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Accompanying the usual flurry
of excitement around this year’s 
PSLE results were various notable 
headlines. 

While China unseated Singapore 
from its pole position in the 
Programme for International 
Student Assessment (Pisa) 
evaluating 15-year-old students
on their performance in reading, 
mathematics and science, 
Singapore, nevertheless, came in 
second.

Interestingly, the Pisa test 
introduced a new measure to assess 
students’ fear of failure for which 
Singapore topped the charts. 

Compared with students from 
other countries, Singapore has the 
highest percentage of students 
(78 per cent) agreeing or strongly 
agreeing with the phrase: “When
I am failing, this makes me doubt 
my plans for the future”. 

Tellingly, 72 per cent of local 
students also worry about what 
others would think of them if they 
fail, reflecting the resounding 

weight of failure on their sense of 
self-worth.

Not surprisingly, therefore, 
a recent poll commissioned by 
The Straits Times found that the 
shadow education industry is 
expanding, with more than half
of primary school pupils being sent 
for tuition classes at the age of 
seven or younger. 

Wedged between this revealing 
survey of tuition habits and news 
about the PSLE and Pisa results was 
another striking headline – over 
300 parents queued for more than 
six hours overnight to secure 
enrichment classes for their 
children at the Nanyang Academy 
of Fine Arts. 

Remarkably, their children 
already had places in the art classes 
and the prize they sought was the 
ideal time slot. One mother who 
was interviewed explained that 
clinching the desired time slot was 
crucial to ensuring that her son’s 
timetable, other enrichment 
classes and family time were 
all well-coordinated. 

These parents’ sacrifice was 
likely to yield handsome dividends 
time-wise, lubricating the tight 
corners in their children’s 
over-scheduled lives.

This confluence of societal 
emphasis on academic 
performance, the stress on children 
to excel and their corresponding 
fear of failure, along with intense 
parental investment in their 
children’s education do not bode 
well for fostering happy learners 
and resilient families. 

With major examinations such as 
the PSLE looming large and early in 
a child’s life, children quickly 
realise they are judged by their 
grades, parents do their best to 
support them in this endeavour 
and the shadow education industry 
voraciously feeds on their 
collective anxieties. 

THE ACADEMIC RACE
Between school, tuition classes to 
hone examination skills and 
enrichment classes to sharpen the 
child’s competitive edge for 
discretionary admissions or 
scholarships, parents and children 
here devote a sizeable proportion 
of their everyday lives to winning 
the academic race. And the 
pressure is amplified by society’s 
growing digitalisation.

In researching for my latest book, 
Transcendent Parenting: Raising 
Children In The Digital Age, I 
encountered many parents who are 
selfless and tireless in supporting 
their children’s learning. They 
check their children’s schoolbags 
every night, make sure they have 
the best nutrition and buy the right 
books and toys to stimulate their 
development. 

They do their utmost to confer 
every advantage on their children. 
And this laundry list of parenting 
duties has now been extended by 

a growing slew of digital tasks. 
Parent must now manage their 

children’s lives through multiple 
platforms, including apps for 
parent-teacher communication, 
and online gradebooks providing 
them with data on their children’s 
in-class and test performances. 

They can therefore “accompany” 
their children into the classroom 
and quiz them on why their in-class 
performance this week paled in 
comparison with the last.

Such connectivity between 
parents and teachers, while 
seemingly helpful, can complicate 
the parent-child relationship and 
over-involve parents in their 
children’s lives. 

Parents should refrain from 
being too concerned with these 
in-class performance metrics or 
using them to demand more 
zealous participation by their 
children or greater care by the 
teachers. 

Separately, some interviewees 
would message teachers over trivial 
matters that their children could 
have easily managed on their own 
in school. But when parents take 
over such tasks, they rob their 
children of opportunities to 
develop their problem-solving 
abilities. Resisting parental 
intervention in every situation is 
key to nurturing independence in 
children. 

Besides these official 
communication channels, there are 
messaging platforms such as 
WhatsApp that parents use to 
communicate with teachers and 
other parents. Indeed, parents’ 
WhatsApp chat groups are a 
growing phenomenon in Singapore 

and beyond. With each new school 
year, parents are added to chat 
groups comprising parents of the 
children in your child’s class. 

While these massive chat groups 
can inundate their members with 
messages, they are a useful 
resource. Parents whose children 
are confused about school 
instructions can quickly reach out 
for clarifications or obtain a 
photograph of an elusive spelling 
list. But these groups do not confine 
themselves to such instrumental 
communication.

Some parents share tips on 
effective tuition programmes or 
enrichment classes, thereby raising 
the parenting stakes among all 
parents. Indeed, some interviewees 
admitted to feeling pressured when 
reading such posts, wondering if 
they should enrol their children in 
such classes to avoid 
disadvantaging them. 

Others steadfastly refused to be 
kiasu and cave in to such pressures, 
even if they acknowledged the 
benefits of being connected to 
other parents. Collectively 
therefore, Singapore needs to dial 
down this culture of over-sharing 
and constant comparison, where 
every post serves to redefine what 
it means to be a good parent. 

The constant notifications from 
these apps and chats can also be 
tremendously stress-inducing, 
with working parents feeling like 
they have to constantly keep an eye 
on their children’s schedules and 
homework, even while performing 
their professional duties. 

Perhaps we need to set some 
norms around when and how such 
platforms should be used and the 

expectations around how soon we 
must respond, so that parents and 
teachers are less overwhelmed by 
the constant connectivity.

Overall, these digital connections 
between parents and teachers, 
parents with other parents, and 
parents with their children have 
broadened the parenting remit and 
intensified the parenting burden. 

Whether at work or at home, 
whether their children are by their 
side or out of sight, parents must 
now transcend all realms and 
parent relentlessly. 

Against the broader backdrop of 
PSLE, Pisa scores and overnight 
queues for art classes, one should 
also bear in mind the implications 
of such technological 
intensification for the well-being
of parents, children and families
in general. 

Apart from the dicey issue of 
whether Singapore society 
over-valorises academic 
excellence, one must now 
contend with digital connections 
compounding the pressure on 
parents and children, and 
exercise restraint in the use of 
these digital platforms as parents 
perform their parenting duties. 
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A famous aphorism has it that 
“success represents the 1 per cent of 
your work which results from the 99 
per cent that is called failure”. That 
statement, attributed to Honda 
Motor Company founder Soichiro 
Honda, bears repeating today.

This is because our young appear 
to have a strong fear of failure, 
according to the latest study by the 
Programme for International 
Student Assessment (Pisa), an 
initiative under the Organisation 
for Economic Cooperation and 
Development. The 2019 report 
showed that although 15-year-olds 
in Singapore were No. 2 globally in 
reading, mathematics and science, 
more than 70 per cent of the 
participating Singapore students 
expressed a fear of failure, 
compared with a global average of 
50 per cent.

The Straits Times (Dec 4, 2019) 
reported that the students worried 
about what others might think of 
them, about not being good enough 
and about how failure might thwart 
their future. 

Pundits were quick to propose 
explanations (that we live in a 
culture “where merit had been 
intertwined heavily with academic 
results”, according to an ST article) 
and to make predictions of the 
implications (that the “fear of failure 
might prevent students from taking 
risks”, according to one analyst). 

Some Singaporeans also 
lamented that the education 
landscape is stressful for students, 
especially when failure in some 

milestone examinations or 
assessments can affect one’s 
future. While these observations 
may be valid, in truth systemic and 
cultural changes take time to effect. 
In the meantime, we could perhaps 
explore how to help students 
alleviate their fear of failure.

COPING WITH SHAME 
American psychologist John 
William Atkinson characterised 
fear of failure as a disposition to 
avoid failure, prompted by the 
ensuing experiences of shame or 
humiliation. 

Researchers found links between 
fear of failure, parental shaming 
and a child’s susceptibility to 
shame. Perceived failure is not 
confined to those struggling with 
their studies. High performers who 
set unrealistic personal goals often 
experience a deep sense of 
abandon and frustration if they fall 
short of their own expectations. 
They view this as a “failure” even 
though their actual performance is 
well above average.

Individuals who have higher fear 
of failure tend to experience 
greater shame than those with 
lower fear. What we tell a child who 
failed influences his likelihood of 
experiencing shame and fear of 
failure. Remarks such as “stupid”, 
“why can’t you be as smart as so and 
so...”and “why can’t you get things 
right for once”, will inevitably be 
detrimental. 

Influential psychiatry professor 
Donald Nathanson identified four 
maladaptive strategies that 
failure-fearful individuals adopt to 
cope with shame. In the first, the 
individual admits and accepts the 
failure experience and the negative 
emotions that come with it, and to 

avoid further failure and shame, he 
undertakes to withdraw from the 
task or activity.

In the second case, the individual 
also acknowledges failure and its 
ensuing emotions, but directs the 
negative emotions towards self, 
(“It’s all my fault – if it were not for 
my mistakes, we would have 
won!”) in an attempt to mitigate 
any reproach from others and to 
win their sympathy and approval.

In the last two approaches, the 
individual shows denial of failure 
and the ensuing shame or negative 
emotions. The person might 
choose to adopt an ego-defensive 
approach by downplaying the 
importance of his shortcomings or 
by showing disinterest and 
indifference (“I don’t care! It’s a 
small matter anyway!”). 

Alternatively, the individual might 
direct his negative emotions and put 
the blame on someone or something 
else (“the coach is useless – his 
strategy was all wrong!”). 

Although these coping strategies 
may provide a temporary reprieve 
from shame, they are ineffective 
since they do not address the core 
of the problem.

Researchers Jeff Elison and Julie 
Partridge suggested that an 
adaptive shame-coping style 
involves dealing with the source of 
shame and giving due 

consideration to the possibility of 
addressing it. 

Thus, individuals with an 
adaptive shame-coping style not 
only acknowledge their failure 
experiences, but also actively 
explore the reasons for their 
failures and search for ways to do 
things better or differently.

These individuals view failure 
positively, as a learning experience, 
rather than a cataclysm or 
something to avoid at all cost. As 
Henry Ford said, “Failure is simply 
the opportunity to begin again, this 
time more intelligently”. 

BUILDING CONFIDENCE
Experiences of failure are often 
accompanied by feelings of low 
self-worth and diminished 
confidence. 

When confronted with their 
children’s poor performance, some 
parents overreact to the extent that 
their kids begin to feel utterly 
worthless and despondent. 

Psychologist Carl Rogers 
advocated that each person has 
within himself vast resources 
needed for personal development, 
but this cannot take place without 
the unconditional positive regard 
of those who are significant to him. 

This does not imply condoning 
unlawful actions or undesirable 
behaviours, but rather showing 

acceptance and support to the 
person, irrespective of who he is 
and what he has said or done. 

Parents could focus on nurturing 
in their children the spirit of 
resilience and a die-hard attitude 
that would enable them to bounce 
back every time they fail. 

Children need to understand that 
although failure might be 
unpleasant and undesirable, it is 
part and parcel of life. 

Watching Michael Jordan deftly 
dunking the ball into the net, one 
would easily assume that success 
comes effortlessly to someone 
endowed with such talent. Hence, 
it would come as a surprise that he 
should have this to share – “I’ve 
missed more than 9,000 shots in 
my career. I’ve lost almost 300 
games. Twenty-six times I’ve been 
trusted to take the game-winning 
shot and missed. I’ve failed over 
and over and over again in my life. 
And that is why I succeed”.

SHAPING THE FUTURE
The recent Pisa study revealed that 
78 per cent of the Singaporean 
student participants had doubts 
about their plans for the future 
when they encountered failure in 
their studies. 

Indeed, a study by researchers 
Sheryl Chua and Olwen Bedford on 
fear of failure and entrepreneurial 

intent in Singapore showed that 
there was a perception among the 
participants that “failed 
entrepreneurs might face difficulty 
finding a job with reasonable pay 
because the entrepreneur would be 
seen as a less favourable employee 
as compared with others with more 
professional work experience”. 
This may explain why Singaporean 
youth prefer a traditional career 
path despite the nation’s effort to 
promote entrepreneurship. 

Some researchers liken the 
relationship between an 
individual’s fear of failure and 
outlook on the future to the 
chicken-and-egg conundrum. Fear 
of failure may drive individuals to 
engage in self-handicapping 
behaviour, such as absenteeism on 
the day of a test, in an attempt to 
protect their self-worth. However, 
task avoidance does little to 
improve performance, hence the 
likelihood that the individual will 
sink lower in achievement and 
confidence levels, and become 
even more fearful and risk averse. 

REFRAMING FAILURE
At this point, any concerned parent 
or teacher would be asking: “How 
can I help my child/student 
overcome his fear of failure?” 

One can take the first step by 
redefining failure, by taking a 
positive stance towards it. Highly 
successful people often choose to 
describe it in affirmative terms. 

Thus, C. S. Lewis compared it to 
“finger posts on the road to 
achievement”, Truman Capote 
perceived it as “the condiment that 
gives success its flavour”, while 
Albert Einstein called it “success in 
progress”.

Second, psychologists 
recommend taking a mastery 
orientation, focusing on learning, 
skills acquisition, effort investment 
and self-improvement, rather than 
a performance orientation focusing 
on competition and comparison. 

Finally, there is no better role 
model for young people than our 
very own Joseph Schooling, who, 
after losing to his teammates at the 
SEA Games this year, still 
graciously and sportingly 
embraced and congratulated the 
winners. 

When asked by the media 
whether he was disappointed, he 
acknowledged his disappointment 
and shortfall, and then 
immediately focused on the lesson 
learnt and the work to be done to 
improve: “No one likes to lose, 
that’s why we do this... I mean, I 
can’t be too disappointed in the 
effort, but I’m disappointed in the 
result. But this is a good reality 
check… Like I said, I’ve got a lot of 
work to do, things to sort out, I 
know”. 

We wish our young people would 
know too.
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A better way 
to deal 
with failure 
than shame 
and blame

Online teaching resources which parents 
can monitor and the prevalence of chat 
groups mean parents can “monitor” their 
children in the classroom and are connected 
to teachers and fellow parents – often 
adding pressure to the parenting process 

How digital connections add stress for both parents and children 

Don’t blame yourself or feel ashamed of 
failing. Instead, adapt to the experience and 
focus on learning points to do better in future.
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