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especially primary school pupils – 
to discover the joy of learning.

First, a quick recap of the key 
changes that will come in phases: 

•  Mid-year examinations for 
Primary 3 and 5 pupils, and 
Secondary 1 and 3 students will 
be scrapped.

• All pupils and students from 
Primary 3 to Secondary 4 or 5 will 
not have more than one weighted 
assessment per subject per 
school term.

• There will be no more weighted 
assessments and exams for 
Primary 1 and 2 pupils from next 
year.

• Report books will no longer state 
the class and level ranking of a 

student at both primary and 
secondary levels.

On paper, it looks good. Fewer 
exams equal less stress and more 
time to enjoy learning, especially 
since the changes will free up some 
curriculum time.

And if report books no longer 
include the class and level rankings 
at both primary and secondary 
levels, it does send a strong signal 
that learning is not a competition, as 
the Education Ministry (MOE) says.

I asked my children what they 
thought of the changes.

As much as they dread exams, 
both admitted that if not for 
year-round assessments, they 
would probably not study regularly.

Without mid-year examinations, 
they would also end up struggling at 

the end of the year to cover the 
full-year syllabus.

The other worry is that without a 
mid-year test, which typically 
accounts for about a quarter – or 
sometimes more – of the total 
annual score, there is added 
pressure to ensure they do well in 
the final-year examinations.

As I see it, the key problem with 
the current system is not that there 
are too many examinations.

The problem is that ultimately, it 
still comes down to the two big 
ones – the PSLE and GCE O levels.

Despite the changes announced, 
many parents – say whatever you 
want to them – will continue to 
push their children, and in some 
cases, to beyond breaking point.

Some will go even further, 
convincing their children that if they 

do not do well in the major national 
exams, they will end up as failures. 
This puts even more stress on the 
kids, especially the young ones.

Who do we blame? Parents must 
surely take some responsibility. 
Why put so much emphasis on the 
PSLE in particular?

Yes, we all want our children to do 
well – but at what expense? So what 
if your child does not get into that 
elite school that you came from?

When my husband and I decided 
that our children would do Chinese 
as a second language, we knew it 
could affect their PSLE scores.

But we went ahead anyway 
because we felt it would serve them 
better in the long run. 

Today, my son is in a Special 
Assistance Plan school and my 
daughter in a neighbourhood 
school. Both have adjusted well.

First and foremost, parents must 
change their mindsets for the sake 
of their children.

But the system and the people 
who are part of it must also share 
some of the blame. To be fair, for 
the last few years, MOE has been 
stressing the PSLE is not the be-all 
and end-all. Even if pupils do not do 
well, there are many other 

opportunities and paths to pursue.
In recent years, there has also 

been a shift away from academic 
grades, with MOE changing the 
PSLE scoring system – set to take 
effect from 2021 – as well as 
increasing the Secondary 1 intake 
for students going through the 
Direct School Admission exercise.

Despite the changes, PSLE will 
remain a high-stakes exam and 
teachers will continue to focus on 
academic performance during 
parent-teacher meetings. 

I have attended at least 20 such 
sessions from the day my first child 
entered kindergarten and, each 
time, the main topic is how to 
improve their scores.

It also does not help that the civil 
service, for the most part, seems to 
hire and set salaries based mainly 
on academic performance.

At the end of the day, it is the 
children who suffer.

It is heartbreaking what PSLE 
does to 12-year-olds.

It is also unnecessary; the stress 
the night before the exams, the 
stomach churning the next 
morning, the anxiety when the 
exam papers are handed out, the 
tears when they cannot answer the 

questions and the temporary relief 
when it is over. Temporary because 
the entire process is repeated when 
the results are out.

What would I do for primary 
school pupils if I were education 
minister?

I would go ahead with the no-test 
policy for Primary 1 and 2 pupils, 
which is great, and extend it to 
Primary 3 as well. 

I would keep the mid-year exams 
for upper primary pupils because I 
do not think removing them would 
really help the children much.

I would also tweak the system 
that today relies on only PSLE 
results to decide on secondary 
school postings for the vast 
majority of pupils.

Why is it not possible for the PSLE 
results to account for maybe 50 per 
cent to 60 per cent of the total? The 
remainder can be based on marks 
from earlier tests and assessments 
in Primary 5 and 6, and perhaps 
even take into account other factors 
like personal attributes.

Most important, I would hope for 
– but not count on – parents to do 
the right thing.
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Longer and more structured work 
attachments  have  translated  into  
good job offers and higher salaries 
for Singapore University of Social 
Sciences (SUSS) graduates.

The university  has yet  to  com-
plete its graduate employment sur-
vey of its pioneer batch of 168 full-
time degree graduates, who started 
on their studies in 2014.

But to date, within three months 
after completing their degree stud-
ies, 86 per cent of them have landed 
jobs.  Of  the total  are 83 accoun-
tancy graduates. About half of them 
have gone to work with companies 
that they interned with after receiv-
ing  priority  offers.  Their  starting  
salaries were $3,800 – $200 more 
than the starting salaries of other 
fresh accountancy graduates. 

The university  requires  its  stu-
dents to go on work attachments 
for at least six months as part of its 
graduation requirements, but more 
than half take on at least two work 
stints, adding up to a year.

Its emphasis on applied learning 
and work experience is one of the 
reasons the university continues to 
draw an increasing number of appli-
cants despite shrinking cohorts.

SUSS president Cheong Hee Kiat 
said the university received 5,700 
applications this year for the 700 
places it offered in eight full-time 
degree programmes at its Clementi 
Road campus. Last year, there were 
4,900 applications for 580 places.

He said many of the 2,000 short-
listed applicants interviewed said 
they liked the emphasis on applied 
learning  and  work-study  pro-
grammes,  which  they  believed  
would improve their job prospects. 

Professor Cheong said as the uni-
versity grows its  yearly intake to 
1,000 at a steady rate over the next 
few years, it will continue to empha-
sise  applied  learning  and  work-
study programmes, where students 
undertake longer work stints – by 

as much as two years out of four.
Currently, there are 40 students 

alternating  between  work  and  
study. Ten of them work three days 
a week at Standard Chartered Bank 
and attend classes two days a week.

There are  also  30  accountancy  
students  who  work  alternate  
semesters in accounting firms and 
study at SUSS.

Prof Cheong said SUSS is looking 
at offering more of work-study pro-
grammes in other degrees, includ-
ing  social  work  and  early  child-
hood. When SUSS reaches its full in-
take of 1,000 a year, he expects that 
10 per cent of the students will be 
on work-study degrees.

One SUSS graduate sold on the 
idea of longer and more work at-

tachments is Mr Abdul Fareed Mus-
takin, who went on a six-month in-
ternship two years ago at a com-
pany that runs a platform connect-
ing household service providers to 
customers. He impressed his boss 
so much that he was asked to con-
tinue in a permanent position.

The 26-year-old marketing gradu-
ate decided to seize the offer and 
switched to evening studies.

And even before he completed his 
degree course, his boss, Mr Daniel 
Thong, who went on to start a new 
maintenance services firm, Nimbus 
for Work, offered him a full-time job 
as the marketing and branding lead.

Mr Abdul Fareed said: “I not only 
picked up useful skills through the 
work attachment, it also got me in-

terested  in  learning  user  experi-
ence design, which I took up at a pri-
vate school. Most of all,  it landed 
me a full-time position as a market-
ing and branding lead.”

Prof Cheong said it is important 
that  university  education  is  not  
seen  to  be  separate  from  work.  
“Work  attachment  is  a  powerful  
way of learning. It enables students 
to apply what they have learnt in 
the  classroom  and  see  the  rele-
vance of it.” He added that alternat-
ing semesters of work and study is 
good preparation for the future. “In-
creasingly,  workers  will  have  to  
keep learning while they work, to 
update their knowledge and skills.”
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Eliminating mid-year exams 
does not resolve problem

Mr Abdul Fareed 
Mustakin (far 
left) impressed 
his boss, Mr 
Daniel Thong 
(left), so much 
during his 
six-month 
internship two 
years ago that 
he was asked to 
continue in a 
permanent 
position while he 
studied. Later, 
when Mr Thong 
started a new 
firm, Nimbus for 
Work, he offered 
Mr Abdul Fareed 
a full-time job as 
the marketing 
and branding 
lead. ST PHOTO: 
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Longer stints, work-study plans 
land them good jobs, higher pay
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I not only picked up useful skills 
through the work attachment, it 
also got me interested in learning 
user experience design, which I 
took up at a private school. Most 
of all, it landed me a full-time 
position as a marketing and 
branding lead.

’’SUSS GRADUATE ABDUL FAREED 
MUSTAKIN

Work attachments pay off for SUSS grads
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