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PSLE 2021 grading changes: Parents should be
cheerleaders, not critics

Ms Stacy Cheng (third from right), her husband Mr Alan Lim, and their daughters (from left) Sheryl, Sheri and Steffi.
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SINGAPORE - When Ms Stacy Cheng's oldest child was in Primary 6, her teacher
started a countdown to the Primary School Leaving Examination (PSLE) on the first
day of school.

"How not to be stressed even if you are a relaxed parent or child?" says Ms Cheng, 48, a
financial services director who has three daughters aged 11 to 19.

Even though it is her third PSLE as a parent, her youngest child, Steffi, will be among
the first batch of pupils affected by a grading overhaul this year.

Achievement levels (AL) that are similar to the O-level scoring system will replace the
T-score in a bid by the authorities to reduce the focus on academic results.

"For first-time P6 parents, PSLE is stressful, whether it's the old or new system," Ms
Cheng says.

While she is "more relaxed" compared to her first go-round with oldest child Sheri, she
admits: "Under the old system, you could use the stronger subjects to pull up the
overall T-score. Now, you need to do well in all four subjects, which may be a tall order
for some children, especially Chinese. So it may become more stressful for some."
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Tuition and enrichment centres report that some parents are anxious and unsure
about the new grading system, but experts stress that it is important to support their
children's efforts rather than focus only on marks.

Mrs Jacqueline Chua, principal of Paideia Learning Academy says: "We think that there
are a lot of centres that are unnecessarily preying on the fears of the parents about the
unknown, in the form of the new AL system of grading.

"In reality, apart from the banding being more granular at the top end and broader at
the lower end, nothing has really changed. It is still the same PSLE as it was before,"
adds the former head of the Character and Leadership Education department of
Raffles Institution. Paideia's classes range from primary school to junior college levels.

The Learning Lab, which offers programmes from pre-school to junior college level,
has seen a five per cent increase in enrolment for its P6 classes compared to last year,
but does not attribute this to the new grading system.

"There are other factors to consider, including a desire to return to a sense of rhythm
and structure after the unprecedented disruptions for both parents and students last
year,' says Mr Justin Leow, its head of centre and teaching excellence.

He adds that some parents are concerned about the narrow range of scores in the top
two AL bands, while others wonder about tie-breakers for students with the same
score. But he believes that they will be assuaged as more information is released closer
to the examinations.

Ms Clarice Lim, managing director of I Love Learning, which has classes for children
from toddlers to secondary school age, has not seen a noteworthy increase in P6
enrolment as "there is already a very high percentage of PSLE students enrolled in
tuition classes".

She reckons that "middle-achieving students will face even more stress" as they will
need an extra push to avoid falling into the AL6 band (45 to 64 marks), which is why
her centre is offering them extra classes for free.

Several centres have observed more interest in preparation programmes for Direct
School Admission (DSA), a scheme that allows talented pupils to apply for a preferred
school ahead of the PSLE posting exercise.
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Paideia, for instance, has sold out its three programme sessions in June. "The uptake is
a lot faster compared to the last few years. The frequency of meetings with interested
parents has also increased compared to the last few years," says Mrs Chua.

Flying Cape, an online booking platform with more than 800 education providers,
reports a similar trend, but from parents of younger children.

Founder Jamie Tan says: "Feedback from partners indicates that interest for DSA prep
courses have picked up with the introduction of the new PSLE scoring system,
alongside the shift towards holistic development in school."

For example, one of its vendors, Kodecoon Academy, has seen a 10 per cent increase in
its coding classes from parents with kids in Primary 3 and 4. Such parents have also
shown interest in Smart Science Lab's PSLE programmes meant for older kids.

Enrichment centre MindChamps has added a DSA preparation programme this year,
which leverages on its MindChamps Academie of Stars to help kids in art forms such
as theatre and music. This is in addition to its existing PSLE - The Champion Mindset
Way programme, which it has been running since 2007.

Mr Alvin Kuek, co-founder of Mind Stretcher, which offers tuition to primary and
secondary students, says the uptick in interest is natural as more schools now offer
entry via this pathway and the DSA-Sec portal makes application easier. He helped
more than 150 pupils secure places in secondary school last year via DSA, and the
centre's related webinars attracted around 1,000 parents last year.

DSA or no, it is crucial that parents be "cheerleaders" in their child's PSLE journey,
says Mr Leow of The Learning Lab. "After clocking hours of studying, what most
children really need is strong support and positive encouragement from their parents."

Ms Sha-En Yeo, 39, whose elder child, Sherrie Chan, 11, will be sitting for the PSLE,
concurs.
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Ms Sha-En Yeo with her daughters, Zoey (left) and Sherrie Chan. PHOTO: SHA-EN YEO

"Sometimes we tend to put too much pressure on this one exam, which creates
unnecessary anxiety that the child takes on," says Ms Yeo, an expert in positive
psychology who co-founded a consultancy called Happiness Scientists. She also has a
six-year-old daughter.

"The most important is that she puts in effort, stays calm and takes it as a learning
experience," she says of her elder daughter.

Mother of three Ms Cheng makes it a point to chat with her daughter Steffi every
night, ensures that she has enough sleep and encourages her to socialise with friends
via Zoom as a way to destress, as sleepovers are no longer possible.

Having gone through the different levels of national exams with her girls, she
reassures first-time PSLE parents that the milestone does not make or break a child's
future.
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"My eldest is in her first year at the National University of Singapore. All her uni friends
had varying PSLE scores, but they all ended up at the same place."

What PSLE kids need from their parents

Stay involved without turning into a "tiger" parent

Guide kids to set goals and achieve them, review past exam papers to help them revise
efficiently and talk to their teachers for updates on their progress, says Mr Justin Leow
of The Learning Lab.

Parents can also help their children structure and pace out what they need to learn, as
well as teach them time management techniques, suggests Mr Joseph Lim,
MindChamps' deputy director-general of education.

To motivate kids, he recommends that parents frame the exam as "a means to a greater
end - getting into the schools of the child's choice and developing lifelong skills like
discipline and working towards a goal".

Positive psychology expert Sha-En Yeo supports her daughter, Sherrie, 11, by being
present to answer questions or go through homework and revision papers. "I can't sit
for the exam for her, but I can remind her that she isn't going through this whole
process by herself," she says.

Safeguard their mental wellness

Do not underestimate words of appreciation and inspiration, says Mr Leow. They may
be the "extra push" your child needs to keep going. When faced with mistakes or
failure, it's important that parents be nurturing and guide their child to overcome it.

Ms Yeo offers a non-judgmental listening ear for her daughter to vent her stress, which
could otherwise affect her ability to learn. She has also taught her to take deep breaths
when she feels overwhelmed and redirect negative thoughts, such as saying "I am not
sure how to answer this question" instead of "I am lousy at xx subject".

Project positivity, not fear
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Ms Yeo says that parents should be mindful of the impact of what they say to their
kids. "Harsh words or overly high expectations can actually backfire, when you
intended them to motivate."

While it is natural for first-time PSLE parents to worry, she suggests that they do this
when they start feeling anxious: "Take a deep breath and ask yourself, 'Where can I
best focus my attention right now?' It might be better to focus on helping your child
set goals and plan out the steps on how to get there.

"You can also focus on the process and effort your child is taking to achieve his or her
goal, encouraging them when they make progress and supporting them when they
stumble."

 Get the ST Smart Parenting newsletter for expert advice. Visit the microsite for
more.

MORE ON THIS TOPIC

ST Smart Parenting: Read more stories

Sign up for the ST Smart Parenting newsletter

RECOMMENDED

Local actress
Julie Tan opens
up on struggles
with self-harm

Feb 26, 2021

The Big Story:
What could
have led to the
Tanjong Pagar
car crash
Feb 15, 2021

[Gallery] Ginny
Weasley Turns
28, This Is Her
Life Now

DailyStuff

Ad

$0 upfront. No
contract. Get
the Galaxy S21
Series on
Bespoke Flexi…

M1

Ad

https://www.straitstimes.com/newsletter-signup
https://www.straitstimes.com/smartparenting
https://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/parenting-education/st-smart-parenting-read-more-stories
https://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/parenting-education/st-smart-parenting-read-more-stories
https://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/sign-up-for-the-st-smart-parenting-newsletter
https://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/sign-up-for-the-st-smart-parenting-newsletter
https://www.outbrain.com/what-is/default/en
https://www.straitstimes.com/life/entertainment/local-actress-julie-tan-opens-up-on-struggles-with-self-harm?obOrigUrl=true
https://www.straitstimes.com/multimedia/the-big-story-what-could-have-led-to-the-tanjong-pagar-car-crash?obOrigUrl=true
https://www.daily-stuff.com/the-women-of-harry-potter/?utm_medium=outbrain&utm_source=621&utm_campaign=210225154129881x0xchrome_001277e69856eb6b2b35d591ab8427b8de&utm_term=$origpubname$_$origsrcname$_$section_id$&utm_content=%5BGallery%5D+Ginny+Weasley+Turns+28%2C+This+Is+Her+Life+Now&obOrigUrl=true
https://ad.doubleclick.net/ddm/clk/489743142;296642734;u?obOrigUrl=true
https://www.straitstimes.com/branded-content/the-one-place-to-live?obOrigUrl=true
https://www.clicktraceclick.com/384fba9c-30c4-4340-b643-28cce2fb4493?sectionid=$section_id$&sectionname=$section_name$&publisherid=$publisher_id$&publishername=$publisher_name$&adtitle=Mind+Blowing%3A+%231+Antivirus+Now+Free+For+Mac+Users.&OutbrainClickId=$ob_click_id$&obOrigUrl=true
https://357331.llsdzktnxwnnr.com/?subid1=$section_name$&subid2=The+Cost+of+Funeral+Services+in+Singapore+Might+Surprise+You&subid3=$section_id$&subid4=bm-sg-a-funeral-34965-2602-ob-sm&site=$publisher_name$_$section_name$&network=outbrain&OutbrainClickId=$ob_click_id$&obOrigUrl=true
https://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/jobs-hospitality-sustainability-hotels?obOrigUrl=true


3/1/2021 PSLE 2021 grading changes: Parents should be cheerleaders, not critics, Parenting & Education News & Top Stories - The Straits Times

https://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/parenting-education/psle-2021-grading-changes-parents-should-be-cheerleaders-not-critics?error=true 8/10

The one place
to live

Branded Content

Mind Blowing:
#1 Antivirus
Now Free For
Mac Users.

My Antivirus Review

Ad

The Cost of
Funeral
Services in
Singapore
Might Surpris…
You
Singapore Funeral | Sear…
h Ads

Ad

Turning plastic
bottles into
uniforms, food
waste into fresh
herbs: How…
hotels are
Branded Content

sponsored by DBS
Unsecured Loans. Find the right one for you.

Learn More Learn More Learn More

Cashline - 0.06% interest per day Personal Loan - Get low interest rates Balance Transfer - At 0% interest

https://www.straitstimes.com/branded-content/the-one-place-to-live?obOrigUrl=true
https://www.clicktraceclick.com/384fba9c-30c4-4340-b643-28cce2fb4493?sectionid=$section_id$&sectionname=$section_name$&publisherid=$publisher_id$&publishername=$publisher_name$&adtitle=Mind+Blowing%3A+%231+Antivirus+Now+Free+For+Mac+Users.&OutbrainClickId=$ob_click_id$&obOrigUrl=true
https://357331.llsdzktnxwnnr.com/?subid1=$section_name$&subid2=The+Cost+of+Funeral+Services+in+Singapore+Might+Surprise+You&subid3=$section_id$&subid4=bm-sg-a-funeral-34965-2602-ob-sm&site=$publisher_name$_$section_name$&network=outbrain&OutbrainClickId=$ob_click_id$&obOrigUrl=true
https://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/jobs-hospitality-sustainability-hotels?obOrigUrl=true
https://ad.doubleclick.net/ddm/trackclk/N322602.186294OUTBRAININC/B22912662.289853156;dc_trk_aid=483278599;dc_trk_cid=142505467;dc_lat=;dc_rdid=;tag_for_child_directed_treatment=;tfua=;gdpr=%24%7BGDPR%7D;gdpr_consent=%24%7BGDPR_CONSENT_755%7D?obOrigUrl=true
https://ad.doubleclick.net/ddm/trackclk/N322602.186294OUTBRAININC/B22912662.289850675;dc_trk_aid=483509604;dc_trk_cid=142513060;dc_lat=;dc_rdid=;tag_for_child_directed_treatment=;tfua=;gdpr=%24%7BGDPR%7D;gdpr_consent=%24%7BGDPR_CONSENT_755%7D?obOrigUrl=true
https://ad.doubleclick.net/ddm/trackclk/N322602.186294OUTBRAININC/B22912662.289853153;dc_trk_aid=483182495;dc_trk_cid=142584500;dc_lat=;dc_rdid=;tag_for_child_directed_treatment=;tfua=;gdpr=%24%7BGDPR%7D;gdpr_consent=%24%7BGDPR_CONSENT_755%7D?obOrigUrl=true


3/1/2021 PSLE 2021 grading changes: Parents should be cheerleaders, not critics, Parenting & Education News & Top Stories - The Straits Times

https://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/parenting-education/psle-2021-grading-changes-parents-should-be-cheerleaders-not-critics?error=true 9/10

Terms & Conditions

Data Protection Policy

 E-paper

 Facebook

 Instagram

 Twitter

 Podcasts

 RSS Feed

 Telegram

 Youtube

• SINGAPORE

• ASIA

• WORLD

• OPINION

• LIFE

• BUSINESS

• TECH

• SPORT

• VIDEOS

• PODCASTS

• MULTIMEDIA

https://subscribe.sph.com.sg/publications-st/?utm_campaign=st_subscription&utm_medium=sph-publication&utm_source=st&utm_content=subscribebutton-footer
http://sph.com.sg/legal/website_tnc.html
http://sph.com.sg/legal/pdpa.html
http://stepaper.straitstimes.com/
http://www.facebook.com/TheStraitsTimes
http://instagram.com/straits_times
http://twitter.com/straits_times
https://www.straitstimes.com/st-podcasts
https://www.straitstimes.com/RSS-Feeds
https://t.me/TheStraitsTimes
https://www.youtube.com/user/StraitsTimesOnline
https://www.straitstimes.com/singapore
https://www.straitstimes.com/asia
https://www.straitstimes.com/world
https://www.straitstimes.com/opinion
https://www.straitstimes.com/life
https://www.straitstimes.com/business
https://www.straitstimes.com/tech
https://www.straitstimes.com/sport
https://www.straitstimes.com/videos
https://www.straitstimes.com/st-podcasts
https://www.straitstimes.com/multimedia


3/1/2021 PSLE 2021 grading changes: Parents should be cheerleaders, not critics, Parenting & Education News & Top Stories - The Straits Times

https://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/parenting-education/psle-2021-grading-changes-parents-should-be-cheerleaders-not-critics?error=true 10/10

Data Protection Policy

Need help? Reach us here.

Advertise with us

 Sign up for our daily newsletter

Enter your e-mail  Sign up

More newsletters
By registering, you agree to our T&C and Privacy Policy.

SPH Digital News / Copyright © 2021 Singapore Press Holdings Ltd. Co. Regn. No. 198402868E. All rights reserved

http://sph.com.sg/legal/pdpa.html
https://www.straitstimes.com/advertise-with-the-straits-times
https://www.straitstimes.com/newsletter-signup

