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Almost 40,000 Primary 6 pupils
have completed what is
commonly characterised as a
stressful phase in their schooling:
the Primary School Leaving
Examination (PSLE). The oral,
listening comprehension and
written exams were conducted
over a period from mid-August to
early October.

The marking of the written
exams has just been completed,
and all eyes are now focused on
the release of the exam results at
the end of November.

The PSLE in 2023 has been
relatively free from the periodic
media controversies that erupt
over the alleged stress induced by
what some parents and pupils
deem as overly demanding
questions, especially in the case
of the mathematics papers.

Nevertheless, there is still a
debate over whether the PSLE
ought to be scrapped. For
instance, MP Denise Phua has

long championed the removal of
the PSLE and replacing it with a
10-year through-train system that
allows a smooth transition from
primary to secondary schooling.

She has argued that this will
reduce exam-induced stress
among pupils, parents and
teachers, as well as free up a
substantial portion of curriculum
time that is spent on preparing
for the various exam subjects.

Her pleas for the removal of the
PSLE would appear to have extra
credence in the light of the
Malaysian Ministry of Education’s
decision in 2021 to abolish its
equivalent of this exam.

Speaking in Parliament earlier
in 2023, Education Minister Chan
Chun Sing rejected calls for the
PSLE to be scrapped. He claimed
it was “neither realistic nor
desirable to shield our children
from all the stresses they will
have to face in life, especially in a
more competitive and globalised
world”.

At the same time, he stated that
the PSLE was “an important
checkpoint” in assessing pupils’

competencies in core concepts as
they transited to secondary
school. In addition, their exam
results would guide pupils’
selection of subjects at
appropriate levels.

This debate keeps recurring,
testifying to the high-stakes
nature of the exam and its role as
a major mechanism for sorting
students into various schools and
academic programmes at the
secondary level.

In a bid to reduce the stress
associated with the PSLE, the
Ministry of Education (MOE)
introduced the revised PSLE
scoring system in 2021. Two key
features of this system are the
reduction in the score range and
the recognition of individual
pupils’ objective achievement,
regardless of how well their peers
have done.

These changes came in the
wake of school tests and exams
being progressively reduced since
2019 – a move that has
culminated in the removal of all
mid-year exams in primary and
secondary schools in 2023.

But let us pause and take stock:
is the PSLE the be-all and end-all
of six years of primary schooling?

It is interesting to note that
MOE’s Desired Outcomes of
Education, which state
developmental outcomes for the

various key stages of education,
make no explicit mention of the
PSLE. 

Instead, the primary school
outcomes focus on general
attributes. These include pupils
being able to distinguish right
from wrong, knowing their
strengths and areas for growth,
having a lively curiosity about
their surroundings, taking pride
in their work and being able to
cooperate, as well as share and
care for others. There is therefore
much more value to primary
schooling than preparation for
this major exam.

BIG CHANGE FOR PUPILS 

It may also be helpful to start
thinking about what lies ahead
for pupils after the PSLE as they
head to secondary school in 2024.

This transition is major for most
pupils, as it represents a new and
different phase in their schooling.
First, it means uprooting oneself
from a familiar school
environment and moving to
uncharted territory. 

Second, there are new friends
to be made, even for pupils who
choose their affiliated secondary
school, as some former primary
school classmates will move to
different schools. There will also
be new friends who come from

non-affiliated primary schools.
Third, not only are there new

subjects in the curriculum, such
as design and technology, and
geography, as well as food and
consumer education, but the
difficulty levels of more familiar
subjects such as English and
mathematics will also increase.

Next, the secondary school
landscape is more diverse than its
primary counterpart, with a
wider variety of schools and
programmes. For instance, there
are programmes such as the Art
Elective Programme and Music
Elective Programme, in addition
to the option of studying a third
language such as French, Spanish
and Bahasa Indonesia. 

There are also integrated
programme schools, such as
Raffles Institution and the
National University of Singapore
High School of Mathematics and
Science, which offer six-year
courses under which students do
not need to take the O-level
exams at the end of Secondary 4.

Besides integrated programme
schools, another category of
schools called specialised schools
offer an Institute of Technical
Education Skills Certificate at the
end of Year 4.

This particular student cohort
will be the first to experience full
subject-based banding in all
secondary schools, with the
exception of integrated
programme schools and
specialised schools.

This banding system offers
greater flexibility than the
previous streaming system in
terms of taking subjects at
differing difficulty levels,
depending on their
subject-specific strengths and
learning needs, along with access
to a wider range of subject
offerings and programmes. 

At the same time, form classes
will consist of a mix of students
taking subjects at differing
difficulty levels. Students will
spend about a third of curriculum
time taking what are termed

common curriculum subjects,
such as art, music, physical
education, design and technology
as well as character and
citizenship education, together.

This cohort will also be the first
to sit a new common national
exam, the Singapore-Cambridge
Secondary Education Certificate,
in 2027. This exam will replace
the current O-level and N-level
exams, and will reflect the
differing difficulty levels at which
each subject is taken.

Yet another significant change
awaiting new Sec 1 students is the
fact that while co-curricular
activities (CCAs) are optional in
primary school, they are
compulsory in secondary school. 

In addition to taking part in
school-based activities, students
can also choose a
non-school-based Strategic
Partnership CCA for water polo,
athletics and ethnic dance. These
partnerships involve MOE, Sport
Singapore and the National Arts
Council and bring together
students from various secondary
schools.

NOT THEIR PARENTS’ DAYS

Sec 1 students will be navigating
all of these changes even as they
cope with the challenges of
adolescence during their journey
towards adulthood. 

One key challenge is the
growing importance of personal
identity. 

Teenagers may desire more
independence from their parents,
as their peers assume a greater
role in their lives. The secondary
school years are vital for them in
terms of developing a sense of
belonging with their friends and
their school, while they explore
and build their personal talents
and qualities.

These pupils are on the cusp of
a secondary school experience
that is markedly different from
that of their parents, who most
likely underwent secondary
schooling during a period
spanning the mid-1970s to the
mid-2000s. 

The pupils’ transition to
secondary school is taking place
amid a national rethinking of
meritocracy, with talk of changing
the definition of success beyond a
narrow fixation on academic
grades. 

The idea of a continuous and
lifelong meritocracy has also been
broached, in which an individual’s
performance in school does not
become the sole determinant of
their chances in life.

Even though parents may not
have had first-hand experience of
such a different school landscape,
it is important for them to work
together with their children to
choose a school that will best
support individual growth and
development.

So, as this cohort of pupils nears
the close of their primary
schooling, there is much more for
them to think about than mere
PSLE scores. The scores ought
not to define their personal
worth. 

Rather, an exciting journey of
personal discovery awaits them,
starting with their secondary
school years.
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A few days after then Israeli
Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin was
assassinated on Nov 4, 1995, I
remember an Israeli acquaintance
telling me that however terrible
the circumstances of his death, it
had established Mr Rabin as a
martyr for peace. As a result, the
Oslo peace process he had begun,
named after the city where it was
secretly hatched, had become
irreversible. 

It certainly seemed that way at
the time. I had just arrived as a
correspondent in Israel, and an

aura of hope still hung over the
pair of agreements signed in 1993
and 1995, which granted the
Palestinians a degree of
self-government and, more
important, started a peace
process meant to reach a
permanent settlement within five
years. 

The handshake on the White
House lawn in 1993 between Mr
Rabin, a gruff, chain-smoking
warrior-politician who had led
Israel in great military victories,
and his arch-enemy Yasser Arafat,
the leader of the Palestine
Liberation Organisation who had
dedicated much of his previous
life to “uprooting the Zionist
entity from our land”, had become
something of an icon for how
even the most intractable conflict
could be resolved.

My interlocutor’s prophecy
soon proved tragically wrong.
Seven months after Mr Rabin’s
death, following a spate of
Palestinian suicide bombings and
a controversial Israeli military
operation in southern Lebanon, a

46-year-old critic of the Oslo
accords named Benjamin
Netanyahu won the first of his
many political victories. 

In fits and starts, the Oslo
process ground to a halt, and the
Israeli “peace camp” that had
championed it disintegrated.

Now, in view of the terrible
carnage in Israel and Gaza, that
handshake 30 years ago seems
almost a sad footnote in the
history of the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict. But I believe the hopes
briefly raised by those
agreements still hold relevance.

The wisdom of Oslo is a credit
to the negotiators, who came to
recognise the validity of each
other’s guiding narratives: of
Israel’s return to a promised land
after an unspeakable tragedy; and
of the Palestinians’ dispossession
and humiliating occupation. 

These narratives could not
necessarily be reconciled, but the
negotiators were able to escape
the zero-sum feuding over who
was in the right and acknowledge
the other’s yearnings, history and
grievances.

Mr Uri Savir, a principal Israeli
negotiator during Oslo, described
his initial exchange with the chief
Palestinian negotiator, Mr Ahmed
Qurei, in his book, The Process. “I
believe we’ve arrived at the root
of the problem,” he recalled Mr
Qurei, better known as Abu Ala,
saying. 

“We have learnt that our
rejection of you will not bring us

freedom. You can see that your
control of us will not bring you
security. We must live side by side
in peace, equality and
cooperation.” Mr Savir and Mr
Qurei emerged close friends from
the negotiations. Mr Savir died in
2022; Mr Qurei in February.

FATAL ERROR

Oslo was never meant as a final
settlement; it did not even make
mention of a “Palestinian state”. 

It was intended to begin a
process in which both sides
would gather the confidence and
trust to tackle the real obstacles
to a settlement – the Palestinians’
claim to a right to return to
homes from which they were
driven in 1948; how to share
Jerusalem, which both claimed as
their sacred capital; and what to
do about the Jewish settlements
multiplying on occupied
Palestinian lands.

In retrospect, the absence of an
agreement on the ultimate goal –
Palestinian statehood, or what is
now known as the “two-state”
solution – may have been a fatal
error. 

Mr Arafat was assailed by a
broad array of Palestinians,
ranging from Islamist groups to
intellectuals, for making major
concessions in exchange for a
vague prospect. Extremist groups
reverted to suicide bombings,
which Mr Arafat failed to stop, to
undermine the agreements.

In the 1996 electoral campaign
following Mr Rabin’s death, Mr
Netanyahu attacked Mr Shimon
Peres, Mr Rabin’s partner and
often guide in the Oslo
negotiations, for “subcontracting”
Israeli security to the
Palestinians. 

Jewish settlements in occupied
territories continued to expand,
and the peace process was further
undermined by provocative Israeli
actions such as Mr Ariel Sharon’s
visit to the Temple Mount in
Jerusalem in 2000, which
contributed to the Palestinian
uprising known as the Second
Intifada.

By 2002, Mr Arafat was isolated
in his headquarters in Ramallah,
surrounded by Israeli forces; two
years later he was dead of a
sudden ailment that has never
been conclusively explained,
leaving the Palestinian Authority
in the hands of Mr Mahmoud
Abbas, an ageing and ineffective
leader who lost control over Gaza
in 2007 to Hamas. 

That prompted an Israeli and
Egyptian blockade of the densely
populated enclave, leaving its 2.1
million residents, the majority of
them refugees or descendants of
refugees driven from their homes
after the creation of Israel in 1948,
in ever worsening conditions.

The question now is whether
the terrifying new eruption of
death and destruction in Gaza
will harden hatreds on both sides,
or whether it will eventually lead

Israelis and Palestinians back to
the realisation of Oslo, that
occupation and rejection cannot
lead to peace. 

The battle is still unfolding, and
the severity of the carnage and
destruction will shape much of
what follows. If Hamas is driven
from power, the Israeli objective,
the question is whether the
Palestinian Authority would be
capable of filling the vacuum; and
if not, who then? 

Much depends also on whether
West Bank Palestinians or
Hezbollah in Lebanon are sucked
into the fray, or remain on the
sidelines, responding to pressure
from the United States and
others. 

Much will depend, too, on the
intensive soul-searching that is
inevitable in Israel when the guns
fall silent, and whether the Israeli
public allows Mr Netanyahu and
the religious-nationalist
extremists in his Cabinet to stay
in office. 

However it plays out, the root of
the problem identified by the
Palestinians and Israelis in what
is still the closest they have come
to an accommodation remains the
same: the Palestinians will gain
freedom only when Israelis find
acceptance and security, and
Israelis will achieve that
“bitahon”, the broad Hebrew term
for security that so pervades
Israel’s consciousness, only when
the Palestinians have sovereignty
over their lives. NYTIMES
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