
LETTER OF THE DAY 

Back to school, back: Protecting 
children from the sflent compelitio 
When schools reopen, some- 

thing else quietly returns with 
the children to the classroom. 
1t does not appear on timeta- 
bles or school circulars, yet it 
shapes how children see them- 
selves, how they learn, and how 
confident they feel in the weeks 
ahead.Itis comparison. 
The first days of a new term 

are filled with reunions and sto- 
ries. Children talk about where 
they went for the holidays,what ' 
they received, which school- 
mate transferred,and whonow | 
wears a new uniform. Parents | 
exchange pleasantries on re- 
porting day, sometimes laced | 
with subtle pride or quiet anx- 

iety. 
Teachers resume lessons, of- 

ten unaware of the invisible 
emotional contest already un-_ 
derway among learners. Prima- 
1y schools are resuming after | 
PLE [Primary Leaving Examina- 
tion] results, and children will 
bemmpa:inghuwflxeirfi'iends i 
and their school performed 
with other schools. This may | 
have an emotional toll on can- | 
didates, and the outcome could | 
encourage or discourage them. 
For many children, the new | 

term begins not with curiosity | 
about learning, but with anun- |, 
spoken ranking of self-worth. | 
A child who feels “behind” at 
the beginning of the term may | 
disengage long before the first | 
test is given. Some are worried 
about the previous comments, 
and they are not sure how their | 
peers or teachers will be com- 
menting about them in this 
new term. 
Children are still forming 

their identity. They borrow cues 
from adults, peers,and systems | 
around them to understand 

| When children feel valued on- | their value. When achievement, 
appearance, or background be- 
comes the dominant measure, 

children quickly learn to define 
themselves in relation to others | 
rather than through their own 

gowth. 
A child who feels less capable 
may withdraw or act out. An- 
other who feels superior may 
fear losmg their position. In 
both cases, learning becomes 
emotional rather than explor- 
atory. This is where your words 
of encouragement will always 
bevital. 
Parents often contribute to 

this silent competition without ! 
intending to. A comment like 
“Your cousin is doing very well 
in her school” or “That child is | 
already reading ahead”may be | 
meant as motivation, but to a 
child, it can sound like a judg- | 
ment. Even praise can become 
harmful when it is comparative | 
or the tone seems judgmental. 

ly when they outperform oth- 
ers, success becomes fragile and 

amuety -driven. They stop learn- 
i ing for understanding and start 
| learning for approval. 
| Schools, too, sometimes rein- 
force comparison without real- 
ising it. Public ranking, constant 

| emphasis on class position, 
| and early labelling of “weak” 
or “strong” learners can create 

| lasting impressions. In some 
schools, they have streams ac- 

| cord.mg to children’s academ- 
! ic performance. The ones in 
| streams labelled as for weak 
! performers may always have 
‘asilent but strong feeling of 

| less-value academically. 
’Expectingunifonnconfidence 

| and performance ignores the 
+ realities of childhood. Educa- 
tion should be a space where 

dlfferences are recognised with- 
out being turned into disadvan- 

tages. 
. Reporting day offers parents 
"arare opportunity to shape the 
term positively Instead of focus- | 

ingonly ongrades and ranki, 
parents can ask about 2 cf,j| 
adjustment, confidence, 
learning habits, Asking to; 
ers how a child can be sup,, 
ed, rather than how they 
pare with others, sends 2 
erful message. It tells the 
that school is a partnership, 1., 
aperformance arena. 
Teachers play a critica 

in the early v 
ing belonging, 
and effort helps 
safe enough to engac 
learning, recognition o 
strengths, and avoid 

mature academic la 

ollaborat 

- transform classroom 
Children learn best wh 
feel seen and valued, not 
ured against others. 
Comparison does 

the school gate. § 
€ven among younge 
amplifies curated su 
unrealistic standard: 
absorb these m 
Helping children 
tional awareness 
equips them to re 
comparison. Teac 
that growth looks 
everyone is not lov 
ards; it is building 
As parents and e 
must ask ourselves 
of success we want f 
dren. Is it the sho 
umph of being ahead of 
ers, or the lasting ¢ 
of knowing who th: 
what they can becom 
Achild whose worth is 

to comparison is more 
persevere, innovate, an, 

tribute meaningfully to sc 
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