, from the humble
rattan to the more unusual
fish bone.

So before heading into a
banquet dinner hosted by
the Sultan, Mr Lee presented
him one with a handle
shaped liked a Merlion and
adorned with engravings of
Singapore’s national flower,
the Vanda Miss Joaquim.

There was diplomatic
significance in the tongkat
too: it was made of
sandalwood – cendana in
local parlance – from the
Brunei-Muara district.

As for Crown Prince

Al-Muhtadee Billah, who
hosted Mr Lee and his wife
Ho Ching for lunch, he got
the red soccer jersey – with
the number “1” and “Billah”
on it – and a pair of gloves.

The Crown Prince, a
football fan, owns DPMM
FC, a football club named
for the initials of his title,
Duli Pengiran Muda
Mahkota. He was also at one
time the team’s goalkeeper.

The Bruneian football
club has a Singapore
connection too: It plays in
the S-League.
GOH CHIN LIAN

At the National Institute of Education,
Assistant Professor Kelvin Tan’s students –
heads of department and aspiring principals
– tell him of their dilemmas in helping
students learn well while helping them
compete in exams such as the Primary
School Leaving Examination (PSLE).
Dr Tan, who researches and teaches on
assessment, weighs in on the PSLE debate.

Walking stick and soccer jersey fit for royals
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PSLE: Like
high jump
without
the bar

TRENDING
A look at the talk of the week

By PHUA MEI PIN

What it’s all about
THE annual stress-fest for 12-year-olds and
their parents – better known as the Primary
School Leaving Examination (PSLE) – has
been an especially hot topic this year, with
calls being sounded to scrap it or make it less
stressful.

This week, Deputy Prime Minister Tharman
Shanmugaratnam revived the debate when he
suggested relooking the way the PSLE
differentiates between pupils.

The former education minister noted that
the PSLE’s exact scoring system sorts
Primary 6 pupils even more finely than the
way students in Secondary 4, who receive a
letter grade for their exams, are sorted.

This, he observed, made it “inevitable that
parents and teachers will place great emphasis
on preparing their children for the PSLE”.

What’s the buzz?
MR THARMAN’S comments come amid a
debate over the PSLE and the stress it causes.

Many parents agree with him, arguing that
the scoring system should be changed to ease
the pressure on their children. But a minority
fear that transparency and objectivity will
suffer if a broader grading system is used.

The debate has also seen revived calls to
scrap the PSLE, though no serious alternatives
have emerged and most people are still of the
view that it is needed to assess pupils’ ability
for entrance into secondary schools.

The latest round of discussions also comes
just a week after OCBC Bank announced that
its staff can carry forward 10 to 15 days of
leave to help their children sitting the PSLE
the following year. That too had sparked
debate over whether this was fuelling the
PSLE stress, or making it easier for parents.

Why it matters
SINCE 1960, when it was introduced, the
PSLE has become a rite of passage for
Singaporean students and their families.

Many parents have been known to quit
their jobs or take long leave just to coach their
children for the exam.

Critics, however, feel that 12 years of age –
at which Primary 6 pupils take the exam – is
too young for such high stakes to be in play.
In Singapore’s competitive environment, PSLE
results are sometimes seen as not only
determining the secondary school a pupil gets
into, but also his junior college, university
and, ultimately, his career.

Some have also questioned the exam’s
impact on social mobility, noting that some
children may lose out because they have less
access to tuition and other enrichment
programmes.

The PSLE debate has come into even
sharper focus in recent weeks, as
Singaporeans have been questioning long-held
definitions of success, happiness and
fulfilment during the ongoing national
conversation.

What’s next?
DAYS after Mr Tharman made his comments,
Education Minister Heng Swee Keat said a
review of the PSLE is under way, although he
stressed that it would not be a short-term
quick fix. His ministry will be getting feedback
from parents, and indications are that the
review will cover the issue of how PSLE
results are calculated and used.

Meanwhile, the latest batch of Primary 6
pupils will get their PSLE results soon. The
verdict on the exam itself may take longer but,
in the light of recent political messages and
parents’ heartfelt pleas, a scorecard may not
be far off.

mpphua@sph.com.sg

SOUNDBITE

We should look to see how we can
reduce this over-pressure we have on a
single examination and a single grade.

– Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong, in an
interview in September with The Straits Times’
current affairs website Singapolitics

 

Debate over
PSLE revived

Brunei Crown Prince Al-Muhtadee Billah with the red soccer jersey
that PM Lee Hsien Loong got him as a gift. ZAOBAO FILE PHOTO
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