
Coping with Transition  
from Lower to Upper  
Secondary Maths & Chemistry

As a parent, what can you do to help your 
child through this transition period? 

Be Encouraging and Supportive
Talk to your child about the changes he will be going 
through and find out how he feels about them. Encourage 
him to embrace these changes and enjoy the experience 
along the way. Share your personal story with them. It could 
be your school life or your career change. It will certainly 
connect well with them.

As a parent, you may have your worries for your 
child, but turn that into encouragement. Knowing that 
you believe in them can make a world of difference in their 
learning attitude. Always show support by being a good 
listener and stay away from criticism and comparison with 
other children.

Be Realistic of your Expectations
Parents are usually worried about their children’s results during the 
transition period from Secondary 2 to Secondary 3. You should allow 
time for your child to adjust to new teaching styles, new subjects and 
new peers. 

As each individual takes different amount of time to be 
comfortable in his new environment, parents should place more 
emphasis on the child’s development and feelings instead of focusing 
only on his academic results. 

Yes, their academic results could be a warning sign that he 
isn’t coping well with the transition stage, but it is more important 
to understand the reasons for his under-performance. If the reason 
is because he does not understand the concepts from the teachers 
or has weak foundation for certain subjects, you can then find 
specialised academic classes to help him.

Understand the Scheme of Assessment 
From the numerous calls we have received, we found out that many 
parents are unfamiliar with how their child is assessed in examinations. 
In the GCE O-Level, Elementary Maths is a compulsory subject for 
all students. This is also one of the reasons for the introduction of 
Elementary Maths topics in Lower Secondary. When students enter 
Secondary 3, they are taught more depth and application in these 
topics. Therefore, most students cope better with Elementary Maths 
than Additional Maths since the former builds on students’ Lower 
Secondary Maths foundation. 

On the contrary, students who choose to take up Additional 
Maths are faced with a challenge as most of the topics are new and 
the concepts are rather abstract. The questions in Additional Maths 
are also application-based which means that students must have the 
ability to make their inferences and apply the concepts on problem-
solving. Additional Maths will be useful for students going to Junior 
College and engineering-related courses in Polytechnic. 

For your reference, we have included the scheme of assessment 
from Singapore Examination and Assessment Board (SEAB). Both 
subjects have similar scheme of assessment: same duration of papers, 
use of calculators is allowed, and formula sheet is provided for all 
Maths papers. 

When a child is promoted from Secondary 2 to 3, he will face:
•	 New	environment	with	new	classmates
•	 New	teachers	with	different	teaching	methods	and	styles
•	 New	subjects	to	study	 i.e.	Additional	Maths,	Social	Studies,	Pure	

Chemistry, Pure Physics, Pure Biology
•	 New	responsibilities	i.e.	CCA	leader,	class	committee
The above changes can be overwhelming for a 15-year old teenager 
if not managed carefully. 
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For Elementary Maths (Subject code: 4016)

Paper Duration Description Marks Weighting

Paper 1 2 h There will be about 25 short answer 
questions testing more on the 
fundamental skills and concepts. 
Candidates are required to answer ALL 
questions

80 50%

Paper 2 2 h 30 min There will be 10 to 11 questions of varying 
marks and lengths testing more on higher 
order thinking skills. Candidates are 
required to answer ALL questions.

100 50%

For Additional Maths (Subject code: 4038)

Paper Duration Description Marks Weighting

Paper 1 2 h There will be 11 to 13 questions of 
varying marks and lengths testing more 
on fundamental skills and concepts. 
Candidates are required to answer ALL 
questions.

80 44%

Paper 2 2 h 30 min There will be 9 to 11 questions of varying 
marks and lengths. Candidates are 
required to answer ALL questions.

100 56%

For Chemistry with SPA (Subject code: 5072)

Paper Duration Type of Paper Marks Weighting

Paper 1 1 h Multiple Choice 40 30%

Paper 2 1 h 45 min Structured and Free Response 80 50%

Paper 3 - School-based Science Practical Assessment 
(SPA)

96 20%

Information is correct at the time of printing. Source: www.seab.gov.sg

Chemistry Paper 1 and 2 are theory papers to assess students on their knowledge and 
understanding of key concepts. These papers also test them on their ability to handle 
information and solve problems in application-type questions. Many students tend to 
neglect Chemistry Paper 1 (MCQ) and do not prepare well for it. They must know 
that it contributes 30% weighting, and doing well in it will push up their overall  
Chemistry grade.

Chemistry Paper 3 (SPA) is meant to assess students on their Chemistry 
practical skills on three skill sets: 
•	Skill	set	1:	Performing	and	observing	an	experiment
•	Skill	set	2:	Analysing	an	experiment
•	Skill	set	3:	Planning	an	experiment

Your child will be assessed twice for both skill set 1 and 2, and 
only once for skill set 3, which is spread across Secondary 3 and 4. 
Since SPA is a school-based assessment, your child will be assessed 
directly by their school teachers. It is important that he attends all 
practical classes in school and listens attentively to the “important 
instructions” and “useful tips” highlighted by their school’s 
Chemistry teacher in order to perform well for SPA.

This article is contributed by Sean Chua and Ai Ling, Master Trainers 
for Chemistry & Maths respectively.
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What can your child do to have 
a smooth transition? 

Be Prepared
Just as buildings are constructed on firm 
foundation, your child’s understanding 
in any subject is also built upon strong 
fundamentals. For example, to cope with 
Elementary or Additional Maths, basic 
Algebraic skills are required. If your child is 
poor in this area, they should use the school 
holidays to revise. For Science subject like 
Chemistry, fundamental skills of writing 
chemical formulae and balancing chemical 
equations are important in helping them to 
learn more effectively when the school starts.

Be Consistent
Starting from Secondary 3, all core subjects 
especially Maths and Sciences are discussed 
in more depth in terms of content syllabus. 
It is normal that your child may struggle with 
the understanding of new concepts. We 
strongly encourage Secondary 3 students to 
strengthen their understanding by working 
on GCE O-Level Ten Years Series questions 
on a topical basis. When your child realises 
that he is unable to keep up with the pace of 
learning in class, he is strongly encouraged 
to clarify any questions instantly by seeking 
consultation with teachers or tutors.

Consistent clarification of doubts is part 
of effective learning which will increase the 
interest level in the subjects as well as boost 
his confidence in tests and examinations. 
Remember the saying: “There is no such 
thing as a stupid question”

Be in Control of Time Usage
The significant increase in 

workload and responsibilities are 
challenging for most students, and 

as a result, their grades tend to suffer. 
It is important that your child plans his 

schedule well to include regular study 
time amidst all other activities. Learning 

how to manage one’s time properly is an 
essential skill, leading to a more balanced 

lifestyle for your child. 
By understanding what happens 

during the transition from Lower to Upper 
Secondary, it will put you in a better position 
to support your child and enhance his 
learning experience. 
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