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Commentary

Commentary: How can Singapore keep up with
the unique needs of prodigies?

Singapore's approach to nurturing exceptional young minds has been in the spotlight
following news of a 13-year-old Singaporean prodigy graduating from an Australian
university. NUS lecturer Jonathan Sim highlights the challenges in fostering brilliance while
ensuring holistic development.
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File photo of a boy climbing a ladder to choose books at a library. (Photo: iStock/Patamaporn Umnahanant)
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SINGAPORE: The recent news of a 13-year-old Singaporean prodigy graduating
from an Australian university has sparked discussion about Singapore’s approach
to nurturing exceptional young talents, especially after it was revealed that the boy Fducation Child prodigy
had been previously rejected by a local university because of his young age.
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Nonetheless, this debate brings to light the need for more effective strategies to
meaningfully engage students with diverse abilities and learning paces.
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THE REAL ISSUE: THE NEED FOR MORE MEANINGFUL
ENGAGEMENT STRATEGIES

In Singapore, undergraduate applicants at local autonomous universities must be
at least 18 years old at the start of their matriculation year, or have completed at
least 12 years of formal education beginning with Primary 1 or equivalent.

Applicants who do not meet the age requirement may be assessed on a case-by-
case basis, the Ministry of Education told TODAY earlier this month. Since 2000,
“fewer than 10” students have skipped grades, it added.

| have been an educator at the National University of Singapore for seven years.
Right at the beginning of my teaching career, | quickly recognised a dilemma: If |
focused my teaching to engage the faster learners, the other students would
struggle to keep up.

If | didn’t, the faster ones may not get the intellectual stimulation they desire. |
discovered that what looked like a reluctance to learn was actually rooted in
boredom as they felt they were not meaningfully engaged in class.

| have experimented with various approaches to try and maximise the potential of
gifted students, and | have found two strategies that significantly benefited my
students.
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ENCOURAGING PEER TEACHING BY CHANGING INCENTIVES

The first strategy is to encourage fast learners to engage in peer teaching with
their classmates in group discussions and projects. For this to succeed, we need to
have the right kinds of incentives.

My students shared with me that when individual grades are predominantly based
on a final product like a report or presentation, they would be inclined to focus on
their own performance. Under such performative pressures, students cannot help
but worry about being a burden to their group mates, and so they will be less
inclined to help or even seek help as that could impact the group’s overall
performance.

From my students’ feedback, | found that we can reshape incentives and shift the
dynamics towards greater collaboration by placing a larger proportion of the
grades on how much students help or seek help from each other, or from how
cohesively they work with each other in a group. In such an environment, | found
that students would actively seek out their peers, and help one another regardless
of their abilities or struggles.

A striking transformation occurs when fast learners engage in peer teaching. First,
they face the intellectual challenge of translating their knowledge into
understandable concepts for their peers, a process that fosters higher-order
thinking and is often more intellectually stimulating and rewarding than traditional
assessments. Second, this interaction builds empathy and appreciation for the
diverse strengths and talents in their peers.

When conditions are favourable for peer learning, the experience students gain is
invaluable. | have repeatedly witnessed groups with very diverse abilities and
learning paces develop mutual respect for each other’s unique strengths and
talents. And students are able to learn effective collaboration skills essential for the
workforce - skills that might remain undeveloped if we solely focus on an
accelerated academic journey.

Another tangible outcome from such peer-to-peer engagement is the close bonds
that are often formed both inside and outside the classroom.
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EMPOWERING ENGAGEMENT THROUGH CO-CREATION

Beyond the classroom, we can engage fast learners as co-creators in their
educational journey. We can tap into their unique perspective as students and
involve them in designing learning activities, games, and even assignments.

This approach is not often explored outside of higher education, and | have
discovered that we can empower our students to be effective co-creators.

| have personally mentored and taught both university and secondary school
students with fundamental concepts in education, lessons in human behaviour, and
ideas in game design. They learn empathy while trying to identify and problem-
solve the various learning difficulties their peers encounter, and they learn to work
better with their peers and teachers - once again, these are meaningful
opportunities that would not have been available for their growth if we focus solely
on accelerating their academic journey.

Through such co-creative collaborations, my students have created exciting
learning games and activities, many of which | now use in my own classes. These
students feel a great sense of achievement knowing that they have contributed in a
significant way.

Not only do these co-creative interactions enrich my students, but they have also
profoundly impacted my growth and shaped me as an educator.

| learnt that what may be meaningful to me may not always appear meaningful to
them - their sharing helps me to bridge my world with theirs, so that | am better
able to relate with them and engage them in a way that they feel is truly
meaningful to their learning experience.

This highlights the immense potential in our students and the transformative
impact of keeping them engaged by tapping on their talents and insights in a
meaningful way, regardless of age, background or ability.
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The path forward in education is not rigid adherence to traditional methods.
Instead, it lies in an adaptable, inclusive approach that recognises and nurtures
each student’s unique abilities.

By fostering a more collaborative environment, and by encouraging meaningful
student engagement, we can forge a more dynamic, responsive educational
experience that is enriching for all.

The potential of our students is boundless. By tapping into it, we can evolve and
grow to become better and more engaging educators, ready to face the
challenges of a diverse learning landscape.

Jonathan Sim is Associate Fellow of the NUS Teaching Academy and Lecturer with
the Department of Philosophy at National University of Singapore.

Source: CNA/qj

CNA Sections About CNA Pressed for time? Stay informed
Asia Singapore About Us Advertise With Us with CNA's newsleﬂ'el‘s

Business CNA Insider Contfact Us Correspondents
Choose a newsletter
Lifestyle Luxury Presenters Mediacorp Network
CNA938 Live Commentary Enter email address
Interactives Live TV ;
Subscribe Now

Sport Wielgle

Special Reports

Follow our news

f ¥ @ In N

)\ GETITON # Download on the U EXPLORE IT ON
. HUAWEI

Google Play App Store  *** AppGallery

Copyright© Mediacorp 2024. Mediacorp Pte Ltd. All rights reserved.

Official Domain | Terms & Conditions | Privacy Policy



https://www.channelnewsasia.com/asia
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/singapore
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/business
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/cna-insider
https://cnalifestyle.channelnewsasia.com/
https://cnaluxury.channelnewsasia.com/
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/listen
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/commentary
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/interactives
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/watch
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/sport
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/world
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/special-reports
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/about-us
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/advertise-us
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/contact-us
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/about-us/correspondents
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/about-us/presenters
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/mediacorp-digital-network
https://www.facebook.com/ChannelNewsAsia
https://www.twitter.com/Channelnewsasia
https://www.youtube.com/user/channelnewsasia
https://www.linkedin.com/company/channel-newsasia/
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/rss
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.channelnewsasia
https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/channel-newsasia/id520773971?mt=8
https://appgallery.huawei.com/#/app/C101326503?appId=C101326503&source=appshare&subsource=C101326503
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/official-domain
https://www.mediacorp.sg/en/termsofuse
https://www.mediacorp.sg/en/privacy-policy-5933440
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/author/jonathan-sim
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/author/jonathan-sim
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/cna-insider/singaporean-teen-prodigies-music-violin-maths-sport-chess-skydiving-football-3115061
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/cna-insider/gifted-children-computer-programming-maths-teenage-prodigy-growing-3187266
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/cnainsider/gifted-child-computer-prodigy-seth-yee-melbourne-school-830846
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/commentary/university-degree-job-student-hr-requirement-grades-salary-pay-386011
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/commentary/new-year-resolutions-youth-hustle-culture-learn-self-reflection-4015916
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/topic/education
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/topic/child-prodigy
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/commentary
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/#whatsapp
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/#telegram
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/#facebook
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/#twitter
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/#email
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/#linkedin
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/profile/login?redirect_url=/commentary/prodigies-gifted-children-university-school-system-challenges-balance-4064776&bookmark=d4f76995-67f1-4d84-a0c6-3faa07515ca1
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/cna-insider/singaporean-teen-prodigies-music-violin-maths-sport-chess-skydiving-football-3115061
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/cna-insider/gifted-children-computer-programming-maths-teenage-prodigy-growing-3187266
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/commentary/nus-lecturer-teacher-encourage-use-chatgpt-ai-education-learning-3290571
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/commentary/tuition-centres-fun-outings-bubble-tea-education-parents-child-learn-teach-3497541
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/commentary/psle-results-kiasu-parents-stress-success-sbb-dsa-3926341
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/commentary/singapore-o-level-results-level-subject-passion-career-4027201
https://www.outbrain.com/what-is/default/en
https://cnaluxury.channelnewsasia.com/advertorial/harmony-craft-royal-salute-21-year-old-richard-quinn-edition-ii-242006?cid=adv_ob_paid-int_20240104&obOrigUrl=true
https://boost-recommend.mediacorp.-airlines-flight-attendant-arrested-suspected-trying-record-teen-plane-bathroom-iphone-4059016
https://boost-recommend.mediacorp.-airlines-flight-attendant-arrested-suspected-trying-record-teen-plane-bathroom-iphone-4059016
https://boost-recommend.mediacorp.-tower-bungee-jump-japan-tourist-dies-skypark-aj-hackett-3964696
https://boost-recommend.mediacorp.-tower-bungee-jump-japan-tourist-dies-skypark-aj-hackett-3964696
https://boost-recommend.mediacorp.-driving-centre-instructor-fined-drove-student-after-lesson-4070081
https://boost-recommend.mediacorp.-driving-centre-instructor-fined-drove-student-after-lesson-4070081
https://boost-recommend.mediacorp.-manager-charged-beach-road-sex-workers-3996026
https://boost-recommend.mediacorp.-manager-charged-beach-road-sex-workers-3996026
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/latest-news
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/discover
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/singapore
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/asia
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/commentary
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/sustainability
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/cna-insider
https://cnalifestyle.channelnewsasia.com/
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/watch
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/listen
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/profile/login?redirect_url=/commentary/prodigies-gifted-children-university-school-system-challenges-balance-4064776
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/profile/myfeed

