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University admissions not solely
about grades: Some surprise results

Kelvin Seah,
JessicaPanand
Rais Kamis

Q How will aptitude-based
admissions affect the types of
students enrolled in Singapore’s
universities?

Alnabidto shift emphasis away
from academic grades, the two
largest local universities —
National University of Singapore

(NUS) and Nanyang Technological

University — announced last year
that more students would be
admitted through aptitude-based
admissions.

Instead of assessing them based
solely on grades, consideration

willbe given as well to other merits

andachievements, including
their demonstrated ability and
interest in the course, work
experience, leadership,
community serviceand other
exceptional talents.

Broader criteriaarealready used
in the admissions processes of the
four other autonomous
universities — Singapore Institute
of Technology, Singapore
Management University,
Singapore University of Social

Sciences and Singapore University :

of Technology and Design.

The then-Minister of Education
Ong Ye Kung had explained that
the expansion of aptitude-based
admissions was necessary to
ensure more porosity across

pathways. “Ouradmissions system :

needstorelyless onacademic
gradesand more on other
meritorious yardsticks, so that the
fullrange of an individual’s
aptitude and attributes can be
takeninto account,” he saidin
January last year.

What implications will the shift
towards aptitude-based
admissions have for the
composition of students?

Such admissionsrecognise the
non-academic skills and talents of
students, such asleadership and
teamwork. Itis reasonable to
expect that students admitted
through this process possess more
suchnon-cognitive skillsand
abilities, which are highly
rewarded in the labour market.

Butis this borne out by the data?

At the same time, because
students entering through
aptitude-based admissions
typically fall short of the usual
academic cut-off requirements for
university entry, are theyare able
to keep up with their peers
academically?

THEDISCRETIONARY ADMISSIONS
: SCHEME

: To study this, we used merged

: administrative studentrecords

: and employment survey data of

: recentgraduates from NUS.

: Traditionally,admission to NUS

: was primarily based onacademic
: performance.

However, since 2004, NUS has

also setaside a certain share of
. placeseachyear for
: aptitude-based admissions.

Through this scheme, formerly

: knownas “Discretionary

: Admissions” (DA), applicants who
: donot meet the usual academic

: cut-offrequirements may be able

¢ togainadmission, if they can

: demonstrate to the selection

: committee that they possess

¢ certain exceptional traits or

: achievements, subjecttoa

: minimum level ofacademic

: competence.

Inpractice, the latter clause

: implies that students admitted

¢ through DA are those who missed
¢ theacademic threshold

¢ requirementnarrowly forregular
: admission.

Wefind that, despite entering with
i lower pre-university grades, DA
students were comparable to

i students from the bottom 10th

: percentile ofregular admissionin
i termsofgrades, and were, in fact,
more likely to graduate with an

: honours degree and be enrolled in
i aminor or second major

: programme.

Students at Nanyang Technological University which, like the National University of Singapore, will admit more students through aptitude-based admissions. A study shows
: that such admissions policies can allow educational institutions to better identify those who could be more successful in the labour market. ST PHOTO: NG SOR LUAN

Toevaluate whether selection

¢ based on non-academicattributes
: makesa differencein the typesof
. students enrolled, we compared

: students who were admitted

: through the DA scheme — who

i narrowly missed the academic

¢ cut-offrequirement but who were
: able to demonstrate exceptional

i non-cognitive skills or talents - to
: regularadmissions.

We focused on the regular

¢ admission studentsin the bottom
i 10thpercentile of incoming

¢ academic performance - who

: marginally made it through regular :

i admission - since this would be

. the group most similar to the

i students entering through the DA
: scheme in terms of incoming

i academicabilities.

We examined several outcomes

. ofinterest, including university

i academic performance, the
likelihood of graduating with an
honours degree, and the likelihood
of participating in optional college
: activities,as well as short-term

: labour market outcomes such as
g earnings and employability
: sixmonths after graduation.

We find that, despite entering

: withlower pre-university grades,

: DA students were comparable to

: students from the bottom10th

¢ percentile ofregular admissionin

: terms ofgrades,and were, in fact,

. more likely to graduate withan

: honours degree andbe enrolledina
: minor or second major programme.

DA students were also more likely

§ : toparticipate in optionaluniversity
: activities suchasresidential college

. life and outbound programmes

i than the majority of regular

¢ admission students.

More interestingly, we found

: that DA students outperformed

: the bottom 10th percentile of

: regularadmission studentsinthe
i labour marketsix monthsafter

: graduation.

Theyreceived starting salaries

: about 3 per cent higher, were 3

. percentage points more likely to
. securea full-time permanent job,
: andwere 4 percentage points

: more likely toreport working

i inajobrelatedto their field of

: study.

Although these findings were

: based on NUS’ experience, they
: suggest that admissions policies
: which focus ona holistic
. evaluation of students’ abilities
: canallow educationalinstitutions
i tobetteridentify and select
¢ individuals who would be more
i successfulin the labour market
. and contribute to the diversity of
: studentexperiences in university.

Italso suggests that

: aptitude-based admissions

: potentiallyrewards individuals

i who maybe somewhat weaker

. academically but who may possess
: desirable non-cognitive skills, by

. allowing them a chance to acquire

. : auniversity education.

Had academic performance

. beenthesoleyardstick for

¢ admission, they may well have

: beendenied the opportunity to

. studyin their university of choice.
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