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Co -Cu r r i c u l a r  Ac t i v i t y  Pa r t i c i pa t i on

By 1Gregory Arief D. Liem, Yvonne B. G. Seng, Bee Leng Chua, Vivien S. L. 
Huan & Lay See Yeo

1Gregory Arief D. Liem is Associate 
Professor with Psychological Studies 
Academic Group at the National Institute 
of Education. His key research areas are 
student motivation and engagement.

It has now been internationally 
recognised that the purpose of 21st 

century education is twofold—to develop 
students’ competencies in curricular 
domains, like mathematics, science 
and language, and to equip students 
with soft skills such as interpersonal, 
leadership and well-being management 
skills (UNESCO, 2016). Indeed, in his 
speech at the 2011 Ministry of Education 
Work Plan Seminar, Singapore’s then 
Minister for Education Mr Heng Swee 
Keat highlighted, “We need to develop 
our children holistically, in all aspects–—
moral, cognitive, physical, social and 
aesthetic or what is termed in Chinese as 
德智体群美 (de zhi ti qun mei)” (Ministry 
of Education, 2011, para. 16) and that, 
“between academic achievement and 
values, it must not be “either/or”. We 
should strive to achieve both” (Ministry of 
Education, 2011, para. 53). 

In this regard, an important arena for 
holistic development and acquisition of 
21st century skills is school-based co-
curricular activities (CCAs) (Chong-Mok, 
2010; Ministry of Education, 2011). In 
Singapore, CCAs are an integral part of 
school curriculum and proposed to offer 
an authentic platform for (a) development 
of moral values; (b) acquisition and 
practice of soft skills; (c) social integration 
of children from differing backgrounds 
and ethnicities; (d) provision of a safe 
learning environment; (e) opportunities for 
character and leadership development; 
and (f) lifelong pursuit of interests and 
greater outward expression (Chong-Mok, 
2010; Ministry of Education, 2011). 

The Present Analysis
This report is based on the findings of an 
analysis that is part of a larger dataset 
derived from an NIE project focusing on 
school-based CCA participation (OER 
9/13 GAD). Specifically, the present 
analysis aims to examine and identify 
salient CCA participation factors in 
predicting changes in students’ academic 
and non-academic attributes over 1 
school year. The project administered an 
online survey to more than 1,000 students 

from 14 secondary schools at three time 
points (the beginning, middle and end of 
CCA participation across 1 school year).

The survey measured (a) students’ CCA 
membership (i.e., Sports and Games, 
Visual and Performing Arts, Clubs and 
Societies, Uniformed Groups); (b) the 
quantity of their CCA participation (i.e., 
the duration and weekly frequency of CCA 
participation, and the number/breadth of 
CCAs they partake); (c) their motivation 
to participate in CCA (autonomous 
vs. controlled motivation); (d) their 
perceptions of their CCA instructor 
and peers as well as parental support 
concerning CCA participation; and (e) 
academic-related outcomes (i.e., school 
belongingness, educational aspiration, 
academic buoyancy, class engagement) 
and non-academic-related outcomes 
(i.e., self-confidence, lifelong learning, 
teamwork skills, leadership skills, society-
oriented future goals). 

Findings
Hierarchical path analysis, in which sets 
of CCA participation factors were entered 
sequentially, showed the relative parity in 
the growth of academic and on-academic 
outcomes of students across CCA 
groups, except that students in Clubs and 
Societies tended to show a slightly larger 
growth than those in Sports and Games 
on school belongingness, academic 
resilience, class engagement, lifelong 
learning, teamwork and communication 
skills at the end of CCA participation. 
Quantitative indicators of CCA 
participation did not yield a substantial 
difference in the growth of any of the 
outcomes, except that students with the 
longer duration of CCA participation had 
a slightly greater gain in their leadership 
skills, most likely due to the fact that older 
students are usually given an opportunity 
to be in a leadership role in their CCA. 
The extent to which students perceived 
that their CCA instructors are autonomy 
supportive, their CCA peers value and 
appreciate them, and their parents are 
supportive of their CCA participation 
was found to have generalized effects 
on the growth of academic and non-
academic outcomes; these effects 
were more generalized and larger than 
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those of the previous sets of predictors. 
Similarly, students’ autonomous (intrinsic) 
motivation in their CCA participation 
also meaningfully predicted most of the 
outcomes considered. 

Implications for Practice and 
Policy
Findings hold implications for CCA-
related practice and policy. First, the 
relative lack of effect of the quantitative 
indicators of CCA participation may 
suggest that, as far as students’ CCA 
participation is concerned, “more is 
not always better.” While it is beyond 
the scope of the present analysis, the 
optimal level of CCA participation, such 
that this participation does not bring 
about undesirably detrimental effects 
on students’ developmental outcomes, 
still needs to be studied further (Marsh 
& Kleitman, 2002). Second, the relative 
parity of the growth experienced by 
students across different CCAs at the end 
of their CCA participation and the positive 
role of students’ CCA autonomous 
motivation may suggest the need to allow 
students to choose a CCA on their own. 
Third, the generalised positive effects of 
perceived support from CCA instructors 
and peers on optimizing outcomes point 
to the need for CCA instructors to be 
both well trained in the subject matter 
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of their expertise and also in the area of 
pedagogy, especially in being autonomy-
supportive and able to strengthen 
the spirit of camaraderie among CCA 
members.According to self-determination 
theory, autonomy-supportive educators 
are those who provide choices to their 
students, listen emphatically, express 
confidence in the learning ability of their 
students, and emphasise on mastery 
rather than competition (Stefanou, 
Perencevich, DiCintio, & Turner, 2004). 
Importantly, these practices have 
been also associated with students’ 
autonomous motivation (Reeve, 2006). 
Lastly, it is also important to ensure that 
parents are able to see the gains from 
CCA participation such that they would 
give their support and encouragement 
for their children’s CCA participation. 
Taking all these together, we hope that the 
benefit of CCA participation for students’ 
academic and non-academic outcomes 
can be optimised.  
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