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Yale-NUS adopts Latin honours system

Some students upset that college
limits to 35% the number who
can be awarded Latin honours

Amelia Teng

The Yale-NUS College has become the second institu-
tion here to adopt the Latin honours system, a degree
classification used by American universities such as
Harvardand Yale.

The system, which indicates the level of distinction a
graduate has earned, uses nomenclature such as sum-
ma cum laude and magna cum laude. The Singapore
Management University (SMU) also uses the terms.

But, unlike SMU which does not limit the number of
studentswho can earn Latin honours, Yale-NUS hasim
poseda 35 per cent cap.

The policy, which was made known to students
through an official e-mail in March, has drawn mixed
reactions from them.

Some students said it would be hard to know for sure
how they are faring each semester as their final hon-
ours level would be made known to them only at the
end of four years. This is because they are not marked
on a bell curve throughout the four years, unlike their
peers at the National University of Singapore (NUS).

The Latin honours is on top of the bachelor’s honours
degree in arts or science that all students receive after
completing the four-year undergraduate honours
programme.

The top 5 per cent are awarded summa cum laude,
while the magna cum laude goes to not more than the
next 10 per cent, and cum laude to not more than the
next 20 per cent.

There is also a cap within each major - no more than
60 per cent or six of the students (whichever is larger)
willreceive honours at the cum laude level or above,

Similarly, no more than 40 per cent or four of the stu-
dents (whichever is larger) will receive honours at the
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The Yale-NUS College awards Latin honours on top of the bachelor's honours degree in arts or science that all its students receive after they
complete the four-year undergraduate honours programme. The college offers 14 majors. ST FILE PHOTO

HONOURS LEVELS MAKE A DIFFERENCE

Graduate recruiters are familiar
with degree classifications,
whether British or American.
What they won’t know are the
specifics of the honours levels
thatis left to the universities - but
itdoes make a difference which
level ofhonours you get, especiall
inthe government sector andin
multinational corporations.

MRPAULHENG, managing director of the
NeXT Career Consulting Group

SCHOOL NAME MATTERS MORE

Most employers are more
concerned ifanapplicantisaloca
graduate, overseas graduate, or if
the student did distance-learning
The name of the school matters
more than the kind of degree.
Yale-NUS College graduates
couldhave an advantage in the jol
market. Their brand will stand ou
quite strongly becauseit'sa
prestigious alliance between NUS
and Yale.
MRDAVIDLEONG, managing director of

recruitment firm PeopleWorldwide
Consuiting



Latin honours
well-known
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magna cum laude level or above. There are 14 majors at
Yale-NUS. Class sizes for the majors in the inaugural
batch range from three to 16, with philosophy and phys-
ical sciences being the smallest, and politics, philoso-

phy

Inresponse to queries, Professor Tan Tai Yong, exec-
utive vice-president (academic affairs) at Yale-NUS Col-
lege, said Latin honours may not be commonly used
here. But it is well-known globally, and the classifica-
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er countries. The college uses a different method of de-
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lum, cohortand b ices, he said, add-
ing that using Latin honours also allows it to distin-
guishits system of honours from that of NUS.

Prof Tan noted that the Latin honours may not “di-
rectly equate to the various classes of degree honours
conferred by institutions that follow other systems,
such as the British system". Furthermore, the criteria
for thel 1d diff thst

Other iesh he Nanyang Techno-
logical University and SIM University, use the British
honours system of first class, second-class upper, sec-
ond-class lower and third class. Last year, NUS re-
named its first-class honours as honours with highest
distinction, second-class upper honours as honours
with distinction, second-class lower honours as

ith meri ird-class h h

Prof Tan said the limits imposed on majors are meant
to “recognise academic achievement within the major,
in addition to the overall cumulative average point
(CAP)".Itis also to “help control for potential differenc-
es in grading across majors, and shifts in the average
CAP from one graduating class toanother".

About 170 Yale-NUS students signed a petition in
March calling for the college to reconsider the honours
system. One concern they had was that placing a cap
within each major would lead to unhealthy competi-
tion, ially i i than 3

Some were also unhappy that the honours system
‘was revealed only this year. Yale-NUS student Sherlyn
Goh, 22, who belongs to its first batch which graduates
next year, said: “Many of us had assumed that we would
follow NUS’ fixed CAP system.”

The arts and humanities major also said having a bell
ur the four i

“It's important that students know how we are doing
academically so that we can take steps to improve our
workor plan our modules more strategically.”

Global affairs major Dennis Chiang, 25, said some stu-
dents think it might be unfair if they have the same CAP
as an NUS student but do not make the 35 per cent cut
for Latin honours. But he said that work experience
would count more in his choice of career, either in poli-
cyworkor journalism.

Prof Tan said Yale-NUS will recognise students’ aca-
demic and non-academic achievements through other
ways such as prizes and awards. He said that the col-
lege is “very confident” that students who do well in
their studies and co-curricular activities, and those
who prepare for work through internships or engaging
fessional networks will be “strong contenders in

Mr David Leong, managing director of recruitment
firm PeopleWorldwide Consulting, said employers are
i graduate: i

“They also look at the role and responsibility of the
job position, and the salary package is based more on
that than the qualification of the applicant,” he said.
“Evenmaster’s degrees inal di insal
ary offers, compared to someone with relevant work
experience.”

ateng@sph.com.sg

Grading student performance

Most i ies here do not have fixed gy
tas for honours classifications - awards are based
e student's i i ).

poi
But some universities moderate results using a
bell curve for certain modules, while others mark

The National University of Singapore (NUS),
Nanyang Technological University (NTU) and Sin-
gapore Management University (SMU) do not
have honours quotas. Neither do the newer public
universities such as the Singapore Institute of
Technology (SIT) and SIM University (UniSIM).

Mr Tan Lee Chuan, the director of the office of
the registrar at SMU, said this means “standards
are generally maintained over time and do not

ary !
Professor Kam Chan Hin, the senior associate
provost for undergraduate education at NTU, said
the bell curve isa “general guideline”.
Th i each Ao

he pe;
formance of the students, he said. “For example, in
some classes with many bright students, a higher

AtNUS, the bell curve is used to moderate grades
and prevent grade inflation or deflation. Modules
with larger enrolments are usually graded on a bell
curve, “following the normal distribution of a typi-
cal class comprising students of various levels of

But she said this “recommended grade distribu-
tion™ is applied with some flexibility - thus, equal-
Iy students in some large cl 1d
b ded by their

About 75 per cent of NUS students on the modu-
lar system, which lets them pick different subject
modules, graduated with an honours degree last
year, but the proportion can vary from year to year.
The figure excludes those in the law, medicine and
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SMU, the Singapore University of Technology
and Design, SIT and UniSIM currently donot use a
bell curve system to mark students.

Inrecent years, about 1 per cent, 5 per centand 9
per cent of UniSIM's part-time graduating cohorts
earned first, second upper and second lower ho-
nours respectively. The remaining students ob-

apass.

Amelia Teng
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