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Counselling for Academic 
Excellence: A Brief Exploratory 

Study of the Academic 
Behaviours of Able and 

Weak Pupils 

KATHERINE YIP 

Introduction 

In Singapore's quest for excellence in education, the issue of 
how teachers and educators can increase pupil levels of self- 
regulation is of central importance. There is increasing evidence that 
self-regulated learning strategies during class and study are highly 
related to academic achievement (~immerman, 1986); in fact, it has 
been theorized that human achievement is heavily dependent on the 
use of self-regulation, particularly in competitive or evaluative 
settings (Thoresen and Mahoney, 1974; Zimmerman, 1981 ). Some of 
the critical self-regulated learning strategies are self-evaluation 
(statements indicating that students check their work) and seeking 
social assistance (statements indicating student-initiated efforts to 
solicit help from teachers or peers and other adults). Self-regulated 
learners plan, organize, self-instruct, self-monitor, and self-evaluate 
their own learning at various stages of the learning process. To find 
out if there is a difference in the learning strategies of able and weak 
pupils and whether or not self-regulation is practised amongst our 
pupils, a questionnaire was administered. 

The Survey 

227 pupils from 11 schools took part in the survey; the ablest 
and the weakest pupils were selected from Primary 5 and Secondary 
3 classes in the regular stream only as shown in Table 1. 
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Table 1 - Profile of Sample 

Pupils were required to supply 'Yes' or 'No' answers to items in 
the questionnaire which was designed to provide information about 
their work habits, understanding or insight into academic difficulties, 
temperament as well as attitudes towards school-work, and effort or 
perserverance. A definition of each category is given in Table 2. 

Table 2 - Self-Regulated Learning Behaviours 

Primary 
Secondary 

Total 

Categories of 
Behaviours Definitions 

1 Work Habits Statements indicating student initiated 
effort at organising materials, mastering 
content in a planned, purposeful manner, 
e.g. "I usually organise what I have to do 
before l begin studying", "I usually check 
my work before I hand it in." 

2 Insight Statements indicating pupil-initiated 
attempts at monitoring own levels of 
understanding of material, insight into own 
understanding of academic difficulties, or 
the lack of it, e.g. "When I am stuck in my 
homework, I cannot tell where I went 
wrong"; "I cannot tell the difference 
between important and unimportant facts." 

Able Pupils 

45 
67 

112 

Weak Pupils 

45 
70 

115 

Total 

90 
137 

227 
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Table 2 (Cont'd) 

Categories of 
Behaviours Definitions 

- 
3 Temperament Statements indicating pupil's general 

disposition towards schoolwork, and 
attitudes towards teachers and subject, 
e.g. "If I like the teacher, I study for that 
subject"; "I can see the purpose in most of 
the work I do in school." 

4 Effort Statements indicating pupil's effort or 
perseverance, e.g. "I give up easily if 
something is difficult"; "I still work hard 
whether or not I like the subject." 

Results 

Table 3 - Mean Scores Obtained by Weak and 
Able Primary Pupils 

Quantitatively speaking, it is obvious from the above table that 
there is a significant difference in the learning behaviour patterns of 
weak and able pupils; the former do not fare as well as their able 
counterparts in all aspects. Qualitatively too, there is a difference in 
learning behaviour patterns. While the No. 1 problem of able pupils 

Factors 

Work Habits 
Insight 
Temperament 
Effort 
Total Score 

Max 

9 
8 
5 
4 

t* 

4.34 
10.77 
4.47 
4.34 
8.08 

Weak Pupils 

5.33 
4.58 
3.87 
2.82 

16.60 

Able Pupils 

6.65 
7.17 
4.57 
3.57 

26.19 
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lies in the area of Work Habits, that of weak pupils lies in the area of 
Insight. Able pupils tend to take down everything the teacher says 
and are less inclined to ask for help from classmates and teachers; 
weak pupils, on the other hand, lack insight or understanding so that 
when a weak pupil is "stuck in a problem he does not know what 
went wrong and hence does not know how to unravel himself. Weak 
pupils also have greater difficulty separating important from 
unimportant facts. Able pupils face these problems too but to a lesser 
extent. In terms of Temperament and Effort, the response pattern of 
both groups are similar. Both weak and able pupils will try harder if 
they like the teacher or the subject, and they would give up if 
something is difficult. This characteristic, however, had only a low 
ranking; hence, overall both weak and able pupils can be said to 
apply themselves, although able pupils are more persevering. 

Table 4 - Mean Scores Obtained by Weak and 
Able Secondary Pupils 

* p = 0.001 with the exception of Temperament; 
t value in this case was not significant. 

Factors 

Work Habits, 
Insight 
Temperament 
Effort 
Total Score 

Turning our attention now to the performance of the secondary 
pupils, it is again observed that the learning behaviour patterns of 
weak pupils is significantly less favourable than their able 
counterparts in terms of overall Work Habits, Insight into academic 
difficulties and Effort. There is no significant difference, however, in 
the attitudes and temperament of both groups with respect to 
schoolwork, i.e. both groups were affected in similar ways. For 
example, both groups confessed to the fact that effort was influenced 

Weak Pupils 

5.13 
4.40 
4.06 
2.22 

16.15 

Able'Pupils 

6.36 
6.34 
4.15 
3.20 

21 .60 

Max 

9 
8 
5 
4 

t* 

3.79 
6.27 
0.45 
4.83 
2.96 
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by feelings towards the teacher; also neither group would cast blame 
on a teacher for failure in a particular test. 

In addition, a major difficulty cited by the weak pupils was the 
fact that they often could not tell where they had gone wrong when 
they were stuck in schoolwork; for the able pupils, their main pitfall lay 
in the fact that they do not ask for assistance in the face of difficulties. 
Both groups confessed to having the work habit of studying at the last 
minute. 

Finally, when one compares the responses of the primary and 
secondary pupils, a number of similar findings can be cited. First, 
able pupils at both levels tend to study at the last minute, and next, 
they tend not to ask for help even in the face of difficultes. Thirdly, in 
terms of temperament and attitude, pupils at both levels are similarly 
influenced by their feelings, with performance improving if there is a 
liking for the teacher or subject. Lastly, weak pupils at both levels are 
unable to tell where they had gone wrong and hence have little 
insight into their academic problems. 

Conclusion 

Based upon the responses of this sample it can be said that 
self-regulation has not been practised that extensively nor 
consistently, although there is some evidence that able pupils 
engage in self-regulation more than weak pupils. It therefore appears 
that the learning behaviour patterns of able and weak pupils differ. In 
order of significance, able pupils in this sample need help and 
guidance in the areas of Work Habits and Insight, while the order is 
reversed for weak pupils. Both weak and able pupils apply 
themselves to their schoolwork and can see purpose in it. Able 
pupils are less inclined to seek help from their peers and teachers. 
This is surprising as one would have thought that able pupils, more 
than weak pupils, would seek help to overcome their difficulties. One 
can only hazard a guess for the reason behind this behaviour - able 
pupils are not inclined to reveal their inadequacies or ignorance to 
their classmates and teachers given the competitive nature of school 
life in Singapore. If this is true, pupils should be counseled so that a 
more positive attitude can be.adopted towards their strengths and 
weaknesses. 
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'The seekiqg of social assistance is included as a category of 
self-regulated learning which in turn has been linked to human 
achievement particularly in competitive settings; in view of 
this,teachers and educationists should draw these facts to the 
attention of our able pupils so that they could maximize their 
potential. As for the problem of a lack of understanding of their own 
academic difficulties in the case of weak pupils, the implication for 
the classroom teacher is obvious; more definitive feedback and 
reteachiqg is required so that pupils will have a better understanding 
of the subject matter that is taught. Finally, all students will benefit 
from guidance and instruction in note-taking and examination 
preparation. Taking notes in a verbatim manner and memorisirrg 
everything for an examination is hardly the most cost-effective 
method of studying! 
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