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The  Pa r adox  o f  “Wha t  i s  Good ”
By Kenneth Poon

Kenneth Poon is Associate Professor of 
Early Childhood and Special Education 
at the National Institute of Education, 
Singapore where he concurrently serves 
as Associate Dean (Research Quality) at 
the Office of Education Research. He is 
a clinical psychologist and was trained 
in early intervention with 20 years of 
experience working with children with 
risk and developmental disabilities.

Up till today, the education of lower 
performing students has focused 

largely on their academic performance. 
However, with the focal shift in our 
education system towards the inclusion of 
socio-emotional goals, it is perhaps time 
to re-evaluate our expectations and goals 
for lower-performing students.

Education research has shown that 
students with poor academic performance 
often share certain characteristics and 
background conditions.

It is important that teachers’ have positive 
and accurate expectations of their 
students. Nevertheless, the studies have 
allowed an understanding that that many 
of these lower-performing students can 
do better when provided with additional 
support. Some researchers have therefore 
called for increased differentiation in the 
classroom instruction of lower-performing 
students.

What can we do, moving forward? First, 
the focus must be on both domains: to 
develop strength while at the same time, 
compensating or remediating areas that 
require support. Research suggests 
that lower-performing students’ learning 
can be facilitated when the teachers are 
provided with sufficient training and time 
in their weekly timetable. Teachers need to 
learn to use different lenses to understand 
their students and their different abilities 
in order to offer targeted support for each 
students’ areas of needs. 

Support can also be more holistic. 
Schools can support their teachers by not 
only creating spaces for teachers to learn, 
but also by fostering holistic whole-school 
approaches to supporting these students.

May have shorter attention spans

May require some help to overcome 
challenges over cognitive processes 
such as their working memory and/or 
anxiety

May have some forms of special 
educational needs

May come from less advantaged home 
backgrounds

Common Characteristics and Background 
Conditions of Lower-Performing Students
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