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NUS takes bold move to
curb obsession with grades

It is rolling out a
‘grade-free’
system in phases
for its freshmen

By ONG HWEE HWEE
ASSISTANT NEWS EDITOR

Universty of Smgspore(NUS Yo
Vel I, e
Mmmobaﬁgg with gudes,
how its freshmen perform mn ex-
ams may nolonger count in their
final mark

Theinitiative, already in place
at its medical school, willbe
rolled out in phases to other facul-
ties, which could melude law and
engineering, from as early as this
gar, revealed NUS president Tan

orhChuan.

Details are still being worked
out for what NUS has called its
“grade-free” system, which will
be extended tothewhole school
over thenext few years. But while
there will still be tests and exams,
first —{ear students will nolonger
get AtoFgrades.

Instead they willjustbegivena
distinction, pass, or failin their
modules - and thesewillnot form
Bnt of their Cumulative Average

oint, which determines the quali-
ty of thedegree awarded at the
endof their course.

“We think that it is important
to reduce some of the over-focus
on grades as the most important
thing togofor, as opposedtoactu-
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NUS president Tan Chorh Chuan says “it is i
thing to go for, as opposed to actual learning”.

allannm;f.” Professor Tan told
The Straits Times last Friday.
“Grading - in terms of Pass or
Fail - willstilloccur. But thisisre-
ally to help students know where
they are in relation toa subject.”

NUS, whichhas the biggest in-
take of freshmen among universi-
ties here, currently has about
6,900 full-time first- year stu-
dents.

ant to reduce some of the over-focus on grades as the most important
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Themoveto take some pres-
sure off freshmen, who typi
takeon 10 modules, andhelp
them cope with university life,
comes amid a broader shift to-
wards an education system less
fixated on grades. Top universi-
ties, suchas the Massachusetis In-
stitute of Technology (MIT), have
already gone “gradeless”, Prof
Tan pointed out.

At the Singapore University of
Techno and Design, whi
partners andtook in its first

cohortin 2012, Term 1students
geta “pass” or “norecord” m
eachsubject and thereis no Grade
Point Aver e{GPA)givenA In
Term2, studentsreceive A, B,C
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NUS president appointed chair
of prestigious global forum

IN A boost for Asian involvedin the forumsince
universities, National 2008, when he was appointed
University of Singapore (NUS)  NUSpresident, said: “Itisa
resident Tan Chorh Chuan at honour to be chair of
Was bae;gpoiqte;i bythe %hgdist_ing&hia;g:th:ing
or omic Forum of university pres s.
(WEF)as chairof a recognises NUS’ standing asa
prestigious forum of 1 un.n;'m' sity... and
TR G ptimetnii
headthe Global University stage.”
Leaders Forum (Gulf) fora of thelikely topicson
two-yearterm, taking over Gulf's agenda this year is
from Professor RichardLevin, whether on]jnglemingil?s
theformer head of deliveredon
therenowned Yale tential, said Prof
renor potential, sa
Unﬁemnty. “ gan, who isin
'y avos,
wh't:hc%:;gisﬁ Switzerland, for
theheads of 25 HONOUR FORS'PORE  WEF and Gulf
topuniversities, : s meetings.
wascreatedbythe Limaorncy He notedthat
WEFin2006asa i ridbo free massive open
platform for i::’glmﬂ‘“i?;‘“ onlinecourses,
academic leaders gapor called “Mooes” in
toengagetheir VIl BIOMINICE  ghort have g high
peersfromother ~ ©n theglobalstage. g‘:&wut rate, with
sectorsin ia?éﬁgﬂﬁﬂt just 6 per cent of
gﬁ-lwel Chuan mts seeing
s. em
Itﬂ?:debates ,, “ManyMoocs
anddiscusses also donotresult
major trends in higher in acertificate or degree from
education and research, such  the university,” hesaid. “This
as the impact of online is an area whichwouldhave
on universities. todevelopover the next few
ong’w ggﬁ:avpitaﬁon ?ﬁ:’é befgirge%ey ’gnntakeoff
universities suchas Prof Tanrevealedthat
Ca.mglr‘d s g.xnforﬂd, Harvard, NUS, which ;’.f{'gf"’ hasa
a5 well as lea slan srtnexshlp Cm.uma -a
institutions suchas Peking Eey providerof Moocs —isin
University and the University  themidst of finalising plans
of Tokyo. NUS is oneof six towork withoverseas
Asian universities in the universities in online learning.
g:up, and the only one from Anannouncement is
i lgrt;;ore. ted later this year.
Tan, 54, who hasbeen  ONGHWEEHWEE
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Freeing up
students to go
beyond books
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or “norecord”, but onl 5-
ing grades are usedtacm
latetheir GPA.

WhiletheN my::g Techno-
logical University and Singa-
gm Management University

not have asimilar policy for
first-year students, several
courses aregradedona
pass-fail basis.

Pro? doing away withgrades,
Tan hopes that freshmen
can venture out of their com-
fort zone and take on more “ex-
ploratory” type of courses.

This alsofree stu-
dents to go beyondbooks and
“spend time to developtheir

ities which are
not soeasy tograde”.

While there areconcerns
that students may beless moti-
vatedtos if arenot
gsded, thl.;“ilr riﬂ:lyce atthe

‘ong Loo Lin School of Medi-
¥ iloted the

cine,
gads- free schemein 2010,
owed otherwise, said Prof

Tan.

“Students aremore collabo-
rative, andthere is a greaterfo-

c:;i on actuallearning,” he
5 %
NUS' medical students now
0 “grade-less” fortheir first
oyears.

“Yougain adegree of free-
dom toexplorenon-academic
pursuits... lt also helps tore-
duce unhealthy competition, "
said 20~ year-old second-year
medical student Nicole Lee,
who has time for co-curricular
activities and community

work.

But she admitted that some
of her peers may feel insecure
without a letter grade to show
l&oyv well, or pootly, they are

“Somemay ask: What does
itmeanifiget a‘pass’?Isita
comfortable or borderline

pass?”

NUSis alsolooking at re-
vamping its General Education
modules toprovide a more
well-roundededucation.

Currently, students must
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By doing away with
c zone and take on more “exploratory” type

take two of these modules,
which inchide topics like Glo-
balisation and New Medis, as
well as “breadth” subjects
which are outside their area of
specialisation.

But some ended up choos-
ing subjects they were already
good in or feel confident of

scoringin.
One way to address the

of courses.

roblem, Prof Tan suggested,
fsto"repachga" theg:ub-»
jectsintocategories, andmake
itcom; orstudents to
choose fromeachof these.

Pilot schemes are being

planned forthenew academic
year stu‘tv'ﬁ% August, but the
rel:gm ill take years to com-
’ Said Prof Tan: “ltmaybe
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des, the National University of Singapore hopes that freshmen can venture out of their
STFILE PHOTO

helpful fora student who is
L
some es
like st%s. w
“The questionishow dowe
encourage or ensure that stu-
dentsreallylearnin areasin
whichthey are not so strong in
but wouldbe quite essential to
them.”
* hwee®sph.com.sg



