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S’pore education system has 
capacity to take more risks: Expert
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SINGAPORE — Undaunted by the decline 
in its performance in international 
tests, Finland is set to take a leap of 
faith and introduce integrated learn-
ing into their classrooms, where stu-
dents can propose what topics they 
want to study and how they want to 
be assessed, for a period of one to two 
weeks. 

Finland went from topping charts 
to placing 12th for mathematics, sixth 
for reading and fifth for science, in the 
latest Programme for International 
Student Assessment (PISA) results, 
a test conducted by the Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and De-
velopment with 15-year-olds.

But the country, which has been 
lauded as a role model for education 
systems worldwide, has chosen not to 
focus on the results. 

“In many countries, the govern-
ments’ response to PISA results de-
clining is to increase teaching time for 
math, science and reading to bring the 
results back,” said Finnish education 
expert Pasi Sahlberg, in an interview 
with TODAY. 

Improving student engagement 
levels, well-being could boost 
outcomes in subjects, says prof

excessive tests, private tuition would have ‘less equitable outcomes’

Allow discussions, Internet use during exams, says education prof
SINGAPORE — Students should be al-
lowed to access the Internet during ex-
ams, an education technology expert 
has suggested, as part of an overhaul of 
exam formats to assess students’ crit-
ical thinking skills rather than their 
ability to memorise information.

Professor Sugata Mitra, famed for 
his successful “hole-in-the-wall” ex-
periment for children in remote areas 
to learn on their own with the help of 
the Internet, said today’s exam sys-
tem is still a reflection of the past.

At the World Educational Leader-
ship Summit on Wednesday, Prof Mi-
tra flashed answers to Primary 6 ex-
am papers he extracted online to show 
that they are easily available from the 
Internet. Students might not need 
the information later on in life too,  
he added.

“We need to ask questions to which 
there is no answer”, Prof Mitra told TO-

DAY on the sidelines of the conference.
Allowing the use of the Internet 

and discussions during exams, he 
said, would sharpen students’ criti-
cal thinking skills. The entire world’s 
library is at one’s finger tips in the dig-
ital age, and working styles have also 
transformed into a greater emphasis 
on collaboration, he added.

Prof Mitra, who was awarded the 
prestigious US$1 million (S$1.35 mil-
lion) TED prize in 2013 to innovate edu-
cation solutions, said a revamp of exam 
formats would also spark a revolution 
in how curricula are designed right up 
to the way teachers deliver lessons.

There will be resistance to such a 
change, he acknowledged. “It will up-
set the apple cart,” he said, noting that 
governments will be fearful of experi-
menting as it means overhauling the 
entire system and parents might pro-
test against it. 

But small steps can be taken, such 
as through experimenting with com-
puter science exams, he suggested.

Professor Yong Zhao, another 
speaker at the conference, also ques-
tioned the relevance of standard-
ised testing and how it conflicts with 
the objective of spurring diversity  
among students. 

Prof Zhao, head of the Institute for 
Global and Online Education in the 
University of Oregon, cited the Unit-
ed States’ unimpressive performance 
in international tests in contrast with 
the fact that the country has produced 
many mavericks and inventors. 

“Do (test scores) tell the story of 
the nation’s future?” he asked. “In-
stead of looking at how successful you 
homogenise, look at how successful  
you diversify.”

Prof Zhao told TODAY there could 
be more personalised testing, as well 
as a need to get students, teachers and 
parents to agree on what needs to be 
assessed. He also pointed out that uni-
versities and employers are already 
selecting intakes based on candidates’ 
unique talents rather than looking at 
only their test scores.

Prof Zhao questioned the sustain-
ability of Singapore importing large 
volumes of talent even for top manage-
ment positions and the economy’s de-
pendence on multinational companies. 
Instead, he said reviewing the notion 
of standardised testing could produce 
more creative types to kick-start com-
panies. NG JING YNG

“But we are doing exactly the oppo-
site, taking time from these subjects 
to do something in an integrated way.” 

Professor Sahlberg, who was in 
town to speak at the World Education-
al Leadership Summit on Wednesday, 
said Finland’s decision to introduce 
integrated learning was motivated 
by two reasons: To increase students’ 
engagement levels in school, and get-
ting teachers across disciplines to 
work more closely with each other 
for the child’s overall well-being. 

Prof Sahlberg, who headed the 
Centre for International Mobility and 
Cooperation under Finland’s Minis-
try of Education and Culture before 
moving to teach at Harvard Univer-
sity last year, said that it is not about 
doing more of the same things “but to 
do things differently”.

Under the programme to be imple-
mented from next year, the scope of 
learning for students who are learn-
ing about the European Union, for 
instance, would span from econom-
ics to culture. They will also discuss 
with their teachers their preferred 
assessment format, such as through 
answering written tests or giving 
presentations.

“If we are able to improve stu-
dents’ engagement, psychological 
health and well-being ... we think they 
will also learn maths, reading and sci-
ence better,” Prof Sahlberg said.

He agreed that such an approach is 
a risk, and high-quality teachers are 
needed to make this successful. 

But Singapore has the capacity to 
take similar risks, he said, citing simi-
larities between Finland and the Re-
public, such as rigorous teacher selec-
tion and teacher training processes.

“My favourite recommendation in 
the (conference) for Singapore is to 
establish a national day to celebrate 
failure,” quipped Prof Sahlberg. 

Finland, he said, has such a cele-
bration yearly and doing so will cre-
ate a more open culture to embrace  
risks.

Asked how parents were respond-
ing to the concept of integrated learn-
ing, Prof Sahlberg said it remains to 
be seen, but noted that Finnish par-
ents are mainly concerned about 
their child’s interest in learning  
than grades. 

This is also due to the lack of stand-
ardised testing in Finland;  there is 
only one, taken at age 18, he added. 

While he is highly impressed 
by Singapore’s teacher education 
system, Prof Sahlberg balked at the 
central role of exams in learning, and 
the excessive levels of private tuition 
here.

He said that this would lead to less 
equitable outcomes because richer 
families can pay for private classes so 
their kids excel in early standardised 
exams, and some children also only  
mature later.

“I think it is not good for the future 
of the nation that so many young peo-
ple must take private tutoring in ad-
dition to the already fairly high-qual-
ity and intensive teaching in schools. 
... Children will benefit more from 
having time for recreation and play,”  
he said. 

I think it is not good for the future of the 
nation that so many young people must 
take private tutoring in addition to the 

already fairly high-quality and intensive teaching 
in schools. ... Children will benefit more from 
having time for recreation and play.
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