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ASSESSING THE ASSESSMENT OF WELL-BEING OF SINGAPORE SECONDARY 
SCHOOL STUDENTS: SOME FINDINGS OF A NIE LONGITUDINAL STUDY 

Lui Hah Wah Elena 
Nanyang Technological University, Singapore 

Abstract: At the end of the 20th Century and the beginning of the new millennium, the 
Singapore people is striving to develop a ‘knowledge-based economy’ in order to sustain the 
socioeconomic growth of the country. Are they able to cope with the demands in the highly 
competitive world? Are the young Singaporeans well prepared for the global challenges? 
Singapore’s Ministry of Education is currently advocating ability-driven education, 
performance assessment, national education, IT education and total development of students. 
Research studies on Singapore adolescents’ well-being may offer some timely suggestions to 
the planning and implementation of these new initiatives in education. This paper focuses on 
the assessment of the Well-being Checklist which is a new instrument designed by the 
researcher to assess secondary school students’ thinking and feelings about themselves, their 
friends, families and schools. The Well-being Checklist (WBC), a self-reporting scale, has 30 
items and five sub-scales. The five sub-scales are (1) Getting On, (2) Get Help, (3) Get Going, 
(4) Getting Sick and (5) Getting Depressed. The first three sub-scales feature the perception of 
coping and the last two indicate negative feelings and responses. The range of possible scores 
is 30 to 90 on a 3-point rating scale: “Never True”, “Sometimes True” and “Always True”. 
This instrument was administered together with Lui’s Self-esteem Checklist (SEC) in the 
National Institute Education longitudinal study on the cognitive, psychosocial development and 
school adjustment of adolescents in Singapore. This research is funded by the Academic 
Research Fund, National Institute of Education, Nanyang Technological University, Singapore. 
When this study commenced in 1995, it had a sample of 941 Secondary 1 students from 4 
neighbourhood schools in Singapore. The sample reduced to less than 800 in 1998. In this 
paper, the researcher will report the validity and reliability of the Well-being Checklist and its 
inter-scale correlation with the Self-esteem Checklist. Some other interesting findings in this 
section of the NIE longitudinal study will also be discussed.  

 

Introduction 

At the end of the 20th Century and the beginning of the new millenium, the Singapore people is 
striving to develop a ‘knowledge-based economy’ in order to sustain the socioeconomic growth of 
the country. Are they able to cope with the demands in the highly competitive world? Are the 
young Singaporeans well prepared for the global challenges? Singapore’s Ministry of Education is 
currently advocating ability-driven education, performance assessment, national education, IT 
education and total development of students. Research studies on Singapore adolescents’ well-being 
may offer some timely suggestions to the planning and implementation of these new initiatives in 
education. 

This paper focuses on the assessment of the Well-being Checklist which is a new instrument 
designed by the researcher to assess secondary school students’ thinking and feelings about 
themselves, their friends, families and schools. The Well-being Checklist (WBC), a self-reporting 
scale, has 30 items and five sub-scales. The six sub-scales are (1) Getting On, (2) Get Help, (3) Get 
Going, (4) Getting Sick, (5) Getting Depressed and (6) Get Upset. The first three sub-scales feature 
the perception of coping and the last three indicate negative feelings and responses.  
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This instrument was administered together with Lui’s Self-esteem Checklist (SEC) in the National 
Institute Education (NIE) longitudinal study on the cognitive, psychosocial development and school 
adjustment of adolescents in Singapore. This paper reports the research findings: (1) the validity 
and reliability of WBC, and the correlation between WBC and SEC, based on the 1995 data 
collection (N=942); and (2) the mean scores of WBC & SEC of some 350 students who completed 
both checklists over the four years 1995 -1998. 

Background of the NIE Longitudinal Study 

In May 1995, the National Institute Education launched a longitudinal study on the cognitive, 
psychological development and school adjustment of secondary school students in Singapore. This 
research is funded by the Academic Research Fund, National Institute of Education, Nanyang 
Technological University, Singapore. The Principal Investigator is Dr Esther Tan and the team 
members are: Dr Tan Wee Kiat, Dr Tan Ai Girl, Dr Seng Seok Hoon, Dr Peter Khor, Dr Cheng 
Yuanshan, Ms Sum Chee Wah, Mr James Ong and the researcher. 

The students who took part in this study were from four neighbourhood schools in Singapore. The 
total numbers of participating students varied from year to year, started with more than 1000 in 
1995 and eventually reduced to some 800 in 1998. The survey questionnaires, including 3 cognitive 
tests, 1 school adjustment scale and 1 personal development scale, were administered to these 
students at the four schools every year, from Secondary One to Secondary Four. The two 
instruments: Self-esteem Checklist (SEC) and Well-being Checklist (WBC) were combined into 
one section named “You and Your Personal Feelings” and administered together with Section Two 
which was on career development.  

The Well-being Checklist (WBC)  

The Well-being Checklist (WBC) was designed by the researcher to capture the adolescents’ self-
assessment of how do they respond to and cope with the demands in their schools, families and peer 
groups. This self-reporting instrument had six sub-scales: (1) Getting On: coping in school and 
personal life; (2) Get Help: having support from parents and friends; (3) Get Going: being energetic 
and contented; (4) Getting Sick: not feeling well; (5) Getting Depressed: worrying about tests and 
failures; and (6) Get Upset: being ‘victimised’. The first three sub-scales featured the perception of 
coping and the last three indicated negative feelings and responses. The range of possible scores 
was 30 to 90 on a 3-point rating scale: “Never True”, “Sometimes True” and “Always True”.  

The reliability coefficients (Alpha) of the WBC Sub-scales One to Six were: 0.56, 0.63, 0.55, 0.47, 
0.36, and 0.29. The factor loading (Rotated Component Matrix) of all the sub-scales was significant 
(range: 0.35 - 0.70). All the 30 items had significant correlations with the total scale, ranging from 
0.11 to 0.54. The item means ranged from 1.49 to 2.54 (the possible scores of each item ranging 
from 1 to 3). The weakest item was the last on the Checklist (Item 30: “I don’t want to lose out”). It 
had the lowest correlation (r = 0.11) with the WBC Total Scale and the item mean score, 1.55, was 
also low. The concurrent validity of WBC & SEC was established in this study (N = 942). 
Significantly positive relationship (0.57, p<0.001) was found between these two instruments. 

The Correlation of WBC & SEC 

The Self-Esteem Checklist (SEC) is a 25-item 4-subscale self-reporting instrument developed and 
validated by the researcher in Singapore in 1987. It has a highly positive significant correlation with 
Coopersmith’s Self-esteem Inventory (SEI). The possible maximum score on the total scale is 100 
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(25 items x 4 points) and minimum is 0. The sub-scales of both instruments cover four areas of self-
esteem: (1) General Self-esteem, (2) School-Academic Self-esteem, (3) Peer-Social Self-esteem, 
and (4) Home-Parent Self-esteem. The correlation coefficient of SEC and SEI was 0.84 (p<0.005). 
And the SEC sub-scale on School-Academic had significant relationships with Secondary 1 mid-
year results and the Primary School Leaving Examination results. (Lui, 1987) 

The correlation coefficients between the four sub-scales of SEC and the WBC total scale were 
significant at 0.00 level, ranging from 0.43 to 0.37. Significant correlation (p<0.001) were also 
found between most of these two checklists’ sub-scales, ranging from 0.11 to 0.41. The strongest 
positive relationship (r = 0.41) was between the “Getting On” (WBC Sub-scale 1) and School-
Academic Self-esteem. The next was between the “Get Help” and Home-Parent Self-esteem (r = 
0.38. The weakest positive relationship was between “Get Upset” (WBC Sub-scale 6) and Home-
Parent Self-esteem. This particular Well-being sub-scale had no significant correlation with the 
other three sub-scales and the total scale of the Self-esteem Checklist (Table 1). The weakest item 
(No 30) of WBC was also in this scale.  

Table 1: Correlation Coefficients of SEC & WBC (N=942) 

 WBC Total Getting on Get Help Get Going Getting 
Sick 

Getting 
Depressed Get Upset 

SEC Total .57 .42 .47 .37 .29  .21 .06 n.s. 
General SE .43 .27 .31 .29 .24 .23 .02 n.s. 
Peer SE .38 .21 .29  .33 .22 .13 .02 n.s. 
Home SE .37  .29 .38 .17 .17 .05 n.s. .11 
Acad SE .40  .41 .32 .21 .16 .13 .04 n.s. 
WBC Total 1.00 .63 .65 .59 .67 .38 .35 
Getting on .63        
Get Help   31.      
Get Going   .32     
Getting Sick    .20    
Getting Depressed     .23   
Get Upset      .17  1.00 
Pearson Correlation, sig. (2-tailed), p >0.001 

The WBC & SEC Mean Scores in 1995-1998 

The Well-being Checklist (WBC) mean scores of 351 scripts were 65.64 in Sec 1, 64.27 in Sec 2, 
64.35 in Sec 3 and 64.64 in Sec 4. The F value of these differences was 7.83, significant at 0.00. 
(Table 2) The average score of WBC is 60, and the possible scores range from 30 to 90. These 
findings indicated these students were having average mean scores on the Well-being scale. The 
differences of mean scores of both checklists among the three courses, Express, Normal Academic 
and Normal Technical, were not statistically significant in this study.  

Male students had higher Self-esteem Checklist (SEC) mean scores than female students by 1.75 
points in Sec 4, 2.5 points in Sec 3, 4.27 in Sec 2 and 2.47 in Sec 1. The differences were 
significant at 0.05, F = 2.69 (Table 2). The significant gender differences in SEC mean scores, in 
favour of male students, were also found in Lui’s 1987 study. 
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Table 2:  SEC & WBC Mean Scores and Standard Deviations (1995 -1998) 

Total Sec 1 (‘95) Sec 2 (‘96) Sec 3 (‘97) Sec 4 (‘98)  
 F M F M F M F M 
 SEC SEC SEC SEC 

SEC Sub-total 
N = 188 F 166 M 

59.36 
(16.04) 

61.83 
(16.13) 

57.66 
(16.37) 

61.93 
(19.50) 

57.98 
(16.77) 

60.48 
(17.79) 

59.96 
(18.10) 

61.71 
(18.93) 

 <2.47> <4.27> <2.5> <1.75> 
SEC Total  
N = 354 

60.52 (16.11) 59.66 (18.01) 59.15 (17.27) 60.78 (18.49) 

 WBC WBC WBC WBC 
WBC sub-total 
N = 186 F 165 M 

64.44 
(5.41) 

67.01 
(6.51) 

62.84 
(6.18) 

65.87 
(6.32) 

63.39 
(6.14) 

65.44 
(7.09) 

63.77 
(5.54) 

65.62 
(6.31) 

 <2.57> <3.03> <2.05> <1.85> 
WBC Total 
N = 351 

65.64 (6.08) 64.27 (6.42) 64.35 (6.67) 64.64 (5.98) 

Notes:  
1. Self-esteem Checklist (SEC) & Well-being Checklist (WBC) correlate at 0.57, p=0.00  
2. SEC possible scores range from 0 to 100, WEC 30 to 90. 
3. Significant difference found in the interaction of level by gender of SEC mean scores, F=2.69, p>0.05, 
4. Boys had higher SEC mean scores than girls at all levels, Secondary 1 to Secondary 4, ranging from 1.75 to 4.27. 
5. Boys’ WBC mean scores were also higher than the girls’ but no significant difference, ranging from 1.85 to 3.03.  
6. The greatest gender differences of both SEC & WBC mean scores were found at Secondary 2.  

In the Well-being Checklist male students had slightly higher mean scores than the female, ranging 
from 1.85 to 3.03 points in 4 years, but no statistical significant difference. This may mean that the 
male students had less anxiety and could cope better with stress. The findings in D’Rozario and 
Goh’s research: “Adolescent ways of coping: a study with a sample of Singaporean Students” 
(1998), also showed male students tended to use positive coping strategies more than female 
students.  

In general, the above findings indicated that some 350 students who participated in this section of 
the longitudinal study throughout the 4 years, 1995-1998, had the overall mean scores of 64.73 on 
the Well-being scale and 60.03 on the Self-esteem scale. These results indicated that this sample, on 
the whole, got on well with their schoolwork, parents and peers. They also had a positive perception 
of themselves. 

On both scales, the mean scores dropped in both Secondary 1 and Secondary 3 but rose in 
Secondary 4. The level differences were statistically significant. However, there was no significant 
difference found among the three courses: Express, Normal Academic and Normal Technical. The 
male students attained higher mean scores of SEC and WBC than the female, and the greatest 
difference occurred in Secondary 2 (Table 3). 



WELL-BEING OF SINGAPORE SECONDARY SCHOOL STUDENTS 377 

Table 3: SEC & WBC Mean Scores and SD by Course, Level & Gender (1995 -1998) 

Secondary 1 (1995) Secondary 2 (1996) Secondary 3 (1997) Secondary 4 (1998) 
Course Female 

M (SD) 
Male 

M (SD) 
Female 
M (SD) 

Male 
M (SD) 

Female 
M (SD) 

Male 
M (SD) 

Female 
M (SD) 

Male 
M (SD) 

Express         
Self-

esteem 
N = 194 

58.49 
(16.72) 

60.75 
(17.15) 

57.94 
(15.78) 

59.25 
(19.29) 

58.02 
(16.58) 

59.82 
(19.25) 

59.77 
(17.47) 

61.58 
(20.32) 

Well-being 
N = 199 

64.25 
(4.96) 

67.26 
(6.10) 

63.20 
(5.62) 

65.97 
(6.44) 

63.96 
(5.60) 

66.04 
(7.11) 

63.87 
(5.32) 

66.32 
(6.39) 

Normal-A         
Self-

esteem 
N = 113 

60.90 
(15.63) 

63.35 
(14.48) 

58.69 
(17.55) 

64.07 
(19.83) 

58.48 
(17.89) 

61.82 
(16.33) 

60.07 
(19.57) 

62.69 
(18.33) 

Well-being 
N = 111 

64.90 
(6.34) 

67.25 
(7.21) 

62.76 
(6.84) 

66.48 
(6.20) 

62.97 
(6.73) 

65.29 
(6.35) 

63.85 
(5.74) 

64.83 
(5.70) 

Normal-T         
Self-

esteem 
N = 47 

59.41 
(14.50) 

62.60 
(16.07) 

54.37 
(16.16) 

68.20 
(18.24) 

56.74 
(15.50) 

59.80 
(15.11) 

60.44 
(17.87) 

59.60 
(13.97) 

Well-being 
N =41 

64.09 
(4.88) 

65.11 
(6.51) 

61.36 
(6.94) 

63.74 
(5.91) 

61.77 
(6.84) 

62.89 
(8.55) 

63.14 
(6.26) 

64.37 
(7.31) 

Notes:  1. No significant difference was found in the interaction of level by course and level by gender & course.  
  2. The WBC mean scores had significant differences among the 4 levels, F=7.83, p=0.00.  

Implications and Suggestions 

In this study significant and positive correlation coefficients (0.57) was found between the Well-
being Checklist (WBC) and Self-esteem Checklist (SEC). This might indicate that there was a 
strong relationship between self-esteem and well-being, as perceived by some 350 students in the 
four sample secondary schools. The female students had lower mean scores than the male on both 
Self-esteem Checklist and Well-being Checklist over the four years (1995-1998), especially in 
Secondary 2. Perhaps further studies should be conducted to find out the causes and also see 
whether such a ‘trend’ could be found in other schools in Singapore and beyond. The implication of 
such findings is that the secondary school teachers may need to pay more attention to Secondary 2 
female students, seek to understand their problems, offer them a helping hand in coping with stress 
and enhancing their self-esteem.  

In the Well-being Checklist (WBC), around 40% to 50% of the students checked “Always True” or 
“Sometimes True” in five negative statements. These statements were “Poor grades/marks depress 
me”; “Tests and examinations make me worry”; “I can’t forget my bad experiences”; “I don’t want 
to lose out”; and “I hate to be told that I’m no good”. These responses showed that many students in 
this study were bordered by the failures and unpleasant encounters in their daily lives. These may 
also be reflecting the common concern of students in Singapore schools. Could teachers help them 
cope with such ‘stress’ and sustain a sense of self-worth? The response to this question is found in 
the Ministry of Education’s current emphasis on ‘ability-driven’ education and total development of 
pupils and the Affective & Career Education (ACE) approach advocated by the Pastoral Care & 
Career Guidance Branch of the Ministry. The need for redefining success and re-framing stress was 
also highlighted in the Singapore21 Conference on “Every Singaporean Matters - Giving My Very 
Best”. The individual should maximise his/her potential and should be helped to do so. Although 
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not everyone can make it to the top, “Every Singaporean counts”. (S21 Conference, Nov 1998). To 
achieve the “Desired Outcomes of Education”, teachers should be prepared to explore, experiment 
and learn together with their students, to question existing assumptions and change their ways of 
doing things. 

The findings of correlations between the sub-scales of Self-esteem Checklist (SEC) and Well-being 
Checklist (WBC) indicated the significant relationships between the “Getting On” (WBC Sub-scale 
1) and School-Academic Self-esteem; and between the “Get Help” and Home-Parent Self-esteem. 
“…our principals and teachers will need to engage parents a lot more than is currently the case, in 
order to develop their students holistically, particularly in the area of values education.” (Chiang, 
1999) The support and resources in the community could also help enhance the well being, self-
esteem and civic-mindedness of the young Singaporeans, the future citizens of our republic. New 
initiatives such as the CIP (Community Involvement Programme) and COMPASS (Community and 
Parents in Support of Schools) are timely and significant moves in building a caring society, the 
best home for all.  

After reviewing the data analyses in factor loading and item reliability, the researcher reduced the 
sub-scales of Well-being Checklist (WBC) from six to five. The three items in Sub-scale 6 “Get 
Upset” were included in Sub-scale 5 “Getting Depressed” which had only three items originally. 
Further studies in the validation of this instrument could help make the WBC an effective tool to 
assess the psychological well-being of secondary students in Singapore. 
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