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by 
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'Learning to learn' has become a topic of great interest in 
cognitive psychology in recent · times. Though significant progress 
has been made in the last three decades, relatively few of the 
ideas and findings have been reflected in the school curriculum. 
A number of proposals for reform in education have highlighted the 
idea of "learning to learn". The Plowden Report ( 196 7) states 

"The child is the agent of his own learning • • • we 
certainly would not wish to undervalue knowledge and 
facts, but facts are best retained when they are used 
and understood, when right attitudes to learning are created, 
when children learn to learn. (Para 529). 

Similar but more specific sentiments were echoed in the 
Gittins Report (1967) 

"Apart from the essential intellectual and social skills 
of language and mathematics, it seems to us that the 
child should 'learn how to learn', be able to seek 
information when he needs it, and become increasingly 
independent of his teachers. (Para. 10. 3)" 

Though schools in the United Kingdom and the United States 
have attempted to provide advice to their pupils on methods of 
study f~r some years now, a recent survey shows that the 
implementation of the scheme in some schools is not without 
hiccups. Marland (1981) complains: 

"Learning to learn is rarely specified as a curriculum 
aim .•. It seems to be presumed by those planning school 
syllabuses that the processes will be assimilated while 
subjects are being studied". 

Research into learning strategies becomes more intense and 
critical when approaches to learning are used to account for the 
qualitative differences in the outcome of learning (Marton, 1974; 
Marton and Saljo, 1976; Svensson and Theman, 1983; Marton and 
Saljo, 1984; Biggs, 1987). 
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It has been found that well-motivated and achieving pupils 
selected deep and reflective strategies while poor achievers 
favoured surface approaches (Svensson, 1976, 1977; Watkins, 1983; 
Van Rossum and Schenk, 1984; Chew, 1988). 

In Singapore, Primary Six pupils are streamed into Special, 
Express and Normal Courses on the strength of their PSLE results. 
·Many parents find it difficult to accept the fact that their 
children, even with assistance from tutors could not make it to 
the 4-year Express Course. Some would happily lay the blame on the 
teachers and the schools. But how is it that pupils taught by the 
same set of teachers have such discrepancies in their achievement? 
One hypothesis holds that individual aptitudes or strategies or 
both may be the primary causes of performance difference. Western 
research literature cited earlier suggests that different 
approaches to learning is one possible answer to the discrepancies 
perceived in our pupils' performance. 

The present study attempts to find out whether there are 
distinctive differences in the learning approaches employed by our 
Express and Normal pupils. It is hoped that a better understanding 
of the motivational patterns of and strategies used by both groups 
of pupils will enable teachers and other interested parties help 
these pupils and in particular the Normal pupils, learn how to 
learn more effectively, without tears and anxiety. 

In this paper, only the responses from the Secondary Four 
Express and Normal pupils were analysed and discussed. The school 
subjects chosen for analysis are English and Mathematics, the two 
core subjects taken by all pupils. 

2. METHODOLOGY 

Two hundred and thirty four Secondary Four pupils from two 
Government schools took part in the study. Only eighty-seven 
pupils in the sample were from the Normal Course as . some of 
the classes sampled had fewer pupils. 

The subjects responded to the Questionnaires on Learning 
Strategies in Languages and separately in Mathematics and 
Sciences. Each Questionnaire has three sections (A, Band C) 
of which the first two contain generic items, identical in 
both Questionnaires. Section C lists strategies which are 
specific to the respective subjects in the two Questionnaires • 

The administration of Questionnaires was carried out by 
three Project members in order to minimize pupils' reaction 
to perceived teachers' expectations. 
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Respondents were requested to rate each item on a 5-point 
Like rt scale. A score of 5 indicates a frequently used 
strategy while a score of one shows rare or no usage of the 
strategy rated. 

• 
3. Result 

The results are presented in 4 sections, namely: 

3.1 Motivation in Learning 

3.2 Diligence in School Work 

3 .3 Attitude Towards Examinations 

3.4 Learning Strategies 

Related items and their means are tabulated and analysed 
to reflect the differences in frequency of usage and in 
relative importance of items to the two streams of pupils. 
Since the scale .i.,s 15 to 5, the mean of 3 is taken as the mid
point. T-tests were also computed to show significance of mean 
differences. 

Besides comparing the reactions between the pupils in the 
two courses towards English and Mathematics, it is also 
enlightening to perceive the differences in their reactions to 
the two core subjects. 

3.1 MOTIVATION IN LEARNING 

Motivation of a pupil in learning a subject is related 
to his choice of learning strategies (Marton, Hounsell and 
Entwistle, 1984; Biggs, 198 7). According to the 
examination status of the subject in the curriculum and 
the interest pupils have in the subject, pupils may choose 
different strategies to achieve their goals. 

The results indicate that 

a) Normal pupils were more motivated in learning a 
subject for its usefulness in enhancing career 
prospects rather than an interest in the subject 
itself. (Ref er to Items 1 - 4 in Table 1). Express 
pupils showed greater enjoyment in learning the 
subjects (Item 5); 

b) Though both English and Mathematics are considered 
important subjects (Passing both subjects are 
essential criteria for gaining admission to Junior 
Colleges and Pre-U Centres), both Normal and Express 
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pupils gave higher ratings to English than 
Mathematics, reflecting the relative importance of the 
two subjects in the eyes of the pupils. The pupils 
realized the harsh truth that failing English would 
mean failing the whole 'N' Level or 'O' Level 
Examinations. But how does this realization affect 
their application in the two subjects? 

3.2 DILIGENCE IN SCHOOL WORK 

One often assumes that the better pupils would spend 
more time on their school work in order to achieve the 
desired results. The results paint a surprisingly 
different picture: 

a) Normal pupils were more conscious of the need to work 
consistently and to attend to their homework 
conscientiously. (See to Items 1 to 4 in Table 2). 

b) Even in the tasks of note-checking and reference 
reading, the Normal pupils appeared to make more 
effort than the Express pupils (Items 5-7). But both 
streams did not pay much attention to reading and 
understanding their notes after the lessons. 

- One educated guess regarding the hard work put in by 
the Normal pupils is that they were aware of their own 
weaknesses and the need to compensate with extra effort 
the assumed lack of ability. Nevertheless, it is 
gratifying to learn that our Normal pupils said they were 
not indifferent to their work and were applying themselves 
to their work. Is hard work alone sufficient guarantee 
for good academic results? Are they working hard but not 
smart? 

3,3 ATTITUDE TOWARDS EXAMINATIONS 

Pupils in Singapore are gaining a notorious reputation 
for being excessively mark-conscious and unduly anxious 
over examinations. Do our Secondary Four pupils from both 
streams react in that way towards examinations? 

The analysis of data reveals these interesting 
findings: 

a) Normal pupils worried more about examination results 
and were more affected by the results in subsequent 
test-attempts (Item 1 in Table 3) than Express pupils. 

b) Express pupils were more competitive and confident of 
doing well (Items 2 and 3). 
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c) Though Normal pupils put in much work (Items 4 and 5), 
t~ey did not seem to have very high aspirations. 
(Item 6). 

High test anxiety has been found to cripple pupils' 
thinking and reasoning abilities (Gaudry and Bradshaw, 
1970; Koh, 1978; 0oi, 1978; Gross and Mastenbrook 1980) 
and hence affect test results adversely. It appears that 
a combination of low aspiration, high anxiety and low 
confidence can debilitate person's performance despite 
hard work. 

3. 4 LEARNING STRATEGIES· 

Learning strategies involve the strategies for 
comprehending and recalling information as well as 
strategies for retrieval and utilization of learned 
information during tests/examinations. Research has shown 
that more able and mature pupils use reflective (deep) 
strategies in their learning (Biggs, 1987). Are there 
marked differences between our Normal and Express pupils 
in their . choice of strategies? 

The following conclusions are drawn from the analysed 
data: 

a) Normal pupils tended to use more rote learning (Items 
1 to 3 in Table 4) while Express pupils would look for 
relationships between new and old concepts learned, 
showing a more reflective approach in their learning 
( Items 4-8). 

b) Express pupils employed effective retention strategies 
(Items 9-12) more frequently than Normal pupils. 

c) In their preparation for tests/examination, Normal 
pupils concentrated heavily on notes given by the 
teachers and on solving questions/problems set in 
past-year examinations (Items 13 and 14). 

d) Express pupils exhibited better examination techniques 
( Items 15 to 17) too. 

e) Neither Normal nor Express paid much attention to 
time-management during an examination (Item 18). 
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f) Specific strategies for learning English 

For all the listed strategies known to promote the 
learning of English, the Express pupils claimed to be 
using them more frequently to improve both their 
spoken and written language ( I terns 19-26). 

g) Specific strategies for learning Mathematics 

• Similarly, Express pupils generally displayetl use of 
more effective strategies for learning mathematics. 
The lack of concern for timing again is shown up here 
tor both groups of pupils (Items 26-34). 

From the above data analysis, one can perceive an 
apparent link between the strategiei employed by the 
pupils and their academic performance. One vital question 
one should ask at this point is: Are learning strategies 
taught or are they meant to be caught? 

4. DISCUSSION 

Though the results show distinct discrepancies for some 
items and only marginal differences for others in the 
COJTlparison of re::;ponsc::; betweP.n the two stredm::;, the findings 
have some serious implications for practising teachers. 'l'o do 
well in their studies, pupils' motivation in learning, 
aspiration, confidence, anxiety, attitude towards examination 
and their choice of strategies play a deciding role. The 
findings support the observations made by Franssen (1977) that 
extrinsic motivation, anxiety and absence of intrinsic 
motivation correlate positively with a superficial approach to 
learning. 

We noted that Normal pupils were very concerned with 
examinations and curiously we found through a survey of the 
teachers in the same schools that the teachers too placed great 
emphasis on examination skills (Chang, 1988). The correlations 
between types of motivation and types of strategies indicated 
that significant matching was established between 'deep' 
(intrinsic) motivation and 'deep' strategies and between 
'surface' (extrinsic) motivation and 'surface' (rote) 
strategies (Biggs, 1987; Chang, 1989). 

It is undeniable that examinations rule the lives of pupils 
in Singapore schools and determine to a certain extent the 
content and teaching styles practised by teachers. But the 
results presented earlier indicate that cramming without 
interest and overemphasis on examination skills alone will not 
bring about desirable results. We should start pupils l~arning 
to learn with their focus on interest, realistic aspiration, 
developing a positive attitude towards learning and mea~ingful 
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learning strategies instead of teaching for examinations. 
Long hours of cranuning without encouraging rewards will surely 
and slowly kill off any lingering interest and hope in academic 
studies for most pupils, and especially for pupils who have 
little confidence in their own academic abilities. 

In the next section, some suggestions are made on how weak 
pupils may be helped to learn. 

5 • SUGGESTIONS 

Between 1900 and 1924, at least 15 manuals on study skills 
were published, with Hindale 's The Art of Study (1900 L being 
one of the earliest. In 1946, Robinson proposed The Survey
Question-Read-Recall-Review approach to learning and this has 
provided the foundation for most of the learning packages 
surfacing in the market. In recent years, educationists are 
even more conscious of the need for learning skills to be 
taught to pupils. Research has shown that learning skills 
programmes have led to improvement on achievement measures 
(Briggs, Tosi and Norley, 1971; Whitehill, 1972; Van Zoost and 
Jackson, 19 7 4) • 

In 1986, the Curriculum Branch, Schools Division, of the 
Ministry of Education in Singapore published a handbook, 
Learning Skills in Content Areas, fo..r the use of secondary 
teachers who held workshops to better understand how to help 
pupils to learn better. This was the first formal move towards 
introducing study skills in schools. 

In an interview with secondary teachers from different 
disciplines, our Project members concluded that some teachers 
were not very clear about the distinction between learning 
strategies and teaching strategies. The conscious teaching of 
effective learning strategies to pupils through skilful 
teaching is something which has not occurred to them. Teaching 
pupils the need for flexible transfer of generic learning 
strategies from one subject to another is another vital step 
to take in helping pupils to learn effectively. 

For the very bright pupils, they may be able to generalise 
from the lessons taught on how to handle their learning 
systematically. In addition, they probably· realise the 
advantage of transferring the strategies developed from one 
subject to other related subjects. For example, the art of 
scanning and skimming in reading would prove highly useful and 
time-saving in subjects which require extensive reading. But 
for most of the average and below average pupils, teachers 
cannot afford to wait for pupils to 'catch' the best way to 
learn the different subjects. 
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As teachers outline the main concepts and highlight the 
relationships between them, using a flow chart or concept map, 
they could consciously point out to pupils the advantages of 
using such devices in learning the subject. 

For our Project on Effectiveness of Learning Strategies, 
the current batch of Dip trainees are alerted to the need of 
teaching learning strategies to their pupils. To evaluate the 
effect of this conscious teaching of learning strategies, the 
supervisors will rate the effectiveness of their effort in 
teaching learning strategies. Pupils will also be given a pre
task and a post-task to assess their ability to use certain 
crucial strategies in the respective subjects. For their 
assignments, Dip trainees are to document the progress made by 
their pupils in applying the use of appropriate strategies in 
their learning. From the data gathered by the Dip trainees, 
the Project members hope to draw up some useful guidelines in 
the teaching of learning strategies in the different cognate 
areas and also alert teachers to likely pitfalls. 

Most teachers interviewed in our survey were positive in 
their responses on teaching learning strategies to their 
pupils. Moreover, they would also welcome in-service courses 
on teaching strategies in the d1fferent content subjects. Some 
schools, are actively promoting the teaching of learning 
strategies to pupils. The imparting of learning skills is 
essentially an important part of pastoral care. 

In our enthusiasm to promote excellence in learning, we 
must not forget the other important concomitants in learning, 
namely, pupils' interests, motivation, aspiration, fears, 
anxiety and their need for encouragement and understanding. 
Monroe in his 1924 publication urged that 

"training in study procedure should be based upon 
an understanding of individual needs concerned, 
should be designed for specific purposes, and 
should be planned with care ••. never treated as 
incidental". 

The Training in the Technique of Study (Monroe, 1924) also 
recommended that the teaching of study methods should be done 
by the classroom teacher as such training should be conducted 
in relation to classroom instruction. Sixty years later, 
Monroe's ideas were reiterated by Tabbener and Allman (1983) 
in the NFER survey: 

"It (teaching study skills) may be better conceived 
as the provision of support for the study problems 
that students already encounter in their subject 
classes. To achieve this, its contents and approach 
must be closely linked to the actual problems that 
students have, and its organisation must be carefully 
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6. 

planned to augment the teaching and learning which 
students already regard as important". 

CONCLUSION 

Though we may have only recently attempted introducing 
learning strategies into the Singapore classrooms on a modest 
scale, we are confident that we are moving in the right 
direction. With the information gathered from local and 
overseas research, and the enthusiasm of teachers and 
principals, we hope to devise strategies to help our pupils 
learn more effectively. 

Dl590/LS.AG 
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Table 1: Means of Items on Motivation in Learning 

ITEM 

1. I choose to do the subject 
mainly because of career 
prospectswhen I leave 
school, not because I'm 
particularly interested 
in it. 

2. Whether I like it or not, I 
can see that studying the 
subject is for me a good way 
to get a well-paid or 
secure job. 

3. I will continue to take the 
subject for as long as 
necessary to get a good job. 

4. I take a greater interest 
in a lesson if I know 
aims of the lesson and 
useful it is to me • 

. 
5 • I enjoy learning this 

subject. 

* N = Normal 
** E = Express 

t-tests 

+++ p < .001 
++ p < • 01 

+ p < .05 

the 
how 

STREAM ENGLISH 

N* 3. 85 
E** 2.94+ 

N 4.23 
E 3 • 7 1 

N 4. 3 1 
E 4.00 

N 3.81 
E 3.82 

N 3.23 
E 3.82 

10 

MATHS 

3. 5 5 
2.55++ + 

3.94 
3.38+ 

3. 81 
3. 61 

3.94 
3.29++ 

3.48 
3.94 



Table 2: Means of Items on Diligence in School 

ITEM STREAM 

1. I try to work solidly throughout N 
the term and revise regularly E 
when the examinations are close. 

2. I always try to do all my 
assignments as soon as they are 
given to me. 

3. Before I leave class, I make 
sure that I know what homework 
to do and how to do it. 

4. In studying this subject, I 
feel that I have to work o~ it 
everyday. 

5. Soon after a class, I re-read 
my notes to make sure I can 
read them and understand them. 

6. I go over and check my notes 
immediately after my lesson 
to fill in the missing bits. 

7. I usually try to read all the 
references and things my teacher 
says me should. 

t-tests 

+++ p < .001 
++ p < • 01 

+ p < • 05 

N 
E 

N 
E 

N 
E 

N 
E 

N 
E 

N 
E 

ENGLISH 

3.58 
2.65++ 

3.88 
3.47 

3.38 
3.41 

3. 19 
2.94 

2.50 
2 . 4 1 

3. 12 
3.18 

3. 15 
3.12 

MATHS 

3.45 
2.83+ 

3.84 
3.57 

3.61 
3.30 

3.48 
3.29 

2 . 81 
2.28+ 

3. 13 
2. 71 

3.06 
2.81 
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Table 3: Means of Items on Attitudes Towards Examinations 

ITEM 

1. I am put off by a poor mark 
on a test and worry about how 
I will do on the next test. 

2. I have a strong desire to do 
my best in my studies. 

3 • I would rather be highly 
successful in this subject 
even though this might make 
me unpopular with some of 
my classmates. 

4. I plan and keep a strict 
revision time-table before 
an examination. 

5. I go over my lessons the 
night before a test or an 
examination. 

-
6. In this subject, I - try to work 

things so that I do only enough 
to make 

t-tests 

+++ p < .001 
++ p < .01 

+ p < .OS 

sure I pass and no more. 

STREAM ENGLISH MATHS 

N 4. 1 9 3 • 7 1 
E 3.79 3.55 

N 4. 1 2 4.00 
E 4.65+ 4.22 

N 3.38 3. 39 
E 4.00 3.83 

N 3. 2 3 2.90 
E 2.41 2.30+ 

N 4.38 3.77 
E 3. 76 4.30+ 

N 3.04 2.84 
E 2. 12 ~ 2.14+ 
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Table 4: Means of Items on Learning Strategies 

ITEM 

1. I find that the only way to 
learn the subject is to 
memorize it by heart. 

2. I prefer the subject in which 
I have to learn just facts to 
one which requires a lot of 
reading and understanding of 
material. 

3. I f i nd it better to learn just 
the subject facts and details 
about a topic rather than try 
to understand all about it. 

4. In reading new materials, I 
am often reminded of 
materials I already know and 
see the old materials in a 
new light. 

5. I try to relate what I have 
learned in this subject to 
what I already know in other 
subjects. 

6. When a test is returned, I 
go over it carefully correcting 
all errors and trying to 
understand why I make the 
original mistakes. 

7. I turn an explanation/ 
argument over in my mind a 
number of times before 
accepting it. 

8. I try to rephrase notes and 
questions in my own words. 

9. I stop to check what I 
remember after reading each 
sect i on in a chapter. 

t-tests 

+++ p < • 001 
++ p < • 01 
+ p < • 05 

STREAM 

N 
E 

N 
E 

N 
E 

N 
E 

N 
E 

N 
E 

N 
E 

N 
E 

N 
E 

ENG LI SH 

2.38 
2.24 

3.37 
2.71 

2.58 
2.35 

2.69 
3.29 

2.65 
3.29 

3.46 
3.59 

2.73 
3.88++ 

2.81 
3.24 

2.85 
I 3,00 

J 
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MATHS 

3.00 
2.00+++ 

3.39 
2.80+ 

2. 7 4 
2. 18+ 

2.48 
3.16++ 

3. 13 
2.97 

3.84 
4.00 

3.35 
3.35 

2.45 
2. 31 

2.97 
3.05 
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ITEM 

10. To remember better, I check 
main headings and summary 
before I read a chapter/ 
article. 

11. I underline/colour the key 
headings and important words 
in my notes. 

12. It helps me to remember if 
I use abbreviations/acronyms 
for terms/places/names. 

13. I only use the notes given 
in class by the teacher. 

14 . In my rev i s ion , ' i t i s 
important to me to be able to 
solve questions/problems set 
in past-year examination. 

15. I underline the key words in 
examination questions. 

16. I spend time to re~all the key 
points and write a brief 
outline to examination 
questions/assignments/problems. 

17. I make it a point to check my 
answer to a question/prob l em 
before handing in my paper. 

18. Before starting a test, I plan 
how much time to spend on each 
section of the test. 

19. I need a lot of drill and 
practice in learning the 
language. 

20. I make it a point to ask 
questions when i n doubt. 

21. I like to use the language 
at every given opportunity. 

t-tests 

+++ p < .001 
++ p < • 01 
+ p < • 05 

I STREAM 

N 
E 

N 
E 

N 
E 

N 
E 

N 
E 

N 
E 

N 
E 

N 
E 

N 
E 

N 
E 

N 
E 

N 
E 

I 

ENGL! SH 

2.88 
3.53 

3.58 
3.71 

2.50 
3. 18 

3.35 
2.65 

4.08 
3.35+ 

2.77 
3.82+ 

2.81 
3.06 

4. 19 
4.24 

2.23 
2.65 

3.27 
3.76 

2.77 
3.41 

3.38 
3.76 

MATHS 

3. 19 
3.21 

3.88 
4.18 

2.61 
2.81 

3.55 
2.95+ 

4. 19 
3.89 

2.90 
2.70 

2.65 
2.55 

3.81 
4. 13 

2.52 
2.48 
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ITEM 

22. I like to find out what other 
people think of my views/ 
expressions/answers spoken in 
this language. · 

23. I watch good TV programmes in 
order to improve my spoken 
l angu-age. 

24. I read the newspapers/books/ 
magazines to improve my 
l anguage and general 
knowledge. 

25. I write my letters/diary in 
t he language in order to 
i mprove my mastery of the 
l anguage. 

26. I am not afraid of being 
corrected when I make 
mistakes speaking the 
l anguage. 

27. When I study this subject, 
I make an effort to see the 
r elationships between 
various topics/events/ 
concepts. 

28. When the lesson is too hard 
to understand, I try to 
memorise everything. 

29. It is necessary to time myself 
t o see how fast I can work. 

30. I need to attend to the 
i n structions carefully in 
orde r to get the required 
r esults/observations . 

31. I t i s important for me to 
un derstand and analyse the 
g iv e n /collected i nf o r mat i on 
and d raw conclusions / 
i nfe r ences from the results. 

t-te st s 

+++ p < .001 
++ p < . 0 1 

+ p < • 05 

STREAM 

N 
E 

N 
E 

N 
E 

N 
E 

N 
E 

N 
E 

N 
E 

N 
E 

N 
E 

N 
E 

ENGLISH 

3.42 
4.12+ 

3.42 
3.88 

4. 15 
4.47 

2.58 
3.24 

3.00 
3.76+ 

MATHS 

2 • 7 1 
3.01 

3.06 
2.63 

2.68 
2.85 

3.32 
4. 12 

3.29 
3.83 
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ITEM 

3 2 . I believe there i s only one 
way in solving/answer i ng a 
problem/question. 

3 3. Organising 
steps helps 
do better. 

3 4. I find that 
helps me to 

t-tests 

+++ p < • 001 
++ p < .01 
· + p < • 05 

my work in neat 
me to learn/ 

drawing diag.rams 
solve problems. 

16 

STREAM ENG LI SH MATHS 

N - 2. 7 7 
E - 2.19+ 

N - 3.52 
E - 3.73 

N - 2. 7 4 
E - 3.24 
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