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Avoiding the “prolonged agony” of studying for standardized national exams: At what 
price? 

 Lim Xuan-Shi [Centre for Research in Pedagogy and Practice (xuanshi.lim@nie.edu.sg)], Jason 
Tan Eng Thye [Centre for Research in Pedagogy and Practice (engthye.tan@nie.edu.sg)], and 
Trivina Kang Lu-Ming [Centre for Research in Pedagogy and Practice 
(trivina.kang@nie.edu.sg)] 
  

Standardized tests, often high-stakes in nature, are a common feature of many education systems. 
Although there is a movement towards authentic and/or varied assessment practices, there is still 
a strong reliance on standardized tests to measure student achievement despite their widely 
discussed and documented negative effects on teaching and learning. Short of doing away with 
standardized testing completely, reducing the number of mandatory high stakes national 
examinations seems to be a realistic and feasible solution in theory.  The Integrated Programme 
(IP) in Singapore allows high-ability students to bypass the General Certificate of Education 
'Ordinary' Level examinations at the end of their secondary education, but they are required to sit 
for the General Certificate of Education Advanced Level examinations, International 
Baccalaureate, or Advanced Placement in the final year of their pre-university education.  

As intended, the removal of a national standardized examination frees up time and space in the 
curriculum for the pursuit of a more holistic, broad-based education and diversified assessment 
modes in the four years of secondary schooling. In effect, IP students enjoy a longer break 
between mandatory national exams, i.e. the Primary School Leaving Examinations (PSLE) and 
the 'A’ Levels. This paper surfaces the concerns and anxieties of IP students regarding their 
ability to do well in a national examination, especially since they have grown accustomed to a 
different mode of assessment in their secondary education. Additionally, this paper examines 
student views on the relevance of their prior learning experiences in light of their preparation for 
the 'A’ Levels, IB or AP.  

Focus group discussions were conducted annually in seven schools for three consecutive years. 
Online surveys were administered annually to IP students from participating schools over the 
span of four years. The longitudinal design tracks changes in students’ perspectives about their 
educational experiences as they transition from secondary to tertiary education. Quantitative 
findings from online surveys are included to supplement qualitative analysis; specifically, self-
reported data on examination anxiety and on the use of assessment methods.  

Findings indicate that students generally felt they were lacking in examination-taking techniques 
or skills and worried that they lack the mental stamina needed to sustain them through 
examinations. Discontinuities in the academic domain made some students feel that their 
learning experiences in the secondary years were irrelevant. Others acknowledged the 
discontinuities but focused instead on their personal growth, and were thus able to integrate their 
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experiences into a coherent educational narrative. A deeper understanding of students’ lived 
experiences would help unearth important considerations for policymakers and educators seeking 
to enrich learning experiences for students within the climate of high-stakes standardized testing.  
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Introduction: 
Standardized tests, often high-stakes in nature, are a common feature of many education systems. 
In the United States, standardized tests take the form of minimum competency examinations, 
which are administered to assess student proficiency in basic skills in mathematics, reading, and 
writing. Such examinations carry high stakes for public schools because test scores could affect 
the amount of government funding that they receive. At the high school level, some states 
require students to pass minimum competency examinations, but it is not a national graduation 
requirement (Bishop, 2001). Although curriculum-based exit examinations may be offered in 
some states such as New York, this form of standardized assessment is the exception rather than 
the norm. 
 
In Europe and East Asia, better known examples of standardized tests include Britain’s General 
Certificate of Secondary Education and its predecessor, the General Certificate of Education 
Ordinary Level Examinations (GCE ‘O’ Level), the General Certificate of Education Advanced 
Level examinations (GCE ‘A’ Level), and the International Baccalaureate (IB). These 
curriculum-based examinations assess student achievement and are used to determine eligibility 
for admission into high schools and/or universities. Because test results could directly affect their 
choice of school, field of study, or even their future career, such examinations can have 
extremely high stakes for students. Yet another type of standardized test found in modern 
education is the variety of aptitude tests developed and administered by the U.S.-based 
Education Testing Services. Standardized testing, it seems, is here to stay. 
 
The effective uses of standardized testing in enforcing standards and in measuring student 
achievement or aptitudes are among its advantages. The origin of standardized tests is rooted in a 
behaviorist philosophy that emphasizes the application of quantitative measurement, guided by 
the assumption that scientific investigations yield an error-free view of an objective reality 
(Gunzenhauser, 2003). Hence, it is commonly assumed that these tests are good measures of 
curricular standards and/or student learning.  
 
Following the introduction of the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) act in 2001, renewed interest in 
high-stakes standardized testing contributed to the rapid growth of assessment-related 
publications from the United States. Specifically, researchers and educators alike have focused 
on the effects of high-stakes testing on various facets of student learning and pedagogical 
practice.  
 
Supporters have argued that high-stakes tests are necessary because they indicate what is 
important for students to learn and for teachers to teach, and they motivate teachers to improve 
their teaching by holding them accountable for student performance (Amrein and Berliner, 
2002). Also, the use of high stakes tests has a positive impact on the amount of effort that 
students put into their studies, on student motivation, and their academic esteem (Amrein and 
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Berliner, 2002). Although these arguments were put forth with reference to standardized testing 
as it is practised in the United States, they are likely to be relevant to the universal movement as 
this kind of assessment tend to be of a high stakes nature.  
 
On the other hand, opponents of high stakes testing have highlighted its negative effects on 
educational practice, and its impact on students’ emotional well-being and learning goals. It 
tends to stifle instructional innovation as educators focused on preparing students for the high 
stakes examinations (e.g. Au, 2007; Harlen and Crick, 2003; Roger, 2000; Paris, 2000). 
Specifically, this results in a narrow focus on content that would be tested, the acquisition of 
skills to take and/or perform well on the tests, and the use of teacher-centred pedagogies. 
Findings from some studies (e.g. Au, 2007; Yeh, 2005) suggested that these negative effects may 
be typical but not inevitable consequence of high stakes testing. Specifically, researchers have 
found that tests that promote drilling and rote learning tend to affect teaching practices in ways 
that are detrimental to student learning. 
 
With respect to the emotional well-being of students, Denscombe (2000) reported that secondary 
students preparing for the GCSE examinations perceived the high stakes assessment as a 
stressful and anxiety-provoking event. In their study of Australian students who would be sitting 
for the Higher School Certificate examinations, Smith and Sinclair (2000) found that more than 
40% of their sample reported symptoms of stress, anxiety, and depression that were beyond the 
normal range. Additionally, from a developmental perspective, Kruger, Wandle, and Struzziero 
(2007) noted that test anxiety appears to reach its height during the adolescent years, when 
students may be especially vulnerable to the pressure of high stakes assessment.  
 
Test anxiety can manifest itself cognitively in the form of worry about one’s ability to do well or 
concerns about performing poorly, as well as emotionally, as automatic reactions such as a rapid 
heart rate (Kruger et al., 2007). The psychological strains of standardized tests can be a highly 
subjective experience. Gifted students in Israel, who were the top 1-3% of their cohort, reported 
lower test anxiety (worry) than their non-gifted peers; however, the two groups did not differ 
significantly on the dimension of emotionality (Zeidner and Schleyer, 1999). Interestingly, gifted 
students who were segregated from mainstream Israeli students reported higher test anxiety, 
particularly on the affective component, than those who are in a mixed-ability learning 
environment. Naturally, students would feel some anxiety before and during examinations, but 
excessive anxiety can affect test performance. In a sense, high stakes examinations work in the 
favor of students who feel less anxious about the examinations to begin with, or who are able to 
manage their examination anxiety effectively. 
 
Another negative consequence of high stakes testing is that it steers students away from learning 
goals toward performance goals (e.g. Kellaghan, Madaus, and Raczek, 1996; Smith and Sinclair, 
1998). Students with a strong performance goal orientation may strive to do well at the expense 
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of mastery learning. In particular, those who worry that test results would reflect their 
incompetence may shy away from participating or trying hard (Paris, 2000). Benmansour (1999) 
found that students who were mainly concerned with getting a good grade were more likely to 
experience high test anxiety compared to those who were driven by interest to engage in a task. 
Therefore, academic ability, social referencing, and student motivation are factors that can affect 
the learner’s experience of test anxiety.  
 
Although there is a movement towards authentic and/or varied assessment practices, there is still 
a strong reliance on standardized tests to measure student achievement, despite their widely 
discussed and documented negative effects on teaching and learning. As long as high stakes 
standardized tests are in use, the need to prepare for them would hover over the minds of 
educators and students, thereby making it harder to implement and sustain student-centred 
pedagogies. Short of doing away with standardized testing completely, reducing the number of 
mandatory high stakes national examinations seems to be a realistic and feasible solution in 
theory.  
 
A fairly recent school reform in Singapore has provided an opportunity to consider the 
practicality of this solution in the context of an Asian education system. In 2004/2005, the 
Ministry of Education (MOE) in Singapore officially introduced the Integrated Programme (IP) 
in selected schools. The programme takes in the top 10% of each student cohort who are 
identified to be bound for university education. It is currently offered in 11 schools, many of 
which have a long history of academic excellence and achievements.  
 
Before the introduction of the IP, students in advanced academic streams are required to sit for 
the GCE ‘O’ Level examination at the end of their 4-year secondary education. Students who 
have performed well could opt to continue their postsecondary studies at junior colleges, where 
they would be prepared for university education. Upon completing their pre-university studies 
two years later, they would sit for the GCE ‘A’ Level examination. Including the 6-year 
compulsory primary education that ends with the national Primary School Leaving Examination 
(PSLE), an academically-oriented student would typically receive 12 years of schooling in total. 
During this time, he/she would have sat for three national examinations. The interval between 
major examinations decreases as students progress through their education. At each level, these 
examinations carry extremely high stakes as the results determine the likelihood of entry into 
prestigious or top-performing schools at the next level of education. The last of the three national 
examinations can have far-reaching consequences for the individual’s future as it could affect 
his/her eligibility for university studies, as well as his/her choices for choosing a field of study or 
career.  
 
The defining feature that sets IP schools apart from mainstream schools is the Ministry of 
Education-sanctioned exemption from the GCE ‘O’ Level. The exemption would allow high 
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ability students to pursue a broad-based education by freeing up curriculum time that would 
otherwise be spent on intensive exam preparation. Hence, IP students would sit for only two 
national examinations in the 12-year period, first taking the PSLE followed by the GCE ‘A’ 
Level examination 6 years later. For this reason, the IP is also known metaphorically as the 
through-train programme because students who have chosen this route bypass the ‘O’ Level 
examinations and automatically proceed to the next phase of their education as long as they meet 
minimum entry requirements.  
 
With the exception of one newly established school, current IP schools were either elite 
secondary schools or junior colleges prior to the implementation of the IP. Under the auspices of 
the MOE, some secondary schools and junior colleges that have affiliations with one another 
came together to form a consortium. In such instances, students would complete the first 4 years 
of their IP education (Years 7 to 10) at the secondary school and move on to a different campus, 
where they would spend the remaining 2 years (Years 11 and 12) studying the ‘A’ Level 
curriculum. This cluster of IP schools would be referred to in this paper as consortium schools. 
The other IP schools are standalone institutions, consisting either of junior colleges providing a 
4-year education (JC IPs) from Years 9 to 12 or secondary schools offering a 6-year programme 
(Years 7 to 12). Although the period of study differs across schools, all but two schools confer 
the ‘A’ Level certification. Of the two exceptions, one institution adopted the IB diploma 
programme while the other is a recently established specialized school that issues its own 
graduation diploma and prepares its students for the Advanced Placement examinations. Students 
in either of these two schools may complete a 4- or 6-year course of study, depending on whether 
they obtained admission in Year 7 or in Year 9. Evidently, there is considerable diversity among 
the existing IP schools in terms of their programme structure and duration, as well as the type of 
graduation certification they confer. 
 
From a systems perspective, the special exemption lifted the constraints that a high stakes 
national examination would impose on various aspects of educational practice. Traditionally, 
schools start to gear up for the ‘O’ Level examinations by placing a heavy emphasis on the 
practice and mastery of content, as well as examination-taking techniques in the final year. Freed 
from the demands and pressures of preparing students for the ‘O’ Level, IP schools could shift 
their curricular emphasis to one of exploration and inquiry. Compared to mainstream schools, IP 
schools enjoy more leeway in adopting alternative modes of assessment and in using a wider 
variety of assignments and projects to enhance student learning. With regard to pedagogical 
practice, teachers also enjoy a greater degree of freedom and flexibility in experimenting with 
and implementing more innovative ways of teaching and learning. For students, the removal of 
the ‘O’ Level exam requirement greatly enhanced the attractiveness of the IP programme, 
especially since the stressful experience of sitting for the PSLE examinations are still fresh in 
their memory.  
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This paper presents the concerns and anxieties of IP students regarding their ability to do well in 
the ‘A’ Level examinations, especially since they have grown accustomed to a different mode of 
assessment in their secondary education. Additionally, it examines student views on the 
relevance of their prior learning experiences in light of their preparation for the GCE ‘A’ Level 
examination. By analyzing the experiences of IP students, this paper aims to identify useful 
considerations for policymakers and educators who seek to create more authentic learning 
environments for students within the prevailing climate of high-stakes standardized testing. 
 
Methods: 

The qualitative and quantitative data discussed in this paper were collected as part of a 4-year 
longitudinal study on the experiences of students in IP schools. The study started its first wave of 
data collection in 2006 and recruited its participants from the second cohort of students admitted 
into the IP. When the study began, participants were in the third year of their secondary 
education (Year 9). The cohort was followed through to their last year in the respective IP 
programmes. The mixed method, longitudinal design of this study allows researchers to observe 
and note changes in students’ perspectives about their educational experiences as they transition 
from secondary to post-secondary or pre-university education.  

A total of 10 IP schools participated in an annual online survey. In Phase 1, each participant was 
randomly assigned to one of four surveys, and he/she would attempt the same survey in 
subsequent years. Quantitative findings, specifically survey data on examination anxiety and 
assessment methods, were included to supplement qualitative data analysis.  

A smaller subset of 7 schools participated in the interview component of this study. Each school 
selected 12 students based on the guidelines created by investigators. Two focus groups 
consisting of six students each were held at the respective schools. Separate interviews were 
arranged with students who were unable to attend the group discussions. Group interviews 
typically lasted between 70 and 100 minutes, and individual interviews were generally 45 
minutes long. Interviews were recorded and transcribed by one professional. A research 
assistant, who was present at the time of the interviews, re-listened to the recordings and 
proofread the transcripts for accuracy.  
 
The findings presented in this paper are based on interviews that were carried out in 2008 and 
2009, and each wave of data collection generated a set of 18 transcripts respectively. Where 
appropriate, occasional references to data collected in the first phase of the study (2007) are 
included to provide the reader with relevant background or contextual information.  
 
At each phase, modifications were made to customize the interview questions for different 
schools. The interview guide was updated each year in keeping with changes in the educational 
experiences of students. Across the board, students were asked to recall academic and non-
academic experiences they had had in the previous year, as well as to reflect on their IP 
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education thus far. Often, they were prompted to reflect on the value of specific experiences, and 
to describe their learning experiences in greater detail with regard to everyday curricular and/or 
pedagogical practice.  
 
In addition to providing a retrospective recall of their experiences, students were also asked to 
share their feelings and concerns about significant events that were soon to unfold in their school 
lives. For instance, focus groups held in 2008 focused on student IP experiences in 2007. 
Additionally, students looked back on their 2 to 4 years of IP education, spoke briefly about their 
experiences in the current academic year (2008), and shared their thoughts about what lay ahead 
for them. In some schools, students’ accounts remained fairly consistent over the three phases of 
focus group discussions, whereas in other schools, students shared reflections about how their 
thoughts on schooling had changed over time. 
 
The reader should note that a large portion of the qualitative data concern the experiences of 
students in IP schools that offer the 2-year ‘A’ Level programme towards the tail end of a 6-year 
education. The reason for this is that 5 out of 7 participating schools confer the ‘A’ Level 
diploma. Next, the reader should be mindful that students’ experiences may be influenced to 
some extent by the fact that they are in a relatively new system of education, which is evolving 
constantly over time with the benefit of hindsight. Also, students’ accounts of their experiences 
should be considered carefully with reference to the larger ecological contexts in which they are 
situated, namely the Asian culture and the Singaporean society. Cultural and societal values are 
likely to influence students’ thinking and views about their learning experiences. Therefore, 
some of the issues raised in this paper may be cohort- specific, as well as culture- and/or country- 
specific. 
 
Finally, it is important to note that the aim of the study was to learn about students’ experiences 
in the IP system from their perspectives. In this regard, its goals are relatively open-ended. By no 
means did it set out to measure the effectiveness, or to evaluate the successes and failures, of 
individual programmes or different IP models.  

Findings and Analysis: 
The shift from alternative assessment to high stakes standardized assessment. When they were in 
the first year of their postsecondary education (2008), IP students in junior colleges responded to 
questions about the changes they experienced, and their ease of adjustment, as they transitioned 
from one learning environment to another. Survey data are reported for students in 4-year JC IPs 
(N = 3) and 6-year consortium schools (N = 4) that offer the ‘A’ Level programme.  
 
Survey respondents were asked to rate on a 6-point scale (1 = no change from before, 6 = 
completely different from before) the extent to which they found the assessment system in their 
junior college different from that in their secondary IP school. Results showed that students 
perceived the assessment system at their respective junior colleges to be “moderately different” 
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(M = 4.19, SD = 0.99) from that in their secondary IP years. Additionally, they found it “a little 
easy” (M = 3.96, SD = 1.09) to adapt to the new assessment methods; this item was rated on a 6-
point scale (1 = extremely difficult, 6 = very easy).  
 
On average, students felt that their secondary IP education prepared them fairly well by 
providing them with the foundation (M = 3.87, SD = 1.00) and equipped them with examination-
taking techniques (M = 3.63, SD = 1.09) for taking the GCE ‘A’ Level examination, although 
mean scores for the latter were slightly lower. A 6-point scale, ranging from extremely poorly to 
extremely well, was used in these items. Survey respondents were also asked to rate on a 10-
point scale, how anxious they were about taking the ‘A’ Level examinations the following year. 
Results showed a moderately high anxiety level among this student population (M = 7.68, SD = 
2.19; 1 = not anxious at all and 10 = very anxious). Survey data supported findings from focus 
group discussions, which offer a richer and more complex picture of students’ transition from 
their secondary IP education into the two-year ‘A’ Level programme.  
 
Focus group data collected for 2007 and 2008 indicated that the removal of the ‘O’ Level 
examination is a major draw for students who are enrolled in the IP. The intensity of exam 
preparation for the GCE ‘O’ Level, and the use of repetitive practice so as to become well-versed 
with examination questions and competent at answering them, is common knowledge to local 
students. Words such as ‘mugging’ and ‘drilling’ are synonymous with the revision process. Not 
surprisingly, participants found the exemption particularly appealing as it allowed them to avoid 
the agony of studying for examinations, and offered the opportunity to study in prestigious or 
top-performing junior colleges.  
 
The “through train” programme is perhaps a misnomer. It suggests that once aboard the train, the 
ride will take students through the ‘O’ Level gantry and beyond. Therefore, the most crucial step 
for students is to secure a seat and from thereon, they do not have to worry about their 
postsecondary educational plans.  
 
Qualitative data collected in 2007 and 2008 suggested that IP students possessed the mentality 
that their entry into junior college was more or less guaranteed. This could partially explain why 
IP students seemed to be less worried about their studies and felt free to channel their attention 
and energy into non-academic pursuits during their secondary education. Although they did not 
have to sit for the GCE ‘O’ Level examination, students had to pass their annual promotional 
examinations and meet certain cumulative grade requirements in order to move on to junior 
college. In 2008, participants observed that the minimum admission requirements into their 
respective junior colleges were different and considerably lower, from their perspective, for the 
IP cohort than for their peers from the ‘O’ Level track (these junior colleges continued recruiting 
students from other schools on the basis of their GCE ‘O’ Level examination results for 
admission into Year 11). In this respect, the “through train” metaphor may still be appropriate. 



LIM091243   
 

10 

 

However, the grade requirements for choosing specific subject combinations appeared to equally 
stringent. Therefore, there are repercussions for not doing well in their academic studies, 
although students’ accounts suggested that they felt it was easier for them to gain admission into 
the junior college section of their IP programme compared to their counterparts from other 
schools who had to perform exceedingly well in the GCE ‘O’ Level examination. 
 
Generally, students have used adjectives such as “carefree,” “relax,” “slack,” and “fun” to 
describe their early years in the programme. In the later years, however, they realized that the 
reduced emphasis on academics had its disadvantages as they entered into a learning 
environment that had a set of different priorities for students. In the last round of interviews, 
some students reflected on and shared what the shift meant for them on a personal level. The 
following are excerpts from two different schools: 
 
 “But over there, the imperative [to do well in academics] is less I guess. Um there is less 
because over there your aim is to get here. And if you weren’t um someone who wanted to excel 
or you know you just wanted to just pass and you know get here, then of course things are much 
easier. But things are different this time round because um because this has to do with like the 
rest of your life, or so they say.” (G1, L2, S3, March 2009) 
 
“Less worry. A lot less worry. Maybe in sec[ondary] 4 we don’t take ‘O’ Levels, you would 
think that whatever you did then wouldn’t have much of a impact on your future, because you 
already guaranteed a spot there. Yah you are more carefree in that sense. Whatever you- even if 
you fail like a subject or things then, it wouldn’t have a significant impact on your whole future 
or like university applications, or scholarship applications. But here if you fail a test, it, it might 
be end of the world, you know. Like a blemish. You (might not) be considered for a lot of 
things.” (G2, L2, S6, March 2009) 

Coming from a relatively relaxed academic atmosphere and entering into next phase of their 
studies where achievement takes center stage, students have had to made several adjustments. 
Focus group findings suggested that students had to first come to the realization that they were 
now working toward a different end-goal, which had a heavy bearing on their future. Then, they 
had to shift their previously divided attention back onto academics, though this might be a 
gradual process that might occur later for some than for others. On top of these adjustments, they 
had to adapt to contextual changes in the ways of teaching and learning, and/or perceived 
changes in their relationships with their peers in the same school. Presumably, the faster they 
could adapt to their new learning environment, and the more well-adjusted they were, the higher 
the likelihood of thriving in their respective junior colleges.  
 
Another area of challenge mentioned by some focus group participants was their ability to deal 
with the pressure to prepare for and do well for the GCE ‘A ’Level examination. For many, this 
pressure usually sets in after their first year in junior college.  Their secondary IP years were 
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relatively carefree in that the stress and the pressure of taking examinations were short-lived, 
arising perhaps several weeks before the actual assessment. For the GCE ‘A’ Level, however, 
there was a buildup of pressure over a span of several months leading up to the examinations. 
Understandably, IP students were unaccustomed to the pressures of high stakes standardized 
testing, having grown used to varied means of assessment in their secondary education. Because 
projects were often a component of the assessment structure, student achievement was not based 
primarily on their performance on tests and examinations. From the perspective of students, a 
major advantage of doing projects was that they could count on project work to pull up their 
subject grades. Moreover, they were often required to collaborate with others for project work, 
and thus the sharing of responsibilities could result in less pressure and stress for the individual 
student. In contrast, the test-taker was solely responsible for his/her performance on the high 
stakes examinations. 
 
In the following example, a student shared what she liked about projects, but at the same time, 
she noted that this form of assessment ultimately does not prepare students for examination-
taking: 
 
“So maybe from IP 2 [Year 8], we should really just start having somewhat more major exams or 
to like brush up our consistency because we tend to rely a lot on scoring well for our projects. 
And then like er since you know it’s okay if we do badly for the other one, our project marks can 
just pull us up kind of thing yah. So although projects is fun, but in the end the – like today’s 
society, the main paper counts the most yah.” (G2, L3, S4, March 2009)   
 
By and large, projects were not merely a substitute for summative assessment, but were intended 
as an avenue for learning, and/or to enrich or support student learning. Students also reported 
benefits from engaging in project work. However, the fact that their projects are graded may 
interfere with learning when students become overly concerned about doing well, especially if 
project grades could affect their overall academic achievement. Although the removal of high 
stakes standardized examinations would make it favourable for educators to initiate and sustain 
alternative modes of assessment, it appears that students could nonetheless be performance-
oriented to the extent of diminishing learning. The following observation highlights the negative 
effect of students’ desire to achieve good grades for their projects: 
 
“However um, I find that this system actually um is – it undermines er the, the academic ability 
of the students because um let’s say the GPA [Grade Point Average] system right. I can say that 
a lot of it is based on your projects, as in the marks er accounted for is based on your projects. So 
um students are more of like toward - trying to er are geared towards trying to receive a higher 
score for their projects instead of for their academic.” (G2, L2, S8, April 2009)   

Interestingly, this student saw that the emphasis on achievement in Years 7 to 10 had been 
focused on project work, and for this reason, it diverted students’ attention from their academic 



LIM091243   
 

12 

 

studies. From his perspective, an assessment system that measures achievement in terms of GPA 
leads students to focus on project work, but if scoring well for the GCE ‘A’ Level is the end that 
students would eventually be working towards, then academics should have been the focus. In a 
sense, the GPA system may have created a diversion that leads one away from, rather than closer 
to, the endpoint.  

Another incompatible assessment feature between their secondary and postsecondary IP 
education concerns the scope of content that would be tested. This problem is pertinent to 
schools that teach and test on a modular basis. Focus group participants consistently reported that 
a modular system of study does not facilitate the retention of knowledge, and when faced with 
taking a cumulative examination, they found that their study strategies were no longer effective 
or sufficient. Hence, some IP students experienced difficulty in adjusting to the practice of 
cumulative assessment at the junior college level. The challenge is best illustrated by this 
explanation from a student: 

 “[O]nce we finish let’s say a particular topic, we will kind of like throw it to the back of our 
minds or we will throw it out. So basically okay we are done with this test, this test is covered 
this. Okay bye let’s move on kind of thing. So maybe at that period time like during while we are 
learning that particular topic, we understand a lot about it, but once we have moved on to another 
topic, we kind of discard the information or we don’t think too much about it we don’t try to 
draw the links or whatever. But that’s not the case here. As in here you have to re – it’s all about 
retaining.  It’s a lot about memory work and it’s a lot about practice. How much you do?  How 
much you can do kind of thing.” (G1, L2, S7, April 2009) 

With regard to examination taking, focus group findings indicated that students were generally 
worried that they lacked the mental stamina to sustain them through the revision and examination 
period. Some students doubted whether they would be able to endure long hours of studying, 
while others were concerned about their ability to pace themselves when preparing for the GCE 
‘A’ Level. A student shared, 
 
“How are we going to, how are we going to push ourselves to study so hard because it hasn’t 
been our thing like we are not trained to study for prolonged periods of time. Study so hard some 
more.” (G1, L4, S7, April 2009)   
 
Using the analogy of a train, a student in another school was worried about running out of steam 
or momentum since they had to take a school-administered preliminary examination a few 
months prior to the ‘A’ Level (G2, L4, S3, April 2009). This is a common practice among local 
schools that offer the ‘A’ Level programme. A fellow participant used a marathon analogy, 
wondering whether he could sustain the energy to be mugging continuously for six months ahead 
of the ‘A’ Level. An additional concern for students who were vaguely aware of their 
examination schedule was that they might not be able to cope with the mental strain of taking 
several examinations within a relatively short frame of time.  
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Such comments suggested that students were not sure whether they could withstand the intensive 
studying that is expected of students preparing for national examinations. At the root of their 
concerns was the fear of premature burnout. These are legitimate concerns given the fact that IP 
students were relatively inexperienced in studying and sitting for national examinations, when 
compared to their peers from the ‘O’ Level track. 
 
When they were interviewed in 2008, more than a year before their ‘A’ Level examinations, 
many students felt they were lacking in examination-taking techniques or skills in comparison to 
their ‘O’ Level peers. Specifically, they might not know how to produce a model answer, 
although they were familiar with the concept tested. The following are some typical concerns 
voiced by students: 
 
 “For us, for example like chem. answers, er the precision for us is sometimes not there whereas 
the ‘O’ Level people have been drilled to answer with key words.” (G2, L5, S3, February 2008) 
 
“And they are very exam smart also. Like I guess because [delete name of IP secondary school] 
teaches you how to think right, but it doesn’t teach you how to write, how to score.  So you 
understand the concept but you don’t know how to phrase it, whereas they just get all the points 
because they know like what are the key words, then-“ (G2, L3, S7, March 2008) 
 
Also, IP students perceived their ‘O’ Level peers as having a stronger academic foundation. 
Specifically, they appeared to have facts and information “at their fingertips”, a typical phrase 
used by some IP students to describe the powerful memory of their ‘O’ Level peers who had 
undergone intensive examination preparation. As students in the IP are used to learning concepts 
and ideas, they felt that their grasp of details was weaker than their ‘O’ Level peers, who have 
had to master the fundamentals in order to do well for the ‘O’ Level examinations.  
 
In 2009, having spent more than a year in the ‘A’ Level programme, students were in a better 
position to comment on the perceived differences between their secondary and postsecondary IP 
experiences. Two common observations were the increase in the amount of content they had to 
study, and a seemingly drastic change in the kind of questions they encountered on their 
examinations. In some schools, students observed that at the secondary level, it was sufficient for 
them to “memorize” and “vomit out” the information during examinations. At the junior college 
level, questions demanded higher order thinking skills. Other students, however, reported a 
reverse relationship. Previously, they were tested on concepts and had to answer questions that 
required them to think. In comparison, they felt that the examinations administered by their 
junior college required students to regurgitate information that they would have to master 
through repetitive practice or “drilling.” The different views expressed by students could reflect 
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variations in curriculum objectives across IP schools. In either case, students found themselves 
having to adapt to an unfamiliar assessment system.  
 
Time management was another major area of weakness raised by students, although this seems 
to be a harder hurdle to cross for some students. Specifically, they did not know how to manage 
their time efficiently so that they would get through all the questions on the examination and/or 
be strategic about how they distribute their time on problems that carry more points. In Year 12, 
this issue continued to weigh on the minds of some students. The challenge of time management 
is encapsulated by these comments: 
 
“So like I mean for example, um first chemistry test I took, yah, I think most people did badly for 
that because of time constraints, we won’t aware of the time constraints. Suddenly you are 
thrown a paper where you think you can do it and then you realised oh I have only 5 minutes left 
and half the paper is not done.”  (G1, L1, S8, April 2009)   
 
 “Maybe because in IP, we don’t exactly take that many exams. So our time management is quite 
bad. Like we will be rushing through. We are spending our time on the not so important stuff and 
then leaving the high weightage ones unanswered.” (G2, L3, S4, March 2009)   
 
Generally, IP students who were in the ‘A’ Level programme brushed up on their examination-
taking skills within a year. In the final year, most of their concerns about doing well for their 
examinations were subject-specific and curriculum-specific, rather than cohort-specific. 
Although IP students initially felt that they had inadequate examination-taking skills compared to 
their counterparts from the ‘O’ Level track, they also perceived areas that gave them an 
advantage. This might be one of the reasons why they reported in the surveys that they found it 
“a little easy” to adapt to the new assessment system.  
 
According to some focus group participants, certain assignments that they had done in secondary 
school helped familiarize them with academic work at the level of junior college. For instance, 
students might be introduced to similar question formats that they would encounter later in junior 
college. A few others pointed out that the emphasis on understanding concepts was helpful for 
various reasons. For example, one student adopted this approach as a study technique for reading 
through thick stacks of notes. The following student was able to perceive continuity in the 
pedagogical approach of teaching for understanding, although there was a greater emphasis on 
learning facts in postsecondary education. He explained, 
 
“You are taught more of the ideas and concepts [in secondary school]. You are taught how to 
explore. Then once you come here, then you - so you are structured. So once you come to JC, 
you realise that even though you still pursue the facts, but you are taught the culture of 
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understanding how it works, of searching for knowledge. And so that actually helps you quite a 
bit when you come in.” (G2, L4, S8, April 2009) 

Content-wise, IP students might have a slight edge over their ‘O’ Level peers at the start of their 
junior college studies. Some focus group participants observed that they had covered topics or 
were taught content that their peers from mainstream schools had not come across in their 
studies. Given that the IP seeks to provide students with a broad-based education and that the 
GCE ‘O’ Level tests the learner’s mastery of a body of knowledge, it is reasonable to expect 
students coming from different educational systems to possess different prior knowledge. Study 
participants also noted that the advantage of knowing slightly more than their non-IP peers 
disappeared as they delved deeper into the ‘A’ Level curriculum. In other words, students found 
themselves on a level playing field when they progressed to learning more advanced topics. 
 
In light of the adjustments that IP students had to make in their postsecondary years, it is 
understandable for them to feel somewhat anxious about their ability to perform well on the GCE 
‘A’ Level. An added challenge for some students is the study of new subject, usually economics, 
at the junior college level. Generally, students who reported experiencing difficulties in their new 
subject(s) understood the content knowledge, but struggled with answering examination 
questions. In other words, they had not figured out how to score on their examinations. Even 
students who appeared to be relatively well-adjusted to their new learning environment and who 
experienced little academic difficulty are plagued by an element of uncertainty. This student 
explained the reason for his anxiety:    
 
“Er what I need to do within these exams comes completely from advice and guidance from my 
teachers. Like I myself cannot really assess where, where I should be going on this. So um 
compared to like the, the really academic material like what I mentioned earlier about KI 
[Knowledge and Inquiry], where I can go out and say, okay this is what I want to know, this is 
what I want to know. But for this exam, for, for training on this exam, it’s really very much 
dependent on my teachers, and er not that I’m saying I don’t trust that my teachers know what 
they are doing, but there is that, that anxiety that, oh no what if, what if my, my – what if um I’m 
not doing it exactly right, or what if I’m misinterpreting what my teacher is saying, things like 
that. It’s a kind of a personal anxiety at not being very clear.” (G2, L2, S3, April 2009) 

The student’s anxiety “at not being very clear” about what he needs to do to perform well on the 
GCE ‘A’ Level might have stemmed in part from his lack of experience at taking a national 
examination, having bypassed the GCE ‘O’ Level in the final year of his secondary education. 
Focus group findings suggested that while IP students might initially have rejoiced at the fact 
that they were exempted from the GCE ‘O Level, this exemption might be seen as a liability in 
the later years as they confronted their first national examination in six years after their PSLE. 
However, this does not imply that students wished they had had the experience of sitting for the 
GCE ‘O’ Level. Rather, they recognized and accepted it as a natural consequence, though some 
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felt they could have been better prepared by honing their examination-taking skills in the 
secondary years.  
 
When asked whether they drew assurance from the excellent results achieved by their seniors 
who had graduated the past year, most students had lingering doubts as to whether they would be 
able to repeat the academic accomplishments on an individual level. Some expressed worry 
about becoming a member of an unreported category of students who achieved average or below 
average results. Fueling their anxiety about taking the GCE ‘A’ Level is the high stakes nature of 
this national examination. A common worry shared by many focus group participants is the fact 
that they would have only a low educational qualification, that is, the PSLE, should they fail 
their GCE ‘A’ Level. Although this is probably a remote possibility for these high ability 
students, the worry is nevertheless at the back of their minds. 
 
While many students appeared to experience some anxiety, focus group findings suggested 
considerable diversity in student responses toward the impending GCE ‘A’ Level examinations. 
Some students expressed much worry and concern, which suggested that they had been thinking 
about the potential challenges they would have to overcome, while others chose to concentrate 
on the present and take things as they come. 
 
Schools that offer alternative certification programmes. The foregoing section discusses the 
experiences of students who would be taking the GCE ‘A’ Level at the end of their IP education. 
Two of the 11 IP schools provide alternative certification, namely the IB diploma and the NUS 
High School diploma respectively. For the latter, students are also required to take the Advanced 
Placement examinations in Years 5 and 6. Although students in these schools do not have to sit 
for a standardized high stakes national examination, they nevertheless faced the pressure to do 
well academically. In fact, some focus group participants seemed to feel that it was more tiring to 
be a student in their respective schools than in schools that offer the traditional GCE ‘A’ Level 
course. In the following excerpts, two students from different schools elaborated upon their 
views: 
 
“As in because for, for [my programme], we always have this impression that um it’s always like 
you have to do consistent work. You can’t leave things to the last minute, like the ‘O’ Levels or 
‘A’ Levels, you can study last minute, like the last few months right before the exam. Er but for 
us, we just do both, persistent and as well as mugging...to the end, so yah.” (G1, L2, S6, March 
2009) 
 
“[B]ecause it’s continual assessment, everyone needs to do well consistently. Then you don’t 
have time to actually dwell into like, non-academic activities. Er in particularly because er 
because in JCs, you can slack off a bit and go and do your activities or – like you can really go 
for your passion, and then come back and catch up, maybe like 3, 4 months before ‘A’ Levels. 
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But over here, because it’s continual assessment and every semester is just as important, so er 
you have no choice but to continuously work hard.” (G1, L1, S5, April 2009) 
 
Both focus group participants S5 and S6 felt that students who would be taking the GCE ‘A’ 
Level could afford to spend less time on and put less effort into their studies due to the fact that 
their performance on the national examinations was what ultimately counted. In their situation, 
however, they were assessed continuously throughout the year, and thus the need to work hard 
consistently in order to excel academically. These students therefore face a different kind of 
academic pressure. Unlike their IP counterparts in ‘A’ Level programmes who experienced a 
buildup of pressure, these students were under constant pressure to do their best for every piece 
of assessment.  
 
The first student’s comments suggested that he was caught in the worst of both worlds, having to 
put in consistent effort and to prepare intensely for his examinations. The other participant, on 
the other hand, felt that the continual assessment system in his school restricted the individual’s 
pursuit of his/her passion and involvement in non-academic activities. Fellow participants also 
noted that students in the specialized school are overly concerned about their grades at the 
expense of holistic development. Given that the NUS High School diploma has a relatively 
young history compared to the well-established ‘A’ Level or IB diploma, it is understandable for 
students to be grade-conscious because they hope to strengthen their credentials with a strong 
overall academic record. 
 
Although students who would be receiving the NUS High School diploma have different 
assessment concerns from their IP peers in the ‘A’ Level programme, they nevertheless saw the 
same shortcomings in a modular system of study. One student shared, 
 
“[O]nce I finish a module, I tend to forget more about the entire module, because I have this um 
mentality that, oh this thing is never going to be tested again. Why do I need to know?  Yah. 
Whereas I don’t feel that exist for the ‘A’ level students because they are constantly aware that 
everything that they are learning will be tested eventually.” (G1, L2, S5, April 2009) 

The test-and-forget phenomenon was also mentioned by IP students who had been taught in 
modules during their secondary education. Interestingly, this student appeared to favor 
summative assessment in the form of examinations that test an entire curriculum rather than 
discrete topics, presumably because a practical reason exists for remembering what was taught. 

Jolt into reality. A persistent theme that emerges across several IP schools is the jolt into reality 
that is experienced by students who have had, from their point of view, a relatively “relaxed” 
secondary education. Study participants have used various metaphors to describe student life in 
their secondary years, likening this period to a “very nice dream,” a “vacation,” and a 
“wonderland, paradise,” for instance. It was a time where they had more time on their hands to 



LIM091243   
 

18 

 

do what they wanted, and some students made better use of this time than others to develop their 
interests, to explore, and to challenge themselves.  

In the second round of interviews (2008), based on student accounts of their multi-faceted 
secondary experiences and how they have benefited from their IP education, the underlying 
theme appears to be the realization and/or belief that academics are not everything. In the early 
months of their final year in the IP (2009), academics took on greater importance. It became 
more apparent to students that their performance on the ‘A’ Level would have a crucial bearing 
on their future. For students in the IB programme, their thoughts and worries revolved around the 
heavy academic workload that appeared to consume their lives. For many students, the tail end 
of their IP education was characterized by an “awakening,” brought about by a somewhat abrupt 
transition from one phase of their IP education into another seemingly disjointed or 
discontinuous stage. For students in the NUS High diploma programme, however, taking the APs 
was an important but relatively unassuming aspect of their school life. Their major concerns 
remained somewhat consistent over the years; for instance, many continue to worry about the 
degree of international recognition received by the NUS High School diploma. 

The transition from their secondary IP to the junior college section led to a sudden awakening for 
some students, and a rude awakening for others, as illustrated by the contrasting quotes below: 

“And for me, personally it’s like- a sudden awakening from a very nice dream yah. Yah, sudden 
awakening. But need not be good, need not be bad, but in the end, it’s still a reality that we er 
students have to face ah because of er Singapore society.” (G1, L3, S3, March 2009) 
 
“Um to use an analogy, I think, I think secondary school life was like you wear rosy glasses with 
two hearts on them and you fly around. Everything was fun. Fly and then just enjoy yourself. But 
when you come now to JC, it’s just like someone slap you in the face, wake up. It’s time to do, 
it’s time to do more.” (G2, L6, S8, April 2009) 

Unlike students in consortium schools, those in JC IPs started their IP education within the junior 
college, and would continue their studies on the same campus, under the same administration. 
Nonetheless, the transition from secondary to postsecondary education necessitated change and 
adaptation for this cohort. For instance, they may find themselves having to recalibrate the 
balance between academics and co-curricular activities. This student shared, 

“[The early IP years] allowed us to develop holistically and allowed us to er yah see the fun side 
of school also while –so it’s like having a balance of work and play lah, yah.  But when you 
come to J1 and J2, you suddenly find that the balance is threatened, disrupted. It’s more it’s like 
you either have too much CCA commitments or you have too much work commitments. So have 
to find the balance.” (G1, L5, S4, March 2009) 
 
Overall, students felt that the pre-IB years were a breeze compared to the IB years where they 
laboured under pressure to complete their assignments in time, and to juggle their academic work 
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and co-curricular activities. While the pre-IB years did help to prepare students for the IB 
programme by building their expectations, it seems that some saw the pre-IB period as an 
inconsequential stage of their education. A student stated explicitly: 
 
“Actually at the time – the problem, the main problem is that we knew that nothing we did back 
then actually mattered. That’s why we didn’t care. We didn’t care at all. We know that nothing is 
going to happen to us if we don’t do it.  [… …] Because then this year it suddenly hit us that oh 
you don’t do this, you fail, you have a PSLE cert[ificate].  You’re going to mess up your entire 
life. That’s when we get scared.” (G3, L2, S1, April 2009) 

Regardless the transition from secondary to postsecondary education required a change in 
physical location, students’ entry into a new learning environment with different academic 
priorities awakened them to the fact this is where the fun ends and the work begins; and for 
some, this realization came later than for others. 

Perceived relevance of prior learning experiences. In the last round of focus groups, which was 
conducted in 2009, students were asked whether they felt the move from the secondary to 
postsecondary stage of schooling was an abrupt or a seamless transition. Specifically, an abrupt 
transition was defined as a lack of continuity in their experiences in either the academic or non-
academic domains. For example, students in consortium schools were asked if they viewed their 
6-year IP studies as an integrated, holistic experience or segmented period with distinct 
demarcations between their 4-year secondary experience and 2-year postsecondary studies. For 
participants in JC IPs, a break in their schooling experiences could result in distinguished blocks 
of 2-year period. Finally, students pursuing the IB diploma were asked about areas of continuity 
and discontinuity, if any, between the pre-IB and IB years. Because the specialized school that 
issues its own diploma runs on a 2-year academic cycle, this question was not posed in the focus 
groups. Instead, students were asked to comment on possible areas of improvement, if any, that 
would enhance their overall IP experience.  

Students’ responses to the above questions, and other relevant reflections about their IP 
education that they shared in the course of conversation, provided insights into their views on the 
relevance of their secondary IP experiences in light of their preparation for the 'A’ Levels or IB. 
Focus group participants from the specialized school appeared to be more concerned about their 
cumulative grades than their performance on the AP examinations, which were important but 
less worrisome. Across schools, students saw areas of continuities and discontinuities in the 
academic domains, but the degree of perceived continuity varies according to the individual. It is 
thus valuable to examine how students made sense of the seemingly disparate educational 
experiences they had had in their secondary and postsecondary years.  

Discontinuities in the academic realm made some students feel that their learning experiences in 
the secondary years were irrelevant. Others acknowledged the discontinuities but focused instead 
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on their personal growth, and were thus able to integrate their experiences into a coherent 
educational narrative. 

Focus group findings indicated that students may view their secondary IP experiences as 
irrelevant for several reasons. Some thought that it did not prepare them adequately for the 
academic demands in the later years of the IP. Others felt that some of the learning activities they 
did in their secondary years were unnecessary and of little value because it did not enhance their 
understanding of concepts, but rather it took up time that could be better spent on more useful 
academic activities. A third group of students came to see their secondary IP experiences as 
largely irrelevant because they did not contribute directly, in any way, toward helping them 
achieve good results on the GCE ‘A’ Level examinations.  
 
In an interview conducted in 2009, an IB student felt that he “didn’t learn any skills” in the pre-
IB programme that would prepare him adequately for the challenges he faced in the IB. The two 
years “just passed by so quickly” and they were “just fun fun fun.” (L2, April 2009) With regard 
to content knowledge, he shared, “Everything they taught us in secondary school is a lie.” This 
student’s opinions appeared to be on the extreme side, and he tended to exaggerate a little, but he 
was nevertheless trying to convey the stark discontinuities that he experienced.  
 
A fellow focus group participant, however, had a more measured view of his experiences in the 
IB school. He explained that the school “tried to impart skills,” but the quality of teaching varied 
by teacher, and the information “washed over” him at that time because he had the mentality that 
he had “nothing to do for these 2 years”; neither did he had to study for the ‘O’ Level nor strive 
to excel in his studies in order to enter the IB programme. In response to his friend’s comments 
about the ‘lies’ he had learned in secondary school, he explained: 
 
“Yah, that’s because they simplify a lot of things. And also in biology, it’s like what used to be a 
one – let’s say photosynthesis, what used to be a one line equation is now a chapter with like 50 
pages. And then we learn each step this year. Also geography has changed a lot lah because I 
believe um last time in, in secondary school, geography was just something which you could 
actually like you just need to know some, some facts and then you can do the exam. Now we 
actually need to set examples and there are a lot of examples.” (S1, April 2009) 
 
The discontinuities observed by this IB student, specifically a huge increase in content and 
having to cope with more demanding examinations, were voiced by IP students in ‘A’ Level 
programmes as well. Faced with similar challenges, students’ might draw different conclusions 
about their IP experiences depending on how they interpreted these discontinuities, and how they 
made meaning out of their educational history in light of the shaky transition. The IB participant 
who felt that he “didn’t learn anything” shared later: 
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“Because actually tell you the truth, but I rather go, go ‘O’ Level and ‘A’ Level and stuff like 
that. It’s more routine. Because that’s what we have been brought up to do.” (L2, April 2009) 
 
Although IB students undergo a 4-year IP education, the academic workload appeared to be 
distributed unevenly, with the bulk of it being condensed into the final year. From this student’s 
perspective, the ‘O’ Level and ‘A’ Level course of study seemed “more routine” perhaps because 
they have established a systemic way of teaching and learning. Interestingly, he observed that his 
prior educational experiences were more in line with the traditional educational pathways than 
with the IB programme as he had experienced it.  
 
In consortium schools, IP students continue their postsecondary education within the same 
programme but at a different institution. When they enter into junior colleges, they are taught the 
‘A’ Level curriculum to prepare them for the GCE ‘A’ Level. Teaching and learning activities 
are guided by this explicit educational objective, and teachers and students alike work toward the 
common goal of producing excellent results at the national examinations. In their secondary IPs, 
however, the primary objective is to provide a broad-based education through fostering 
exploration and inquiry. Given these seemingly unrelated objectives, the onus is on the students 
to reconcile their educational experiences. Students who evaluated their secondary IP 
experiences with reference to the ultimate endpoint, that is, the GCE ‘A’ Level, tended to find 
little that they could carry over from their prior schooling into the new learning environment. 
The following are two examples taken from different schools: 
  
“Because in Sec 3 and Sec 4, mainly you – in addition, you got a lot of stuff like project tasks, 
like they want you to work in groups to, to do these projects lah. As far as I can tell, those are 
useless lah. Then, then it seems like a complete waste of time. [… … …] What’s the point of 
doing this kind of stuff? At least here I am learning – I know that in JC right, I I’m learning what 
I need to learn in order to do the test at the end, my ‘A’ Levels comes lah. I don’t know what I 
can do with the project tasks ah.” (G1, L6, S8, April 2009) 
  
 “But looking at it from purely the ‘A’ Level standpoint, whatever that I have been doing, half 
the time has been irrelevant, has been useless because they don’t directly contribute to your ‘A’ 
Level results.  So in a way I feel very (pause) malign because we have done so much, we have 
gained so much yet there is no proof, there is no test, as to what we have done in the IP. And it 
really shortchanges the students inside because um okay we can study 2 months, 3 months before 
‘A’ Levels, get a very good grade, but so can other people who do the same thing.” (G1, L1, S3, 
March 2009) 
 
The first student felt the project tasks were “useless” in part of the way they were designed. The 
important point here is that the purpose for learning was apparent to the student when he was in 
junior college; in contrast, the project tasks seemed to irrelevant to his academic studies because 
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he did not know what to make of them. It appeared that he was learning for the sake of learning 
and/or knowing, but in either case, the goal for learning was not clear. In the ‘A’ Level 
programme, however, this student knew clearly that he was learning for the sake of taking a 
standardized examination. From his perspective, there was an ultimate purpose for his learning, 
which made it meaningful for him. The second student, on the other hand, felt that his secondary 
experiences were eventful and enriching in many respects, but nevertheless irrelevant with 
regard to the GCE ‘A’ Level because the assessment did not capture the complexity and richness 
of his prior experiences. Notably, he felt shortchanged because for all that he had accomplished, 
he had not been given an opportunity to distinguish himself as an individual on the standardized 
examination.  
 
Focus group data also showed that some students in the IB or the IP seemed to thrive in a more 
structured learning environment where there is an explicit purpose for learning. Specifically, 
some students felt more driven or motivated to work hard, as suggested by this student’s 
comments: 
 
 “The thing is that because like when I was in paradise part right, like it was really no pressure.  I 
actually felt like there was no motivation for me to study at all. I didn’t feel like doing, doing … 
like going to study. I don’t see what’s the point of studying at all. Um yah, that’s for me lah. I 
don’t have er, I don’t have motivation, I don’t have direction in my pre-IP. But then when I come 
to IB right, I have to like oh, get my act together. Okay this this this.  Then yah.  So maybe like – 
I don’t know, as in it will be really bad to take away the paradise part but just yah.”  (G1, L2, S1, 
April 2009) 
 
In some instances, students’ views seemed to have changed somewhat after their first year of 
postsecondary education. In the following excerpt taken from an interview conducted in 2008, 
one student shared how a broad-based approach to learning exposed her to topics that were 
taught at the junior college level. Hence, she concluded that it was easier for IP students to study 
the ‘A’ Level curriculum, when compared to their ‘O’ Level peers who learned mostly content 
that was prescribed in the syllabus.  
 
 “I felt, but I think – in a way I think the syllabus that we went beyond the textbook was – it’s 
good as in like in JC, we know a few like topics that we learn before ah. Like for GP [subject 
known as General Paper], our [delete name of subject] is like exactly the same as GP. Then for 
maths, like some topics we did lah. So I think in a way it’s easier for us. But then I think the only 
difference is when it comes to the actual exam. We seriously lack the experience of having like a 
major exam. But I think the learning wise would be more manageable. As in it prepares us quite 
well.”  (G1, L3, S6, January 2009) 
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In the following year, however, the student noted that her secondary IP experience was not 
“really relevant or useful for the ‘A’ Levels.” The broad-based learning, which was seen earlier 
as an asset that prepared her “quite well” for the ‘A’ Level course, conferred little if any benefits 
in preparing her for the examination. She shared, 
 
“I mean ‘A’ Levels is like - ‘A’ Levels is like the paper and- Yah.  So it’s kind of like quite dead 
stuff like so long as you know it, you know it. It’s not really about how yah broad and how 
exposed to that particular subject. That’s what I feel. It’s not really very useful yah.” (G1, L1, 
S6, March 2009) 
 
Specifically, she felt her secondary IP experience was of little relevance in that the ‘A’ Level 
examinations assessed students’ knowledge of a fixed body of facts, concepts, and ideas, which 
she referred to as “quite dead stuff.” As long as she had mastered the curriculum, she would 
“know” how to answer the questions. From her perspective, there was little connection between 
the broad-based education she had received in her secondary IP and the seemingly rigid 
curriculum she studied in junior college.  

Another participant in the same focus group had a slightly different experience. As she explained 
below, she was unable to apply or transfer what she learned in her broad-based secondary 
education to current academic subjects because she had forgotten most of the material. 

 “[A]lthough we are exposed to more stuff, for example we take um [delete name of subject and 
school] but um as time passes, I find that I tend to forget whatever I have learnt so I can’t really 
use it in my like for example subjects like GP now.” (G1, L3, S6, March 2009) 
 
While some students re-evaluated the value of their secondary IP experiences with respect to the 
priorities of their postsecondary education, another category of students acknowledged the 
academic discontinuities but they chose instead to focus on the personal growth they achieved as 
a result of pursuing opportunities offered in the IP. To these students, their secondary and 
postsecondary experiences were different, and not necessarily disjointed. They were able to 
weave their different experiences into a coherent educational narrative based on the themes of 
self-discovery and/or exploration. This student shared,  
 
“So other than freeing up time, which is a more practical aspect, I think er it allows us to pursue 
our interests more importantly. And so I think er the benefit that we got over the ‘O’ Level 
stream people is that we get a clearer idea of what we are interested in. What we want to focus 
on and where we want to channel our passions towards, which er I think the ‘O’ Level stream 
students may not have the opportunity to because of that focus on their exams.” (G2, L2, S3, 
February 2008)   
 



LIM091243   
 

24 

 

An advantage of being an outsider in an examination-oriented education system is the freedom in 
pursuing one’s interests and in discovering one’s passions. For students in consortium IPs and JC 
IPs, the outsider status expires in 4 and 2 years respectively. They rejoin mainstream education 
thereafter to prepare for the GCE ‘A’ Level, although theoretically these students are still 
enrolled in the IP. Students in alternative certification programmes, however, remained outside 
of mainstream education for the entire period of their IP education. Comparing herself to 
students in the ‘A’ Level system, this student reflected on how she had benefited from her IP 
experience:   
 
“Yah they just want to get their 5 As. Whereas here, whereas the difference is that yes I still want 
to get As, but I want to get it because I want to do something in the end. So I think that is one of 
my biggest takeaways lah.” (G2, L4, S5, April 2009) 
 
Students who were more concerned with personal development tend to view the abrupt transition 
from their secondary to postsecondary education as an inevitable consequence of bridging two 
seemingly disparate systems. A minority framed the discontinuity in their educational 
experiences as a learning opportunity, while others tried to put the ‘A’ Level examinations in 
proper perspective, viewing the standardized assessment as something they had to undergo. With 
this mindset, they took the transition in their stride. In the following example, a student saw the 
changes that accompanied the transition as a kind of training that is intended to nurture his 
development.   
 
“I think um, the merger so to speak of high school to the college, institutionally it’s somewhat 
artificial [… ....] But I think er that disjunction is not entirely harmful lah. Actually I don’t think 
it’s, it’s er it’s a negative thing so to speak.  As in there’s that leap to make from high school to 
JC but I think it’s part of that learning process as well. Er the school often talks about 
independent learning and things like that. In high school I think er we progress from Sec 1 to Sec 
4 thinking yah, we’re pretty independent, and then we come over here and, and ah-huh, you are 
really independent. And if you are not going to do it yourself, you are not gonna – you shouldn’t 
expect to, to do well lah. So that leap is kind of a built-in training as well, in terms of like how 
we should develop, I think.” (G2, L2, S3, April 2009) 
 
Despite their awareness of the break in continuity between their secondary and postsecondary 
academic experiences, some students were grateful for the opportunity to get out of the 
mainstream education system where standardized testing predominates, even if it was only for a 
few years. The IP, in effect, reduced the “prolonged agony” that they would have experienced 
because without the IP, they would have taken two national examinations one after another, with 
only a 2-year interval in-between. These students did not express any regrets over their decision 
to join the IP. One student reflected, 
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“Oh I think that if I was given a chance to like, redo everything, I would still go with this 
because I think in IP I learnt, I had fun, I learnt quite a lot there. I learnt quite a lot that if I were 
in non-IP, I wouldn’t have. And then I think I would have gone through whatever I have gone 
through rather than like what I have gone through like in these 2 years for 4 years there.  I think 
that’s prolonged agony.” (G1, L4, S3, March 2009) 
 
Others, however, were glad to have had a different kind schooling experience. Weighing the 
personal growth she achieved through her involvement in non-academic activities on one hand 
with her relative lack of experience in studying for standardized examinations, one student 
concluded that her IP education had been a worthwhile experience because it enabled her to 
develop holistically as a person. 
 
 “[W]hat we took away was really um the experience, the learning, er what we learned from [our 
secondary school] in terms of non-academic areas and um perhaps it was also because the school 
realised that they could afford to um let their students go on a separate path before coming back 
to the JC, JC route which I think is – I mean ultimately although we um have a slight 
disadvantage as compared to the ‘O’ Level students in the sense that because we go by the 
modular system, we are not used to studying everything at one go (and sit for) exam where 
everything is tested.  But um I think most people at the end of the day they will be able to catch 
up.  Yah.  And so I wouldn’t say that [delete school name] is bad or we need to revert to the ‘O’ 
Level system. I just think that for that experience of going through a slightly different path, 
maybe a longer one, but if in the process we learn more, we gather more and we grow more as a 
person rather than someone who just sits down everyday and just mugs. Um I guess that’s what 
makes us different from any other schools.” (G2, L2, S7, April 2009) 
 
For this next student, her decision to join a JC IP exposed her to a different school culture that 
had a more heterogeneous student population. Also, she noted specifically an increase in self-
confidence brought about by the adjustments she had had to make in the new environment. 
 
“I, I really benefited, especially the first 2 years.  I supposed it was really something different, it 
was very- as in she said it’s very different culture from our secondary school. Yah, it was really 
very different.  […] But I think it was a good difference because then – and like I said about the 
how it helped me built up my confidence, I think it really did because I have to interact with 
people more, and I had to take a lot more initiative on my part. And so I think it really helped me 
there.  So and I think that probably better prepares me for the future. Because I think if I just 
stayed on in secondary school and gone on to JC, I wouldn’t be- have as much confidence and I 
wouldn’t be able to interact with people so much, um which I think would be to my 
disadvantage. So I think that I really benefited from this and I enjoyed myself. So I wouldn’t 
regret it ah.” (G2, L2, S4, March 2009) 
 



LIM091243   
 

26 

 

The student believed that the benefits of her IP education would prepare her for the future, a 
common sentiment that was shared by IP students in other schools as well. Even though some 
students felt that they could not directly apply or use what they have learned in secondary 
education to their academic studies in junior college, they nonetheless felt that the skills and 
experiences they gained would serve them well in university life and beyond.  
 
Conclusions: 
On the whole, IP students who are seeking GCE ‘A’ Level certification perceived areas of 
strengths and weaknesses in their readiness to cope with the rigors of the ‘A’ Level curriculum 
and to sit for standardized examinations. While the exemption from taking the GCE ‘O’ Level 
examinations enabled students to devote more time and energy to non-academic pursuits and to 
participate in more interactive and less didactic learning processes, the fact that they had to forgo 
the experience of preparing and sitting for high stakes standardized examinations would later 
contributed to their anxieties and concerns about taking the GCE ‘A’ Level. There was little that 
they could do about this sense of uncertainty and self-doubt, as the experience of knowing how 
to study for and take high stakes examinations was the opportunity cost for choosing an 
alternative education system. Despite their relative inexperience with test-preparation and test-
taking with respect to national examinations, IP students appeared to be able to make up for the 
lack of examination training in their secondary years within the span of their first year in junior 
college. In their final year in the IP, students generally reported minimal differences, if any, 
between themselves and their ‘O’ Level peers. From the students’ perspective, it seems that the 
playing field had levelled, with neither side enjoying an edge over the other in terms of 
examination-taking skills or grasp of academic content. Therefore, on the surface of things, 
allowing IP students to bypass the GCE ‘O’ Level examinations did not put them at a great 
disadvantage when they rejoined mainstream education.  
 
Students’ perception of their secondary IP education as being relatively “slack” or “relaxed” 
despite being involved in many activities suggested that academically, they were not stretched to 
their full potential. A combination of external factors in the learning environment, and internal 
factors influencing the learner, are likely to be responsible for creating this impression in 
students. Referring to the IP system as the “through train” programme, no doubt an apt and witty 
metaphor, may have led to the mistaken impression that entry into some IP schools guaranteed 
students a future place in prestigious junior colleges. Admittedly, focus group findings indicated 
that the admission standards are different and considerably lower for IP students. However, the 
mindset that they have secured a place in the respective junior colleges can have a negative 
influence on students’ attitudes toward their studies. Specifically, the sense of security may lead 
some students to take their studies less seriously by setting lower academic expectations. Instead 
of striving to do the very best they could, they aim instead to do well enough to exceed the 
minimum admission requirements for postsecondary education. While students might lower their 
academic expectations in order to take on the myriad opportunities available in the IP to enrich 
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their learning and personal development, the latter is not predicated on the former. In other 
words, it is possible to strive for academic excellence and pursue a well-rounded education at the 
same time.  
 
Academically-oriented students might also become less driven to excel in their studies if the goal 
of learning is not explicit. In mainstream schools, preparation for the GCE ‘O’ Level 
examinations drives students to work hard. The reason for “studying” is thus to pass the GCE 
‘O’ Level examinations. It seems that by removing the high stakes standardized examination, the 
act of “studying” loses its purpose, at least from the viewpoint of some students. Although they 
still take tests and examinations in the IP, these assessments are relatively low-stakes in nature 
and narrow in scope, especially in schools that adopted a modular system of study. In 
comparison, the ‘O’ Level examinations assess a large portion of the curriculum. In the absence 
of major or important examinations, some students appear to feel less motivated to focus on their 
academics. Additionally, there might be no incentive to retain what they have learned. Naturally, 
this would be an issue if their learning in the secondary IP is meant to set an academic 
foundation for future learning.  
 
The above phenomenon offers insights into students’ motivation for learning in an examination-
driven culture. Having grown accustomed to the idea of learning for assessment, specifically 
summative assessment that evaluates their learning, some students might have difficulty seeing 
the practical goal or purpose for learning in the absence of such assessment. In this sense, the 
removal of high stakes standardized testing might actually have a detrimental effect on learner 
motivation. That is, a student’s motivation to study diligently and consistently, of his/her own 
volition. Students with this mentality are likely to regain their purpose for learning when they 
enter the final years of their IP education, when the high stakes examinations loom. Others who 
may be less entrenched in the idea of learning for assessment tend to find their learning 
experiences in the secondary years more enjoyable, enriching, and meaningful. Upon returning 
to mainstream education, however, some are perturbed not by the fact that they have to take the 
GCE ‘A’ Level but rather by the limitations of the standardized examinations, which they feel do 
not fully capture their prior achievements in the IP. Perhaps equally importantly, they are aware 
that they would be judged on the basis of their exam results, given the importance that their 
family, community, and the larger society have placed on the examinations. Therefore, what they 
view to be valuable may not be held in the same esteem by adults. It is thus important to consider 
how culture influences learner motivation for learning, and to examine the significance of 
standardized testing in academic learning, from the student’s perspective. 
 
The influence of culture on student mentality was evident in the focus group discussions. Several 
study participants from consortium schools, in the IB programme, and in the specialized school 
respectively appeared to be grade-conscious, even in the absence of high stakes summative 
examinations and when performance assessment is used. There is the desire to obtain good 
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grades, even though students may not necessarily feel motivated to put in the hard work. Watkins 
(2000) noted that in East Asian societies, notions of success may be less individualistic in that it 
takes into account the influence of social surroundings such as one’s family, peers, or even the 
society at large. A typical Singaporean student feels the pressure to succeed academically in a 
culture that is focused on achievement, conventionally measured by tests and examinations. 
Although the IP schools seek to offer students a different schooling experience, but given their 
position as elite institutions in the local educational scene, and given the fact that mainstream 
education remains examination-oriented, the grade-conscious mentality is perhaps not 
surprisingly especially in this population of high ability students. It seems that the removal of a 
high stakes standardized examination and the implementation of more varied forms of 
assessment did not divert students’ attention away from grades and towards authentic learning.  
 
The specialized school presents a special case whereby its system of assessment, which is similar 
to the grade point average system commonly used in the United States, appears to encourage a 
grade-conscious mentality among students. Continuous assessment is perceived by students to be 
stressful because ordinary assignments are also factored into their overall grade and hence the 
need to work hard consistently. In theory, continuous assessment should have alleviated some of 
the stress that students faced in their studies since their academic performance is not measured 
solely by tests and exams that carry a heavy weightage. In this school, students’ preoccupation 
with their grades may be attributed in part to the school’s young history and students’ concerns 
about the legitimacy of their diploma as far as accreditation by foreign universities are 
concerned. In the final analysis, local students generally appear to be grade-conscious, regardless 
whether they are in a newly established school or one that has a long tradition of academic 
excellence.  
 
In consortium schools, secondary IP institutions and their affiliated junior colleges appear to 
operate under different educational objectives. The former aims to provide students with a broad-
based education while the latter is focused on preparing students for the GCE ‘A’ Level 
examinations. In this respect, discontinuities in academic experiences are bound to arise, 
although the degree of disjunction may vary for different programmes. Also, because the IP 
system is its infancy stages - it was introduced 5 years ago, the integration is understandably 
shaky and may be affected by implementation issues. Based on students’ accounts of their 
experiences, it is evident that the Integrated Programme is not “integrated” in most IP schools as 
their transition from secondary to postsecondary education has not been seamless, if such an end 
is possible in reality. The break in their schooling experiences appears to be unavoidable, 
although the extent of discontinuity may be reduced.  
 
Arguably, the “integratedness” of a programme is dependent not only on the harmonious 
bridging of physical systems, but also on the subjective perceptions of its users. Hence, it is 
valuable to examine how students make sense of the different educational experiences they had 
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within the IP. Focus group data suggested that students who framed their experiences in terms of 
personal growth and development were better able to make sense of their IP education in spite of 
the discontinuities. Other students, however, saw the discontinuities but appeared to reflect 
somewhat unfavourably upon certain aspects of their secondary IP experiences in light of the 
challenges and demands they faced in their new learning environment. In some instances, it 
appears as though their earlier academic experiences depreciated in value because they found 
little transferable knowledge or skills. Some others recognized the benefits they had gained from 
their secondary IP education, but realized their limited applicability in the new educational 
context. The educational narratives that students construct may affect their judgment about the 
worthiness of their experiences. Other than their own observations and experiences, students may 
draw on their understandings of the school’s mission or programme’s objectives to make sense 
of their ongoing and future experiences. Therefore, it could be useful for school administrators 
and educators to consider how they might help students interpret their broader educational 
experience in ways that would enable them to better appreciate what they have gone through. 
 
The decision to exempt high ability students from taking the GCE ‘O’ Level examination can be 
considered a bold move in light of the country’s examination-driven and achievement-focused 
culture. Despite the discontinuities experienced by students in many IP schools when they enter 
postsecondary education, the system appears to have succeeded in accomplishing its primary 
objective, which is to provide high ability students with a broad-based education by removing 
the exam requirement. Reducing the number of high stakes standardized examinations, however, 
would not precipitate among students a mental shift in focus away from grades and toward 
genuine learning. What it could do is to create a temporary “paradise” that offers respite from the 
examination-driven culture. Buffered from the stress and pressure of high stakes standardized 
testing, students could freely devote their time and energy into pursuing a holistic education, and 
in the process, come to realize that academic study is not everything. Therefore, in the “paradise” 
where they experience freedom from standardized testing, the conditions must also conducive to 
exploration, self-discovery, and personal growth and development. The price for avoiding the 
“prolonged agony” of standardized testing is the anxiety of not knowing what to expect, and of 
being insufficiently trained for taking examinations. Also, students find themselves having to 
make mental and practical adjustments in order to adapt to new academic demands. In 
considering the possibility of reducing the frequency of standardized testing in a student’s 
journey through education, it is important to consider not only the feasibility of such a plan, but 
also to be mindful of its advantages and limitations. 
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