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DOES a straight-A student need a
private tutor to succeed?

No, according to one tuition
centre, which is turning away chil-
dren who already achieve good
grades.

“Tuition is to help those strug-
gling to cope,” said Matt’s Educa-
tion owner Matthew Lim, and
should not be “depended upon to
get two or three steps ahead of
their peers”.

His comments will be music to
the ears of Education Minister
Heng Swee Keat, who spoke on
Wednesday about the ills of exces-
sive tuition.

“If students over-learn, they
become bored in class,” Mr Heng
said at his ministry’s workplan
seminar.

Mr Lim said he has turned
away about 10 parents whose chil-
dren average As in the past year
because he believes they do not
need help. He also asks those who
hire multiple tutors to drop one of
them, to give their youngsters
time for other pursuits.

Raffles EduHub is another cen-
tre that rejects those who do not
really need help.

Founder Zhong Rui Wen turns
down eight or nine enquiries a
month if the child scores above
her cut-off mark of 75.

“I only cater to those in need,”
she said.

Many parents do not share this
attitude, however. According to a
recent survey of nearly 1,000 peo-

ple by Blackbox Research, 67 per
cent of the public feel that even
“above average” students can ben-
efit from tuition.

They are also willing to pay for
the privilege. Singapore house-
holds spent around $820 million
on tutors in 2008, according to
the latest Department of Statistics
figures.

Few other tuition centres turn
away students, even if they
already get good grades in school.
Some even take the opposite ap-
proach – conducting entrance
tests to sieve out those who are ac-
ademically weakest.

At Water Family Enrichment
Centre, about 60 per cent of stu-
dents average about 70 marks or
more. Many attend secondary
school and are looking to main-
tain their grades or improve fur-
ther to stay ahead of their class-
mates, said founder Summer Toh.

She added: “When you talk
about excessive or not, it boils
down to the school environment.
Some kids, who tend to be from
higher-ability schools, are very
competitive. They want to go for
more tuition.”

Mrs Amy Bellars, who runs
Growan Learning Centre, has a
similar tale to tell: “One girl told
me she scored the highest in class
for composition. Frankly, she
doesn’t need tuition but she feels
more secure with it.”

Mrs Bellars added that by Pri-
mary 6, most of her pupils – who
come mainly from the best-per-
forming schools – want to be
tutored simply in order to stay
ahead of the curve.

So how much tuition is too
much? Do good students really
need extra help? Experts told The
Straits Times that there is no
clear answer.

National Institute of Education
Associate Professor Jason Tan Eng
Thye said no empirical studies
had been conducted in Singapore
to explain definitively why par-
ents turn to tuition.

He added: “Learners are so

diverse – what is excessive to you
may not be excessive to me.”

Parents and students who
spoke to The Straits Times gave a
variety of reasons for taking up
tuition, even if the child was
doing well.

Some couples are so busy work-
ing they do not have time to super-
vise their children’s school work.

Banker Ali Susanto, 39, said
this was why he sent his Primary 1

daughter for tuition, even though
she was coping well in school.

“I’m working, my wife is work-
ing, there’s nobody to guide her in
her studies, and we don’t have the
time to follow the curriculum,” he
added.

Student Ryan Lee said he asked
for tuition because he did not feel
disciplined enough to do his revi-
sion on his own. The 14-year-old,
who goes to Chung Cheng High

School (Yishun), has a maths and
science tutor who goes to his
house twice a week.

He said: “It’s one-on-one, it’s
at my home, my parents can moni-
tor me, so I’m forced to do my
homework.

“Without tuition, I’ll start pro-
crastinating, and I wouldn’t both-
er doing my homework.”

mattchew@sph.com.sg
staceyc@sph.com.sg

TUITION ALL
WEEK, BUT
THESE KIDS
ARE HAPPY

PAGE B2

Justin Wang, 11, a pupil at Raffles EduHub, solving a maths question on the whiteboard at the tuition centre yesterday. Raffles EduHub accepts only “below average”
students for its classes, as the centre’s founder Zhong Rui Wen believes in catering “only to those in need”. PHOTO: DESMOND LUI FOR THE STRAITS TIMES

They want to concentrate on those
who are struggling academically

Some tutors turn away straight-A kids
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