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How tertiary
Students can
prevent a ‘lost’
academic year

They should look at how to learn better
and connect knowledge to other disciplines

Ng ChiaWe

For The Sunday Times

‘When the Covid-19 pandemic
necessitated a rapid shift to online
learning around Aprillast year,
students of allages had their
plannedyearin education
disrupted.

For those in primary and
secondary schoolsand junior
colleges, the Ministry of Education
ensured that this disruption would
be minimal. Studentsreturned to
schoolin June, after circuit breaker
measures brought community
cases down.

For students in higher education
—where campus populations are
farlarger and capacities for

i independent learningare much

¢ higher - a pre-Covid-19 return to
¢ campus for all would have been

: sometimeaway.

APARTIALRETURN

i About three weeks ago, Ireturned
¢ to the National University of

: Singapore (NUS) campus for the

: first time in more than 280 days,

: attending my first face-to-face

i lesson in what truly feltlike years.

For NUS, even with the gradual

: shiftback toin-person learning in
: thissecond half of its academic

: year, space constraints and safety
: concernsmean thataportion of

i lessons must remain online - only
: two of my four modules this

i semester are taught in person.

Similar arrangements might be

i facedby mypeers in other tertiary
: institutions, not to mention those
¢ studying overseaswhere the
: pandemic continues torage.

Atfirstglance, one might feel

i that thisismuch ado about

¢ nothing: The curriculumis still
: beingdelivered, and all thatis

i really disruptedis thesocialaspect :
¢ ofeducation. But education is far

i more than curriculum delivery, as

: anyone who has endureda

i semester where one’s classes were
: held entirely on Zoom will know.

More importantly, the social

: aspect of educationisa critical
: ingredient for educationitself,and :
: the socialauthenticity of

i in-personlearning cannever be
: replaced by the screen-bound :
i Zoomclass. Inthe words of the late :
: philosopherand educator John 2
: Dewey, “education is essentially a
i socialprocess”.

And thuswhen something so

: fundamental to educationis

: suspended foranacademicyear,

¢ evenifpartially, the risk of a“lost”
¢ yearinone’s education looms.

RISKOF ‘LOST' YEAR

¢ Writing in the context of the

¢ United States, former provostand
i seniorvice-president of the

¢ University of Vermont David

: Rosowskynotedina Forbesarticle
: last October that there wasan

: “unspokensense of this entire

: academicyear being awrite-off, a

lostyear for universities and their

: students”.

Tobe sure, the well-controlled

: nature of the pandemicin

¢ Singapore means that students in
¢ higher education here will be less
¢ affected than their peers

| Wi

i elsewhere,andare thusless

susceptible toa “lost” year. But the

i riskremains nevertheless, for
¢ education in the way it wasmeant
: tobe hasstillbeen disrupted.

Facing these complicated

: disruptions, how can tertiary

: students stave off the risk ofalost
i yearin education? How can they
: make the best of thisacademic

: year,one which theywillnever

: trulyget back?

To quote former education

¢ minister Ong Ye Kung, “when

i thingsget complicated and

: difficult tounderstand, we have to
i reverttothebasics”.

Much has been written about

: how students should involve

: themselves inmore projects and

: initiatives, or take up more online
: coursesto boost their

: employability. These are important :
: but they donot fully confront the

: basic process by which education
: takesplace, and what is thus really
: beingaffected: learning.

Tomake the best ofa disrupted

¢ academicyear, students should
i reverttobasicsand use this

: opportunityto reviewand

: reinvigorate their approach to

learning itself.

TWO'HOW' QUESTIONS

i Inayear wherelearning

¢ conditions have not been optimal,
: this might be the best time for

: studentsto optimise their journey
: oflearning. They can begintodoso :
: byasking two “how” questions.

First,how can Ilearn better?
In our long race towards the end

: of formal education, we havebeen
: more preoccupied with how to
: score,rather than how tolearn.

Thisis a sentiment Iam familiar

i with, asaformer teaching
: assistant foran NUS module
: “Learning to Learn Better”.

The course aimed to teach

¢ studentsevidence-basedlearning
: strategies to meet the needs of

: higher education and beyond. At

: itsheartis theideathatlearning

: well doesnot always come

¢ intuitively, but must be picked up
¢ deliberately.

Optimal learning strategies

: include strategically spacing out
: = i desiredlearning materialat

: The writer hopes students can discover things about themselves as learners :
i that will benefit them when they can fully return to campus. ST FILE PHOTO

increasingintervals of time,

i considering the assumptions

: behind what you learnt, making

i connectionsacross concepts and
: many more tips which students

: canlookup online.

These willstand themin good

: stead foralifetime of careers,

. where success depends on how
i quicklyand effectively one can
: learn,unlearnandrelearn.

Second, how is this connected to

i other disciplines?

NUSpresident Tan Eng Chye

: wrote in The Straits Times

: recently: “Today, more than ever

: before, students must be taught to
: make connections that cutacross
: boundaries, suchas those carved

i outartificially for reasons of

¢ administrative efficiencyand

: disciplinary politics.”

Insome sense, asking this

i question helps studentsrevert toa
: more fundamental view of :
: knowledge, long before man-made :

subjectboundaries were imposed

: onit.Moreimportant than going

: backtothe past, however, is

: preparing for the future: The most
: complex problems waiting to be

: solved are multidisciplinary ones.

Asastudentin an existing

¢ multidisciplinarymajor, I can
: vouch for the benefits of crossing
¢ disciplinary boundaries. However, :
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: Thavealso realised itis not always
: easy,andrequires conscientious
: effort on the part of the learner.

Higher education willsee a

: transformationin its methods of
: teaching, but how can students

i transform their mindset of

: learning? My advice isa twist on

anage-old technique: study

. groups. Studentsare used to

: finding coursemates to study a

: subject together; now, they should
: alsofind friends from different

: disciplinesand discuss common

: topicsonaregular basisina

: rigorous manner.

By connecting academically to

: those from different disciplines

: conscientiously, students should
. bemore prepared tothrive in

¢ interdisciplinary academicand

: work environments.

‘While there are more questions

¢ students canaskto reinvigorate

: theirlearning process, the two

: aboveshould serveasagoodstart
¢ inhelping them position

: themselves for the future.

More importantly, they should

i notsee better learning strategies
¢ andinterdisciplinary thinkingas
: standalone skills, but actively

; integrate these into their current
i academiclessons - eveninatime
i of disrupted education.

Tothis end, tertiary institutions

: canalso playarolein facilitating
: this process of integration ona

: more micro level. For instance,

: instructors could get students to
: recordandreview theirlearning
: strategiesacross the semester;

: assignments requiring research
: intodifferent disciplines could

i alsobe considered.

Of course, whether or not this

: academicyear turns out to be lost

: willultimately still depend on

: what students can find. The hope

: isthatthey cansstill discover many
¢ thingsabout themselves as

: learners, things which will benefit
: them when they can fully return to
: campusonce more.
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