
South-east Asia is central to regional
economic and security frameworks
that will inform the grand strategy of
nations in the future, says Ernest Bower.
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C O L U M N S

Key role of S-E Asia

BY AMELIA TAN

G ETTING four A1s in the O lev-
els might not seem like a big
deal in Singapore where it is
common for top students to
score 10 A1s.

But it is, in the case of Xinmin Second-
ary School student Gary Koh, 16. He went
from scoring 199 in the Primary School
Leaving Examination (PSLE) to bagging
four A1s and three A2s in last year�s
O-level examinations.

Gary was a playful pupil in primary
school who spent hours playing comput-
ers games instead of doing his homework.
He scraped through his exams as a result.
It did not help that his peers started to la-
bel him as someone who �cannot study�,
and his confidence plummeted.

But things changed when he got into
Xinmin Secondary�s Normal (Academic)
course. The Normal course caters to aca-
demically weaker students and takes in
about 40 per cent of each Secondary 1 co-
hort.

The slower pace of the classes suited
him, and he started paying attention to
his lessons. Soon, he was among the top
students in his class. His confidence
soared, as did his motivation to work
hard. At the end of Sec 2, teachers told
him he was ready to be transferred to the
Express course, which is for academically
stronger students.

Building on these achievements, Gary
persevered. He got a very respectable ag-
gregate score of eight points for the O lev-
els, and is gunning for a place at junior
colleges such as Nanyang, St Andrew�s or
Temasek. He is also aiming to go to uni-
versity.

Gary is one of many students each
year who make commendable improve-
ments in school, and reap the results of
their hard work with good showings in
the national examinations.

They would not make it to the list of
Singapore�s top students compiled by the
Ministry of Education (MOE) and high-
lighted in the media each time the results
of national examinations are released, but
they deserve to be celebrated nonethe-
less.

They show that hard work � with sup-
port and encouragement from the people
around them � can burnish the shine in
once lacklustre, average students.

To be sure, top students deserve to be
lauded because it is truly an incredible ac-
complishment to top exams in Singapore,
which are known to be among the tough-
est in the world.

While Singaporeans are awed by the
mind-boggling number of As these bright
minds achieve, we should also examine
the reasons for celebrating them.

I would like to think that we hold them
up as examples not just because of their
feat of achieving perfect scores, but also
because of the values they embody.

When I interview these perfect scor-
ers, I am always impressed by their matu-
rity and, above all, their discipline. They
are also of course highly intelligent. But
the As in their result slips are often the
product of hours burning the midnight
oil.

A student�s success should not be de-
fined by a simplistic benchmark of the
number of As he or she gets. Success
should be seen in the context of an indi-
vidual�s educational journey and how
much he or she has grown in school.

This is why I believe that students who
have improved, whether by baby steps or
by leaps and bounds, deserve their place
in the sun.

Education Minister Heng Swee Keat re-
iterated this on the first day of school this
year, when he stressed that each child is

different. He assured parents that there
are multiple pathways to success in Singa-
pore�s education system that will cater to
their different interests and strengths.

Nor is it only in classrooms that stu-
dents learn. Many a student�s bumpy
pathway to success may be through
co-curricular activities (CCA).

Take Gary. In primary school, he strug-
gled with academic work and was passed
over for leadership roles. By secondary
school, however, he had taken up the
trombone and became band major in Xin-
min Secondary. He was put in charge of
administrative matters in the band.

Gary said: �For the first time, I be-
came a role model to my schoolmates. I
was happy that my teachers believed in
me and I felt that I had to work hard to
live up to their expectations.�

Another student who found his feet in
school via CCA is Antony Raharja, 16, the
vice-captain of Dunman Secondary�s bas-
ketball team. He struggled in lower sec-
ondary, but managed to chalk up a per-
fect aggregate of six points and eight A1s
in the O levels.

Antony picked up valuable life lessons
through basketball. He said: �My coach
and the teachers in charge of basketball
taught me to give my very best in every-
thing and to be disciplined on and off the
court. They also told me and the rest of
the team to persevere in the pursuit of
our goals.�

He will be heading to Raffles Institu-
tion and hopes to get a scholarship to go
on to university.

Over at Swiss Cottage Secondary, Mu-
hammad Aidil Yusof, 16, was doing bad-
ly, struggling to cope with his family�s fi-
nancial problems. His teachers encour-
aged him to stay focused and to work
hard. He also spent hours in school on his
CCA as the vice-captain of floorball. He
chalked up a respectable 14 points at the
O levels and now hopes to study business
at Ngee Polytechnic.

Like many other Asian countries, Sin-
gapore society places great value on aca-
demic success. Whether it is MOE listing
top students, the media highlighting their
successes, or parents asking their chil-
dren to emulate their cousins� results, so-
ciety celebrates academic achievement.

This is fine, because it creates an envi-
ronment that celebrates achievement and
excellence. But taken to extremes, it can
send the wrong message to youngsters
that failure or success is determined by
the number of As they get.

This would be totally wrong.
For some students, getting 10 A1s is

the acme of achievement. For others, a
string of Bs or a pass represents hard-
earned progress. All deserve to be lauded.

So, take a bow, Gary, Antony and Aidil
� and thousands more out there.
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Asean nations would be amused at the
sight of Western politicians beating a
path to Myanmar to see for
themselves the change in the political
landscape. Asean had been on that
path of engagement long before, and
can take a lot of the credit for the
transformation. After the politics, it�s
down to business. There are deals to
be made. Asean companies can count
on a stakeholder�s right in the
competitive bidding that will rage
soon.
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The ministerial pay review was never
going to please everyone, and once
Singaporeans accept that, we can
move on from the different reactions
it has evoked, says Chan Tau Chou.
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Rather than blame China
for dealing harshly with
drug couriers, the
Philippines should
strengthen its anti-drug
efforts, says Bruce Gale.
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Pay debate: Let�s move on

Manila wrong on drugs

W E S A Y

Beating a path to...
where?

PUNCHLINES

IN THIS week�s Sunday Times story,
�What is happening at other govern-
ment properties�, it was reported that
Admiral Hill in Sembawang had not
been put up for tender yet.

The Singapore Land Authority has
clarified that the tender was awarded
to FIS Institute on May 26 last year.

Celebrate not just
straight As, but all who
struggle and do well
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