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ST, Oct 8
Does your child need help in maths?
By Matthias Chew

C
an your pre-school child tell how
many eggs there are in the
basket at one glance? Or how
many Lego blocks there are in

the box?
If the answer is yes, he may find primary

school maths less of a struggle.
The National Institute of Education (NIE)

has launched a year-long study involving
six-year-olds to determine whether
children’s ability to estimate the number of
objects is indicative of their mathematical
ability.

The aim is to identify those who may
need help coping with maths – a subject
many parents complain is tough – even
before they enter Primary 1.

The ongoing research project, which is
expected to cost $185,000, is led by
cognitive psychologists Rebecca Bull,
Kenneth Poon and Kerry Lee.

It involves testing 300 to 400
Kindergarten 2 children for their
“approximation skills” by making them do
exercises in which they have to estimate the
number of objects that flash for a few
seconds on a computer screen.

The children will be picked from a range
of pre-schools. So far, about 180
pre-schoolers have been tested.

The researchers will then compare the
results with how well the test subjects do in
a screening exercise all children have to go

through in Primary 1 to gauge their grasp of
maths.

While similar studies in the United States
and Britain suggest a positive relationship
between approximation skills and
numeracy, this is the first such study
focusing on Singapore pupils, said Dr Bull.

Thus, parents of slow learners can give
extra help to their children earlier, so that
primary school maths will be less of a
struggle.

Dr Lee said this type of project is
particularly useful because it focuses on
understanding children’s cognitive
capabilities, while much of other work looks
at tailoring pedagogy for slower learners.

He said: “By looking at how teaching is

done and what children bring into the
picture, we’re aiming to tackle the problem
from two perspectives.”

The outcome of the NIE project will be
known by the middle of next year, when all
the data is collected and analysed.

Currently, all Primary 1 pupils go through
a screening exercise in January when they
enter school, to identify those whose level
of English and maths lags behind their
peers.

Those deemed weak in maths – about
5 per cent of each cohort – attend the
Learning Support for Mathematics (LSM)
programme, which was introduced in 2007,
to give extra help to weak pupils in
Primary 1 to help them catch up.

Do you think that mathematics is
hard? Why or why not?

Tell us what you think in an
essay, a poem or a drawing.
Send it to stdot@sph.com.sg
together with your full name,
school, class, age and contact
details and you could see your
response in print!
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Identifying children who need help coping with maths
before they enter Primary 1 may make their learning

journey less of a struggle.
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Study on slow learners in maths
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ACTIVITY BY NICHOLAS TEO I have a few
classmates who

are weak in
maths. I think I will
offer to study with
them after school
to help them cope

better!
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