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SINGAPORE - Citing the fact that the 
Singapore Sports School produced 
its first President's Scholar this 
year, Public Service Commission 
Chairman Eddie Teo yesterday de
tailed its efforts to enhance diversi
ty among public servants to respond 
to the changing education system, a 

different make-up of the population 
and growing complexity of national 
problems. 

Reiterating that a decreasing pro
portion ofPSC scholars hail from aca
demic powerhouses Raffles Institu
tion (RI) and Hwa Chong Institution 
(HCI), the retired top civil servant 
also spoke at length in an open let
ter about how the PSC, which over
sees the appointment and promotion 

of key public sector leaders, is "re
defining meritocracy" and guarding 
against elitism- familiar themes 
leaders, including Prime Minister 
Lee Hsien Loong and Emeritus Sen
ior Minister Goh Chok Tong, have 
publicly touched on in recent months. 

In 2009, a year after he was ap
pointed, Mr Teo wrote an open letter 
which focused on the PSC interview 
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process to help applicants understand 
what kind of candidates it was looking 
for. In his letter published yesterday 
on PSC's website, Mr Teo said it was 
"timely" for him to issue another one, 
"with a message for a broader audi
ence", as he embarks on his second 
term. Having interviewed thousands 
ol' top students and having interacted 
with members of the public, "my col
leagues and I felt that the PSC needs 
to explain its t·ecruitment role fur
ther", he wrote. 

Among other things, he pointed out 
that a diverse Public Service is needed 
to "avoid 'groupthink' and to appreci
ate the needs of a diverse Singapore 
population". 

Mr Teo also said that the PSC is 
"acutely conscious" of the need to have 
public servants coming from all so
cio-economic classes, "lest we end up 
breeding a class of elitist public serv
ants who lack empathy". 

He stressed that "superior policy
formulating skills" alone, for instance, 
are not enough. "Public servants now 
need to engage and consult the pub
lic and communicate government poli
cies effectively," he said. 

He noted the shift in the education 
system, which has recognised the 
need to produce students with holistic 
abilities "rather than only those who 
are exam-smart". Similarly, the PSC 
has moved away from "the early days" 
where the t ilt was in favour of award
ing scholarships to those who scored 
well in exams, he said. 

Over the last two years, the per
centage ofPSC scholars from RI and 
HCI has gone down to 60 per cent, 

Yes, there 
area few 
scholar public 
servants who 
lack humility 
and have 
forgotten 
that they are 
where they 
are because 
of the support 
and help from 
those around 
them. But I 
have met non
scholar public 
servants who 
lack humility 
and empathy 
too. More often 
than not, a 
person is elitist 
because of his 
character and 
not because 
he is a scholar. 
MrEddieTeo 
PSCCHAIRMAN 

e As the education system here seeks to 
move away from an over-emphasis on 
academic results, Public Service 
Commission (PSC) Chairman Eddie Teo 
yesterday reminded the public that the 
commission does not award its scholarships 
solely based on academic performance, and 
a candidate's scores in the Primary School 
Leaving Examination (PSLE). for instance. 
are irrelevant to the selection process. 

He point out that in recent years. a 
"couple" of President's Scholars were 
not straight As students ''but had other 
outstanding qualities which we could not 
ignore''. 

Still, "some parents even believe that 
PSC goes back to look at the PSLE scores 
of the candidates", said Mr Teo. "I would 
like to assure a ll parents and students 
that the PSC has no idea what the PSLE 
scores of the candidates are ... We also 
do not care what schools they come from 
when deciding whether or not to award a 
scholarship," he said. He added that many 
students also do not take the 0-Level 

compared to an average of 68 per cent 
over the last decade. The proportion 
peaked at 82·per cent in 2007. 

Mr Teo said that students from 
junior colleges such as Pioneer, StAn
drew's and Nanyang "are also start
ing to receive scholarships". "They no 
longer rule themselves out from apply
ing, on the mistaken belief that they 
have no chance," he said. 

Among the batch of President's 
Scholars this year was Scott Ang, 
20 - the first student from the Sin
gapore Sports School to be awarded 
the honour. 

Mr Teo pointed out that more 
schools are being represented among 
the candidates interviewed by the 
PSC for scholarships in general "be
cause all schools are getting better 
and more students are willing to 

PSC Chairman Eddie Teo pointed out that several of this year's P resident's Scholars 
came from neighbourhood schools. rooAVFILEPHOTO 

exams these days, "and we have no 0 -Level Adding that the development of 
scores to look at". character goes on throughout a person's 

Mr Teo pointed out that several of life. he reiterated that the PSC has to 
this year's President's Scholars came from continue to emphasise ethos and values 
neighbourhood primary schools. The in assessing its officers and not just 
batch of five recipients came from Shuqun focus on outcomes. The PSC uses, for 
Primary, Bukit Panjang Primary School, Kuo instance. 360 degree assessments which 
Chuan Presbyterian Primary School, Pay a "are useful in exposing officers who are 
Lebar Methodist G irls' Primary School and good at managing upwards but poor in 
Fairfield Methodist School (Primary). managing sideways and downwards''. To 

"The PSC recognises that very often, a develop empathy. officers are exposed to 
public servant is found wanting not because he operational postings "where they can learn 
cannot think, but because he has a character about ground problems and appreciate the 
flaw which was not obvious, or even present. day-to-day grievances of our citizens". 
when he was first recruited," said Mr Teo. AM IR HUSSAIN 

choose them". "Students choose to 
study in the School of the Arts and 
the Sports School not because they 
cannot study, but because they have 
different interests," he said. 

Apart from selecting scholars from 
a variety of backgrounds and schools, 
the PSC also encourages scholarship 
applicants to consider studying in 
"non-traditional" countries and in dif
ferent universities, "rather than only 
well-known Ivy League universities or 
Oxbridge". 

However, over the last decade, on
ly about seven per cent of PSC schol
ars studied outside the United States, 
United Kingdom or Singapore. "Those 
aspiring to be public servants should 
realise that their performance will 
often be enhanced if they can bring 
a new perspective ... gained by their 

stint in a 'non-traditional' university 
or 'non-traditional' country," Mr Teo 
noted. 

Political analysts said that Mr Teo's 
comments further reinforced a chang
ing mindset within the Government 
where a premium is now placed on 
public service and political leaders 
who are "more grounded, less elitist" 
and better equipped with 'soft values' 
such as empathy, as National Univer
sity of Singapore political scientist Bil
veer Singh put it. 

Singapore Management University 
Associate Professor Eugene Tan add
ed: "Change will be most prominent 
at the entry level through the scholar
ship selection process but the change 
must work its way up the leadership 
chain and reinforced down the chain 
of command." 


