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“Measure what you value instead of 
valuing only what you can measure,” 
said Professor Andy Hargreaves, 
acclaimed author and academic. 

This may strike a familiar chord 
with those who have been closely 
following the recent debate on the 
new Primary School Leaving 
Examination scoring system. 

The Straits Times and other 
media reported that parents and 
members of the public expressed 
concerns on whether the new 
scoring system would put pupils 
taking Foundation-level subjects at 
an unfair disadvantage.

On July 29, National University of 
Singapore lecturer Kelvin Seah 
suggested that the new grading for 
Foundation-level subjects, based 
on only three bands and a very wide 
scoring range – such as Grade B 
being awarded to both a pupil with 
34 marks and one with 74 marks – 
would demotivate pupils and “is 
likely to affect students’ incentives 
to exert effort”. 

In another article on Aug 3, a 
parent, echoing a similar view, 
said: “There is no longer any 
motivating factor for them to push 
and achieve above their abilities, if 
they are already defined AL6 
maximum level.” 

MOVING BEYOND GRADES AS 
MOTIVATORS 
I was somewhat baffled by their 
comments – surely, there is more 
than just grades or a grading system 
to validate students’ learning 
capabilities or motivate them. 

High scores cannot and should 
not be the only reason for students’ 
aspiration towards improving and 
excelling in what they do in school. 

In fact, the emphasis on grades as 
a motivating factor belongs to a 
rather outdated behaviourist 
approach that emphasised the use 
of rewards and punishments – 
good grades, and the consequences 
of bad grades, respectively – as 
motivators.

Research on motivation has not 
only moved away from this precept 
but has since adopted a more 
humanistic and socio-cognitive 
approach to learner motivation. 

In the domain of educational 
psychology, for instance, 
renowned academics such as Profs 

Edward Deci and Richard Ryan 
advocate that a student’s 
self-determined motivation is 
enhanced if he or she feels 
competent in a subject; has a sense 
of relatedness, or belonging, and 
feels accepted within the learning 
community; and experiences 
autonomy, or the capacity for 
volitional and self-endorsed 
behaviour. 

The Straits Times reported on 
Aug 3 the experience of 14-year-old 
Julian Heng, who took several 
subjects at the Foundation level 
when he was in primary school. 

The way that his peers regarded 
grades as a social leveller, and 
teased him about his poor 
performance in Standard-level 
subjects, only proves why it is 
necessary to shift our focus towards 
the more important aspects of a 
child’s learning journey.

The Ministry of Education (MOE) 
stated that the purpose of the 
Foundation curriculum is to ensure 
that students are able to cope with 
learning the subjects and sustain 
the intrinsic motivation to learn. 

At least for students such as 
Julian, the Foundation curriculum 
seems to be achieving this by 
promoting competence and 
relatedness. 

Finally, the possibility of 
switching to the Standard 
curriculum upon “improving 

tremendously” would give the pupil 
a sense of autonomy in being able to 
self-initiate learning and chart his or 
her learning trajectory. 

ENCOURAGING INTRINSIC 
MOTIVATION IN STUDENTS 
Findings from a local study on 
low-performing students, 
conducted by researchers at the 
National Institute of Education 
(NIE), supported the positive 
relationship between 
self-determined motivation and 
perceived competence, relatedness 
and autonomy. 

They also showed that students 
who were more motivated had 
more positive and enjoyable 
learning experiences. In addition, 
they assigned greater value to what 
they had learnt in their academic 
subjects. 

Other studies by NIE researchers 
further found that students with 
high self-efficacy and 
self-perceived competence had a 
greater inclination to invest effort 
and engage in learning tasks, in 
order to improve their subject 
mastery and performance.

Young minds hold a reservoir of 
untapped potential, and our focus 
should be on how we can channel 
their potential and willingness to 
learn towards positive outcomes. 

Suggesting that we foster more 
competition among pupils taking 

Foundation-level subjects to 
encourage them to do better may 
very well set the forward-moving 
shift in reverse. 

With pupils who are likely to feel 
down and out, who may have never 
experienced success and, in the 
worst-case scenario, may have 
given up on themselves with the 
belief that studying is beyond 
them, fostering competition might 
only reinforce their self-perception 
that there is a failure within 
themselves. They would either 
shun the competitive environment, 
be indifferent to it or be 
overwhelmed by it. 

There is ample evidence from 
both local and international studies 
that an intensely competitive 
classroom environment may have 
negative repercussions on student 
engagement, with students 
resorting to task and goal 
avoidance as coping mechanisms. 

At NIE, student-teachers learn 
about non-performance-related 
strategies to motivate students, 
which involve focusing on the 
subject’s value and promoting 
students’ interest and enjoyment in 
learning.

As a teacher-educator, I 
constantly marvel at the creativity 
and ingenuity with which our 
student-teachers design and 
implement lessons and activities to 
get the most recalcitrant student 

fired up and excited over what they 
are being taught. 

I recall a particular lesson 
conducted by a student-teacher 
who leveraged technology to 
engage his students. He wanted to 
assess his students’ understanding 
of what he had previously taught, 
and planned an online quiz 
requiring students to take turns to 
answer questions. 

When the bell rang for recess, the 
students were so engrossed in the 
quiz that they refused to leave the 
classroom. “One more, Sir… One 
more!” they kept asking.

This is the kind of intrinsic motiva-
tion we aim to see in our classrooms, 
not one that stems from grade com-
parisons or fear of failure. 

In this instance, students’ innate 
interest  and  engagement  are  
aroused by the application of the ap-
propriate pedagogical strategies or 
tools, such as the online quiz, rather 
than by competition and the desire 
to win or to outshine one another. 

Above all,  in a competition-free 
environment, students learn to col-
laborate in teams, working towards 
the greater good, and picking up life 
skills that would be of use to them 
beyond the classroom.

HELPING STUDENTS 
REGAIN CONFIDENCE 
The Foundation-level subjects thus 
provide a platform that enables 
pupils to mend their self-esteem, 
regain confidence in their ability 
and, hopefully, discover the joy of 
learning once again.

Once this is achieved, it would be 
possible to level up these pupils’ 
attainment to the extent that they 
could then take up subjects at the 
Standard level. 

The Foundation level should 
therefore not be perceived as an 
end-point, but a stepping stone 
towards better performance and 
higher academic achievement. 

The MOE’s director-general of 
education Wong Siew Hoong wrote 
in a commentary for The Straits 
Times on Aug 9: “The world is 
rapidly changing, and when our 
children grow up, the demands on 
them will be vastly different. So, we 
need to move away from a system 
that over-emphasises academic 
grades and towards a system which 
focuses on helping our children 
learn for life.”

In fact, what most parents value 
and want for their children are 
happiness and well-being. It is time 
to step away from valuing only 
what we can measure – such as 
grades for academic performance – 
and start measuring what we value. 

It is, perhaps, presumptuous to 
assume that high grades will 
inexorably warrant a bright future; 
thus, happiness and well-being. 

On the contrary, the relentless, 
single-minded and obsessive 
pursuit of higher grades could 
impose undue pressure on children 
and undermine their holistic 
development. 

I began with Prof Hargreaves’ 
quote, but let me end with a citation 
from one of the most iconic 
professional athletes of all time, Mr 
Earvin “Magic” Johnson Jr, who, 
once teased as a child, said: “All kids 
need is a little help, a little hope, and 
somebody who believes in them.” 

Teachers are already doing their 
part – we now need the partnership 
of parents and society at large. 

• Associate Professor Caroline Koh is 
head of psychological studies at the 
National Institute of Education, 
Nanyang Technological University.
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t  is  reassuring that  Prime Minister  Lee  Hsien 
Loong’s most recent remarks on climate change 
at his National Day Rally speech struck a chord 
with many Singaporeans. About four in 10 people 
polled said that they were more concerned about 
the issue after having listened to the Rally speech. 
The majority, or 57 per cent, said that they were 
just as concerned as they had been before the 
speech. Read together, these results testify to a 
high degree of public consciousness about the 
calamitous effects of climate change on coun-
tries, with rising sea levels in particular posing an 
existential threat to an island-state such as Singa-
pore. It  is time now to match the national re-
sponse to the urgency of the ecological threat. 

Mr Lee has  estimated that Singapore would 
need about $100 billion, perhaps more, to protect 
itself from rising sea levels in the coming decades. 
This is a massive amount even if it is to be spent 
over 100 years. But that time span gives Singa-
pore the option of  calibrating its financial  re-
sponse to the encroaching threat. In the short 
term, funding for projects, such as a $400 million 
upgrade to  the drainage systems to boost  re-
silience to floods, will come from ministry-level 
expenditure. In the longer term, however,  the 
Government could tap other sources and possibly 
issue state bonds. Given that protection from cli-
mate change is a form of intergenerational trans-
fer like almost no other, it is only fair that future 

generations bear an equitable share of paying for 
the borrowings made by this generation to keep 
Singapore habitable for them. 

This environmental mindset is as important as 
any financial investment made in shoring up the 
physical infrastructure. A key problem globally is 
the refusal to recognise that what the current gen-
eration does – or does not do – will have an irre-
versible impact on the survival of everyone on the 
planet. Rejection of the science of climate change, 
evident among leaders of some countries, betrays 
an inability to come to terms with the central prob-
lem of these times. Even warnings that climate 
change  will  hurt  the  economies  of  countries,  
whether they are rich or poor or hot or cold, by 

2100 may fail to sway the opinion of elites.
Unlike nuclear weapons or terrorism, which are 

accepted as existential threats, climate change is 
viewed as a peripheral problem exacerbated by ac-
tivists who ignore the livelihood needs of those de-
pendent on the hydrocarbon economy. Singa-
pore has taken a different route to the environ-
mental future. Much as national defence protects 
the country’s strategic borders and the way of life 
that exists within them, the country’s overall cli-
mate change policy seeks to ensure its ecological 
survival. This would be supported by the vast ma-
jority of Singaporeans, who are keenly aware of 
the  catastrophic  consequences  of  climate  
change, global warming and rising sea levels. 
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