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Regardless of Grades:

How does the obsession with grades
affect parents and children in Singapore?

In CNA’s new documentary Reqgardless of Grades, we
follow three Primary 6 students as they prepare for the
Primdry School Leaving Examination.

In d survey commissioned by CNA covering 1,000 pdrents of Primadry 5 dnd
6 students, we found that madny Pdrents think guud PSLE 3rdd€5 are
important to secure enrolment in a secondary school of the child’s
choice, and because it's a stepping stone to a good future or career.
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Reaardless 0{2 Grades:

A social e:periment inwluing Primary Five and Six

pupils finds out their biggest source of stress.

Blue cones represent parents, red is for self,
yellow is for teachers and green is peer pressure.

"What's eye-opening to me is that our social experiment
with Primary 5 and 6 students revealed that parents
dre o Major source of stress for our children, and not
just that, even the stress our children impose on
themselves seems to stem from parental pressure. That
veally gave me much to reflect upon.”




Source: CNA Insider

CNA Video

Timing: 16:40 - 20:25 (Duration: Approx. 3 mins 45 secs)

httﬁs:f@ﬂutu.befo{E}:&’apJLLZROS?SEZTF.&L&FDTJUEFBPKDT




PSLE: WHY ARE WE SO STRESSED®

REGARDLESS OF GRADES




Regavrdless of
Grades:

Why do parents

place so much

importance on
grades?

P_LOA_LLC_GI: Source: CNA Insider

"How important are dcademic graoles to you."

Eric Ng (Father of Lyla Ng):

“If | say not important right, then a lot of people won't be
happy with me, right?”

Danny Ezry Mohamad Ezanee (Child of Nur Fitriah Mahmud):

“It's so important for me because | want to have a better
future. It will help me to have a better job so that I can
spend money on my mother and my dad.”

Cheryl Lim (M *

"Everybody wants success, | want the best for my children.
If everybody’s doing it, if I'm not doing it, | think I'm setting
him up for failure.”



Source: CNA Insider

CNA Video

Timing: 44:40 - 45:15 (Duration: Approx. 35 secs)

f"\ttfiS:ffwww.ﬁﬂu‘tube.cum/wmfch?VIdE)X-SFJuZRDS




PSLE: WHY ARE WE SO STRESSED?

REGARDLESS OF GRADES




Source: CNA Insider

Regardless Of <«

. "..less nagging dnd probably more encouraging would
G yddeSi dﬂ' t-l\e ‘triﬂk."

Host:
H oOw Can “Tell me the difference between ndqgging and
Paren_ts make I‘t encourdging.
? Caleb:
IESS S-t I'ESSFH.' ' “I think it's mﬂi'ﬂﬂ the tone dnd the facial expressions.”

égl"’ﬂf
"If your kids, they don’t meet your expectations, don’t

sdy 'You never E'tuﬂlj', don't make it sound like you are
disdappointed with them.”



How can | motivate

my child to study?

How do I know if

des my child is feeling

stressed?

‘edding uF What can I.glgtg
_to the exa ms manage l-\.e:" stress?

How can | mdnage
my own stress so
that it is not Faﬁﬁej
on to my child?

Journeying Thrnuﬂh Ehanenﬂina Times, Taae‘thfr



Question 01

How can | motivate my child to study?

Status: Next Plan . Dnauina . Ochieved

~_ Procrastinating becduse | Guide her to break down revision into

~] she is anxious smaller, more achievable tasks. [
e
/| Distracted by digital Set ground rules together e.q. 10 mins of
oo,

play after each task is completed. The key

devices is to be consistent and to lead by example!




Question 01

How can | motivate my child to study?

Stuck in her revision
because she has
forgotten concepts

learnt previouslﬂ

Status: Next Plan . Ongoing . Gehieved

Encourage your child to revisit the earlier chapters. I
needed, ask her to approach her teachers mrtolfur older
siblings (if any and if possible) for help.

Lethargic and lacks
energy to do anything

Guide your child to draw up a schedule which includes
time for homework, revision, play, exercise and rest.
Recreational activities and rest are key to helping the
child de-stress and can boost her mood and energy.




-| Struggles to pay attention

Question 02

How do | know if my child is feeling stressed?

Foebe Lo o st s Tiredness Stays away from others Loss of appetite and sleep
Rebellious Spendin.g more time on
Excuses to miss school/class | streak Sulkiness mobile devices and social

media

=
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Question 02

How do | know if my child is feeling stressed?

1 “1f 1 don't do well, I think that | will hdve no future”

“I am not good enough/ useless/ have no talent”

“Others will think less of me”




Question 03

What can | do to help my child manage her stress?

Pay attention to your child dand communicate frequently in an open and

supportive manner. Continue with your usudl conversation topics (e.g. “How was Pl

1 your day?" dnd “What dre you looking forward to this weekend?”), so that your

child's mind is not overwhelmed bj the upcoming exams. TS,
\

Provide practical support (such ds making sure your child has a healthy diet
and adequate sleep) to overcome any hurdles she may be facing.

T



Question 03

\ What can | do to help my child manage her stress?

" Share with your child some of your own experiences of
dealing with stress, how you managed it and maintained
Fusi'l:iuitg.

///




Question 03

What can | do to help my child manage her stress?

Let your child know that she is loved and accepted regardless of her

| examination performance.

Recognise that it is normal to feel stressed, anxious and nervous during the
examindtion period.

Provide positive feedback and cheer her on for every effort.




Question 04

How can | mnmﬂz my own stress so that it is

\ not passed on to my child?




Question 04

How cdn | mdndge my own stress so that it is
not passed on to my child?

REguIn'te your emotions (e.g. aleep bremthing. Facusing on your locus of control)

Spemk to someone you trust (3.3. spouse, deilv_.j members, close culleﬂgues}

Ensure sufficient rest, exercise and eat well.

Continue to spend time with your child to bond, e.g. doing household chores or
F'“fﬂinﬁ A board game ‘thE‘ther.

T



| Dlﬂ.ring tke How do-i

. encourdge my
discouraged

after a paper?

Journeying Through Challenging Times. Together



Question 05

k How can | help my child stay alert?

Help her get a good night's sleep - Make sure your child gets sufficient
rest every nigl'x‘t ESPECid”S during examination Feriuol. Stud:’ing all nigl-xt
without gnad. sleep can worsen worries.

e
"‘”‘n\\ | Fuel her up - Start your child’'s day with a nutritious breakfast, and pack
/| health snacks for ongoing energy throughout the day,
P

Calm her nerves - Practise deep brea‘thing with your child: it can slow down
a rdcing pulse and mind and help her stay positive.

/)
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Question 06

How do | encourdge my child, especidlly if she is
discouraged after a paper?

I noticed that you're feeling upset/tired (after revision/the exam), do you want
to tell me about it?

How are you feeling about the exam? What was good about it? What was not
s0 good about it?

Let your child know that making mistakes is part of ledarning and encourage
her to persevere even though it may be challenging.

T



aﬁey resu"ts

are released

Does it call for a

celebration?

How can | have
d conversdation
with my child
dbout her
l::_erf_qrmglngg or
results?

Journeying Thr‘nugh Clw.nllertﬂin.j Times, Tnﬂe‘ther
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Question 08

How can | have a conversation with my
child dabout her performance or results?

“Your effort for Math paid off! What was it that worked well this time?”

“You did not manage to dchieve your goal for English, what could be the
redsons?”

With your support, she can develop o love of ledrning dnd the resilience to view
challenges and failures as opportunities to improve.

i






Schnﬂlbag | 28 Dec 2023

When my Firsfl:mrﬂ. came home {"rnm school with homework

full of ervors, something about the red-inked crosses on her
worksheets triggered my whirlwind of emotions - concern,
irritation and annoyance. She was in Primary 2 then.

A peek into her homework folder revealed worksheets full of
careless mistakes and corrections. Annoyed, ! cried out, “So

manu wrong dnswers! Are you paying attention in class?”
Y 9 yau paging

Later, | recall making a trip to a bookstore, grabbing
dssessment books dand other enrichment materials that |
thought might help her. | started a routine of sitting beside \

her while she did her school dssignments.

T



5chunlbm3 | 28 Dec 2023

Subsequenﬂﬂ. her worksheets returned with. more ticks than crosses,
dlong with cheery “Good job!” stickers from her tedchers.

| was pledsed. | thought my efforts paid off. How mistaken I was.

With dge dnd more experience, ! realised that | had fallen into the

parenting trap of repedting the perfectianistic ways in which | had
been brought up. %
Raised to be ncademicmllj driven in d strict environment, | have al

stereotypical tendencies of a firstborn child wired for perfection.

Being extremely adverse to mistakes meant that I seldom cut myse

slack and took badly to what | perceived as failure.

T



‘Er:’f'xﬂu:rlbﬂl_q | 28 Dec 2023

Once, | broke down and wailed in front of the whole class when |
scored “only” 65 marks for a spelling test. | knew what awaited me
back home - dark clouds from my mother for days.

To be fair, there is nothing wrong with striving for excellence.
My mother, who came from a humble background and had forged

—
e
T,

a better life for herself by studying hard, wanted the same g e
T e S0
outcome for me, via the only way she knew. e e P
T B S
g e
\
But when the dogged pursuit of success ledves no room for g
error, dre we telling our children that there is no alternative? *-x-aa“‘%a
What dbout our ability to bounce back from failure, adapt to H‘Hxxx\
challenges, and find ways to improve ourselves? \ \

B



When striving for excellence backfires Schoolbag | 28 Dec 2023

The way | had responded to my firstborn’s learning struggles impacted how she
viewed failure - it wasn't for the better and there was no saving grace. Excellence
was the be all and end all. My sharp criticisms, all benring edges that hurt, ate
away her self-esteem and motivation.

Instead of being more motivated, my daughter began dragqging her feet to \
complete her homework. She was afraid to make mistakes. When something went \
awry, she would berate herself for being "dumb”. She gave up easily when she w%
stumped by a problem sum and needed to be spoon-fed the answer - less

chance of her messing up.

She expressed self-quilt of not doing "more” to avoid mistakes. She was o \
eight years old then, but already showing all the red flags of anxiety that came

with chasing after perfection.
-“H"‘"-q_



Louking back now, | wish | had been more

mindful of how I reacted. After all, learning is
a process that involves making mistakes,
learning and re-learning. Instead of avoiding
mistakes at all costs, embracing that C, D or
even F grade and viewing it as a learning

opportunity can l—xelp us grow.

My old mindset was not doing her any favours.

It was not she who needed to improve, but me.

5!2[*‘19@'5#1?} | 28 Dec 2023
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Schﬂolbﬂ&-} | 28 Dec 2023

Changing the way | view failure

The first step | took to break away from old patterns was to
change my mindset. | reminded myself that spilled milk
happens all the time, it is a part of life. But how | respond
when my child “messes up” makes a huge difference in how she

navigates and bounces back from failure.

An online sedrch would yield a multitude of resedrch papers
that support this. In a Singdpore study published in the
Journal of the Ledrning Sciences in 2012, resedrchers identified
the value of “productive failure” during the learning process.

a,‘__
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Schﬂalbag | 28 Dec 2023

One group of students were asked to solve complex Maths problems with a teacher
providing direct instructional support at every step of the way. In another group,
students were left to collaboratively solve the complex problems on their own.
Towards the end, the teacher stepped in to analyse their failed attempts and find

a solution.

While the second group was seemingly unsuccessful in their problem-solving efforts, \\
they outperformed the direct instruction group on both simpler and more complex

problems during a test. Y

e

It must be emphasised that the second group's failure to solve the problem was not™

ignoved or sidestepped. After the failed attempts, the teacher acknowledged ih{j‘“\
students’ struggles, analysed the situation and guided them in finding ways to \
reach a solution. \

e,
S



Schﬂﬂlba-_:} | 28 Dec 2023

| now adopt a similar strategy when supporting my child'’s
learning. At first, it took some practice to stop reacting strongly
whenever my daughter did badly for a test (“Why can't you get
this right?”) and instead, reframe the errors as a chance to
learn (“It’s okay, now we know what we can improve on. Maybe
we need to find another way to revise this topic.”).

Instead of constantly telling her what to do, we worked out a
plan together early in the dcademic year, which | detailed in o
previous commentary. | wanted to let my child direct her own
daily schedule and routines - within the expectations and
boundadries that we have discussed dnd dgreed on - so that she
takes a more self-directed approach to her learning.

"-\_\__\-‘-\--
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Schﬂolbag | 28 Dec 2023
Recognising effort and resilience, not intelligence

Another thing | intentionally reined in was the way 1| dole out
compliments. It is not uncommon to applaud a child for being “clever”
for aceing a test, for example. But this type of praise can backfire.

In a sevies of experiments, American psychologist Carol Dweck found e
that children behaved very differently depending on the kinds of e \
praise they received. Children who were praised for their intelligence, x’“‘xh&\

or innate ability, tended to avoid challenges. They were also more
|ike|5 to give up after experiencing failure.

"-\_\__\-‘-\--

“'H.

e
By contrast, those who were complimented for their effort and “-\\ \
persistence were open to takmg challenging tasks. Theg were more
mlllng to learn new strategies to solve a Prnblem



Schoolbagq | 28 Dec 2023

Bj focusing on my daughter's efforts ("You must have worked really

hard on this topic”, "I noticed that you started revising earlier this
time round”), | found that she gradually became more persistent and
motivated to try again after a failed attempt.

| have made other changes in the way t interact with my firstborn,
now 16, but the most important thing I did was to soften the edges of
my sharp words with compassion and kindness whenever she

flounders.

No one is perFect and the struggles that come with learning
something new is normal, I tell her. Most of all, I remind my daughter
that my love for her does not depend on her grades. If and when
the going gets tough, my shoulder will always be there for her to cry
on until she is ready to get back on her feet.

e,
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GROWTH MINDSET

@ CHIJ (KATONG) PRIMARY

TERm 1 TERM 2
DPARE TO DREAM | BELIEVE | CAN

WE HAVE THE
Y GROWTH MINDSET

N

- o TERM 4

| AM GRATEFVL FOR
" MY PAST, PRESENT
8 FUTURE

TERM 3
| GROW FROM
MY MISTAKES

-

=




Posi’five Reldtionship with Your Child

= Set aside time to connect
with your child every day
(e.g. after dinner)

" Plan weekend activities.

= Make this your special time
‘tnge‘ther, to share stories or
hear her concerns.



How can you encourdge conversation?

Give her space to speak
* Try to have the conversation when everyone is feeling relaxed.

e Listen at‘ten'liivelﬂ, nod, make eye contact, ask questions - these
small cues will let her know you dare trying to understand.

e Reserve your opinion and advice till later.

“Let us walk together with our children on
this journey ang be there for one another.”



“Let us walk to
ihisjnurnE5 an

a

Creadte memories and

__Play board games
Write/Draw with her

ether with our children on

be there for one another.”




The pdrenting journey is
not an easy one. :
Be there for your child, bu
practise self-care, too. - e
Look after your own
emotions b:j ensuring you

are not feeling stressed or
anxious before you check i
with your child.
Remember, our emotions
can rub off on each other!

Recognise your limits, take breaks, discuss your
Frﬂb ems with your loved ones, and
protect yours and your child's mental health.
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‘_Summclrj_
Examinations are not the be-all

and end-all, but prouiale the
opportunity for children to assess
how much they have learnt.

Let's see examinations ds a wa get feedback for continual

to
improvement, and focus our egfnrtﬁ on guiding our children to
nurture 5e|F-di5ci line, Perseuermnce. resilience, Time mﬂlﬂﬂlgemﬂﬂf

<kills (and more!) in the process of revising for examinations.



Every child is unique, with different

strengths and talents, and
’—nm-torpptd—fm'l‘eﬂ '

flourish in their own v

aving a growth mindset and t :@:...-
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