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Will Straight As Matter in Tomorrow's World?

Should the Civil Service move away from the present system of using academic grades as the yardstick in hiring staff? Should it not consider well-rounded, B-average scorers who have balanced studies with community and extra-curricular activities instead? These were some of the recommendations from a series of recent National Youth Council workshops which found that young people still believe that scoring As is an assured passport to a bright future. Here are some views canvassed by SUSAN LONG
EQ also necessary for success

MR EDDIE TEO, 52, a President's Scholar, is Permanent Secretary to the Prime Minister's Office and Defence. At the Public Service Division annual convention last November, he urged civil servants to welcome change.

"WHILE academic results are very important, they are not the only criteria used in selecting candidates for the Civil Service. We also look for EQ.

Candidates for government scholarships and the Administrative Service now go through interviews by a psychologist and take psychometric tests, which assess attitudes and inclinations, as well as IQ.

We also use situational methods, where candidates interact with each other and respond to problems under observation. Although academic results are vital in the selection process, there is room for debate over where the cut-off point should be. In the past, we could set the cut-off lower than today because there were fewer 'A' graders.

Once they are recruited, they have to prove themselves. They are promoted on what they contribute, not on paper qualifications.

We do not judge officers on the basis of whether they are A or B average students.

We judge them on effective results, commitment towards service and nation, ability to question assumptions, dedication, ability to work as a team, sound judgment and integrity.

So yes, good grades put you into the pool for selection, but they do not guarantee that you succeed in the Civil Service.

It is not true that those with better academic results always perform better because performance depends on more than brilliance."

It's not what you know, it's what you can do with it

MR DAVID LIM, 45, a President's scholar, is the Minister of State for Defence and Information and the Arts and chairman of the National Youth Council.

"ACADEMIC results are a proxy for what a person can do. Even then, it only provides a partial measure.

But they are easily available and comparable. If two chaps take the same exam, the results provide an objective way to assess the candidates.

They are a useful tool at the entry level. Beyond that, employers are looking for experience, track record and demonstrated abilities.

They take a more rounded view of the person so the importance attached to results go down. Performance - the ability to get the job done, to lead and manage teams, to see a wider perspective - counts more.

In a dot.com world, demonstrated abilities will become even more important - even at an early age.

It's not just what you know - it's what you can do with the knowledge you have.

Students should always ask themselves - what can I do with this knowledge I'm learning?

Why is it important? How can I make use of it in future?

As for the differences between A- and B-average students, I don't make this comparison often, except when someone performs exceptionally well or poorly.

Then, I might take a look at their grades to understand why.

There are some correlations, and also some surprises.

Once in a while, you have a chap who does quite well, even though his grades are not that fantastic.

But I'm more likely to come across the opposite - chaps with good grades but without the soft skills that make them effective leaders.

Whether the Civil Service should move away from the present system of basing recruitment on results is for it to decide.

It knows best the kind of people it needs, and will have to figure out how best to recruit them.

It would have to find people who are both head-smart and who also have the ability to relate well to the public - who can elicit feedback and explain policies.

So does the conventional wisdom that good grades are the passport to one's future still ring true?

Good minds put to good use will bring success.

If you are hoping that grades alone will bring you success, you are likely to be disappointed.

The employee of the future is a person who knows his abilities, and is always learning to make the best use of them.

Grades may not be everything but they give good feedback.

They measure what you have learned, and also how well you have learned to learn."

Quality of the person counts, not the CV

DR TAN CHI CHIU, 40, is consultant gastroenterologist at Gleneagles Medical Centre and executive director of the Singapore International Foundation. He was the top O-level student in Anglo-Chinese School in 1975.

"ARE academic results important in tomorrow's world?

Sure, they are. I think the criticism lately of the use of results to offer scholarships and entry into the elite services is a bit over-done.

We don't give enough credit to the Public Service Commission to balance good academic records and all-roundedness of candidates selected as top scholars.

Why would it want to choose duds? It is unfair to suggest that all scholars are characterless A-graders.

We cannot blame the system for preferentially wooing bright candidates into elite career paths. After all, how else can people be assessed?

Let's not throw out the baby with the bath water.

However, two concerns come to mind.

The first is that no system should promote people blindly once they have been labelled an administrative service or SAF scholar. Meritocracy should still exist.

The perception should be removed that once someone is chosen to enter an elite service, he can do no wrong and will succeed to the highest level.

The second is how do we identify late-developers, people whose capabilities are more pragmatic rather than academic, who might not write the best papers or articulate themselves in the best way, but are good thinkers and good doers.

Basically, how do we prevent wastage?

All I can suggest is that organisations be less kiasu, take chances, cast their nets wider and trawl for good people who have not previously been identified as scholars in the past, and bring them into the elite service. In other words, give them a chance. The easy way out is to look at results, the most quantifiable feature of any candidate, rather than the rest.

Are straight As the only thing that's important?

The obvious no-brainer answer is No. Straight As alone do not deserve further consideration.

In the future, there will be no need to look for people with any kind of track record. IT, knowledge and conditions will change so quickly that employers will look for fleet-footed individuals who can learn fast and work efficiently while learning.

More and more, it's not about the CV, but the quality of the person. Whether he has the ability to accept new things, circumstances and processes without baulking, is interested in what is happening around him and is in tune with the times.

Whenever I recruit for the Singapore International Foundation, I always ask questions like: "What did you learn in your previous job that makes you a better person? What is your strongest personality point and what characteristics do you need to work on?"

I need to know that people are aware of their capabilities, as well as their limitations. Among my cohort of friends, those who weren't Martians or muggers turned out to be no less successful.

By the way, all the C, D and F graders are doing far better than me right now. I rather suspect that academically-imperfect people are more interesting than academically-perfect ones.

Still, youths today do view grades as a passport to lifelong success. They can be excused because many employers still insist on the business of listing down one's results, as far back as PSLE.

This gives the impression that if you play around for one year and did not do one thing absolutely perfectly in the past, it will be held against you forever."

He shuns superstars and goes for poly grads

MR YONG CHOON, 53, a Colombo Plan scholar, is CEO of Nutek, which designs and builds automatic production lines for multi-nationals, like Motorola, Nokia, Siemens and Seagate. He only hires polytechnic graduates, who form about a third of his 122 staff.

"I HIRE according to character, integrity, EQ, communication skills, team spirit, then academic record - in that order.

People with higher degrees here have the attitude that they have it made and everything should be served to them on a platter.

They tend to have high expectations and low commitment. They may not stay with you and are likely to be absorbed by big MNCs.

I find that polytechnic students are more hands-on, pragmatic and applications-driven.

I always say my company is like a fly-trap. We hire candidates based on their suitability, whether they are able to work with others and can fit in.

There is no point hiring high-and-mighty superstars. On their own, they can't get much done if they can't work with others.

I don't think the Civil Service has a problem with recruitment. Rather, it is a problem in culture.

Everyone tends to be kiasu, follow instructions blindly and do whatever is written in the rules. Nobody is willing to stick his neck out and make any decision.

The implementers, or fingers, often dare not give feedback to the management, the brain control centre. As a result, organisational leprosy sets in.

Ultimately, I feel what is lacking is EQ and employees who can carry themselves well and have superb communication skills. Language skills are the foundation of all our social endeavours. But Singapore is peculiar in that it has created a generation which is barely literate in both languages, in the reckless pursuit of teaching mother tongues.

They are neither here nor there and can't string together a decent sentence in English or Chinese.

Straight As matter, if they come with a good attitude. To borrow John F. Kennedy's phrase, don't ask what your company can do for you but what you can do for your company.

I always tell my staff members to try their best, so whatever they learn is worth something in the job market later, instead of hiding behind files and doing as little as possible."

