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Mindful about stress over performance

HOW NOT TO BE BOGGED DOWN
BY PRELIM EXAM RESULTS 

Some pupils may feel that they
have worked hard, and yet did not
get the results they aimed for
during the prelim exams. 

Ms Shirley Sim, a senior school
counsellor at Maris Stella High
School (Primary), says parents can
share stories of how they overcame
disappointments in school and at
work to encourage the child. 

“Explicit assurances of uncondi-
tional parental support, regardless
of results, is empowering. This is
especially so for pupils with learn-
ing challenges or who struggle
academically,” she says.

For children who did not put in
enough effort, parents may have to
step in to establish suitable routines.

“Sometimes, what appears to be
lazy or unmotivated behaviour may
be a reflection of pupils lacking
skills like the ability to organise,
plan, and manage time, or to start
and complete assignments,” she
says.

No matter the results, the way
parents speak to children shapes
the inner voice that children use to
speak to themselves, says Ms Sim.

“Will it be one that focuses on
strengths? Or will it be an inner
critic that focuses on weaknesses
and stunts learning?” she asks.

Having a kind inner voice goes a
long way to build resilience, even
for academically weaker pupils
who may think that there is no
point trying, she says. 

Prof Liem says parents can also
remind their child that schools
may set the prelim exams in a way
that allows the pupils to know
their areas of weakness so as to
better prepare
themselves for
the PSLE.

“With this
sensible goal in
mind, pupils
would not be too
disheartened
when their pre-
lim results fell
short of their ex-
pectations,” he
says.

PRACTICAL
TIPS TO MOTIVATE A CHILD

Parents should ask their children
why they feel that they have not
done well in the prelim exams, says
Prof Liem. 

The factors they use to explain
their performance will determine
their subsequent motivation, he
says, citing the Attribution Theory.
The theory suggests that some of
these factors are controllable while
others are not. 

For example, does a child feel
that he or she did not do well
because of factors such as effort,
study strategies, time management
and distractions – which are
changeable? 

Or does the child attribute the
poor scores to innate ability, task
difficulty or luck, which are not
within his or her control?

Parents can help a child shift his
or her perspective to the more
controllable factors, to help him or
her realise that the performance is

within the
child’s control,
says Prof Liem. 

“If a pupil
believes that he
or she per-
formed poorly
because he or
she is ‘stupid’ or
‘unlucky’, adults
could try to ask
‘are you sure you
are not good at
maths?’, ‘tell me

how you studied for the maths
prelims’ or ‘how many hours did
you study?’” he suggests.

Knowing that achievement fac-
tors are within the child’s control
will motivate him or her to study,
says Prof Liem. 

Another way is to work with the
child to do time blocking: organise
his or her time after school or dur-
ing the September holidays based
on three sets of activities – study-
ing, resting and playing. 

When a child has blocked off, for
example, two hours for revision, he
or she should focus without dis-
tractions. 

Assure the child that he or she
can spend the next hour, for
instance, playing a video game,
listening to music or exercising. 

“During the blocked-off hours, it
is important that the child knows
what he or she is to study and the
goal to achieve. Only with this
clarity would the child’s studying
period be fruitful and the learning

process effective,” he says.
The increase in self-belief when

a child achieves his or her goals will
give the young one the momentum
in his or her studies, Prof Liem
says.

Another way to motivate a child
is to be specific in praising him or
her.

Ms Emilyn See, a senior curri-
culum and teaching specialist at
enrichment centre The Eton
Academy, points out her students’
progress, not necessarily in their
marks, and tells them she is proud
of them.

“It could be growth in their confi-
dence in reading, or how they
remembered a concept I taught, or
how they used a good writing tech-
nique for composition,” she says.

Another effective way to main-
tain motivation is to set achievable
goals. For example, breaking down
a task into small, specific goals will
help pupils feel more in control as
they work towards reaching each
step.

Says Mr Or: “Try to aim for the
next achievement level (AL) grade
rather than a grade that is too far
away. Setting achievable goals will
give pupils a sense of accomplish-
ment as they check off the steps.”

Also, encourage pupils to reward
themselves with a small snack, for
example, when they finish each
task, rather than only when they
complete their last paper, as having
something to look forward to will
keep them going, says Mr Or. 

One last tip to spur children has
little to do with actual studying. 

It is simply having good parent-
child relationships, says senior
school counsellor Ms Sim.

Parents must be intentional in
connecting with their children and
not focused on only getting more
homework done.

One way is to continue to sche-
dule mutually enjoyable activities
such as outdoor
activities, meals
or a card game,
Ms Sim sug-
gests. 

Parents can
use casual con-
versations and
experiences to
get to know
their pre-teens
better. 

“Students feel
happy and supported when they
see that parents listen to and care
about their fears and challenges,”
she says. 

CALMING STRATEGIES TO DEAL
WITH EXAM STRESS

Ms Sim says the issues that pupils
face in the lead up to PSLE include
anxiety, self-doubts and feeling
upset with parents. 

Latent stress over revision and
performance, or a perceived lack of
it, can strain the parent-child rela-
tionship, she notes.

Parents can help to mitigate the

stress by reminding themselves
and their child that no single exam
is meant to define future success. 

“The grades that our children
achieve at PSLE are also not a re-
flection of our parenting abilities
and strengths,” says Ms Sim. 

Ms Teo Xiwen, head of mother
tongue languages at Ahmad Ibra-
him Primary School, agrees. “When
parents understand that their

child’s learning
is a lifelong one,
they are more
inclined to see
what their child
has achieved at
this point of
time and cele-
brate it.”

There are
simple ways to
calm an anxious
child. 

One is the five-senses grounding
exercise – getting the child to name
five things he or she can see, touch,
hear, smell and taste. This mindful-
ness exercise will help the child be
more present and aware of his or
her surroundings, and reduce feel-
ings of anxiety or stress. 

Another strategy is the 4-7-8
breathing exercise, a technique dis-
covered by American doctor An-
drew Weil who found that prac-
tising this way of breathing regular-
ly can significantly reduce anxiety.

Get the child to inhale in four
counts, hold the breath for seven
counts and exhale for eight counts.

Do three or four cycles each time,
several times a day. 

To reap the benefit of these tech-
niques, it is best to practise them
regularly before the exams, say Ms
Sim and Prof Liem. 

Madam Efizah Samat, head of
department for science at West
View Primary School, says another
way to reduce stress is to encour-
age pupils to talk to trusted teach-
ers or peers. 

When she chats with her pupils,
she reminds them of the phrase
“excellence is not about being the
best, but doing my best”.

As the final countdown to PSLE
begins, educators have a common
message for parents: Recognise
the effort your child has put in,
celebrate it and tell the child you
love him or her no matter what. 

As Ms Nur Sofhia Buang, head of
department for mathematics at
Jurong Primary School, puts it: “In
the grand scheme of things, the
PSLE is just one milestone in a
pupil’s lifelong learning adventure.
The AL score isn’t everything and
doesn’t determine our pupils’
success and value.”

PSLE revision

Ms Shirley Sim, 
a senior school
counsellor at
Maris Stella High
School (Primary),
with pupils. For
parents whose
children are
taking the
Primary School
Leaving
Examination, 
she says their
show of
unconditional
support for their
child can be
empowering. 
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• This is the last of a three-part
series on PSLE revision. The first
part was on how to guide your child
to get the most out of PSLE revision
and the second was on oral exam
preparation.
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TIP
The way parents speak to
children shapes the inner
voice that children use to
speak to themselves. Having
a kind inner voice goes a long
way to build resilience, even
for academically weaker 
pupils who may think that
there is no point trying.

TIP
Aim for the next achievement
level (AL) grade rather than a
grade that is too far away.
Setting achievable goals will
give pupils a sense of 
accomplishment as they
check off the steps.

Tips on PSLE listening comprehension 

The listening comprehension
component of the Primary
School Leaving Examination
(PSLE) is one where pupils can

score full marks, so they should maxi-
mise their chances of doing so, says
English teacher Shanthi Deena-
thayalan. 

Madam Shanthi, who is Townsville
Primary School’s head of English,
says pupils should practise listening
to a variety of audio materials such as

news broadcasts, podcasts and
conversations. 

This will help them be more
familiar with different accents
and styles of speaking, and
improve their listening skills
before the exam on Sept 15.

Pupils should also listen to past
PSLE recordings to familiarise
themselves with the format and
types of questions asked.

Madam Shanthi says that
while the exam focuses on lis-
tening skills, pupils should try
to learn new words every day by
reading books, newspapers and
other materials to better under-
stand the words and phrases
used in the listening passages.

“Having a good grasp of the
language allows you to pick up
any nuances and not miss out
any vital information,” she says. 

There will be seven recordings
that will be played twice, which
could include announcements,
advertisements or stories.

Pupils answer 20 multiple-
choice questions amounting to
20 marks. This paper makes up
10 per cent of the total weighting
for the English language exam.

Here are some tips for exam
day. 

READ THE QUESTIONS IN
ADVANCE

Time will be given for pupils to go
through the questions before the
first reading of each text. 

But they should also read the
three options for each answer to
have an idea of what the recording
will be about. 

“This will allow them to listen in-
tently for the answers so that they
stand a higher chance of getting
them correct,” says Madam Shanthi.

Follow the instructions for each
question carefully. Make sure you
understand what is being asked

before answering, she adds.

JOT DOWN THE KEY POINTS 

This is especially useful for a pupil
who is a visual learner, says Madam
Shanthi. 

Pupils can also highlight or un-
derline the important phrases to
help them see information clearly
and answer the questions more
accurately.

“Remember that good pen-
manship need not be observed as
you will be rushing against time to
prevent missing out on the record-
ings,” she says.

PRACTISE ACTIVE LISTENING

When listening to the instruc-
tions or questions, focus your
attention on what is being said,
paying attention to the speak-
er’s tone and emphasis. 

If there are two answers that
are similar, listen to the passage
again during the second read-
ing, 

“Do not be complacent and
think you are right the first time.
Do not zone out or daydream as
you may miss out on important
information,” says Madam
Shanthi.

CHECK YOUR ANSWERS 

Always check your answers
after the second recording to
make sure you did not carelessly
shade the wrong option on the
Optical Answer Sheet. 

STAY CALM AND FOCUSED 

During the exam, if you miss an
answer, move on to the next
question and do not dwell on it. 

“Just shade any answer and do
not leave any question blank,”
advises Madam Shanthi.

Jane Ng 
Correspondent 

When listening,
focus your
attention on
what is being
said, paying
attention to 
the speaker’s
tone and
emphasis.
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