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FROM PASSION TO PLACEMENT

Every year, more parents ask the same questions:

“Is my child suitable for Direct School Admission?”
“Is being in the school choir or dance CCA enough for DSA?”
“How early should we start — and what should we actually be doing?”

If you are holding this book, chances are you are a parent who wants to do right by your
child — without rushing them, pressuring them, or making costly mistakes along the way.

Direct School Admission (DSA) can feel confusing, intimidating, and at times
overwhelming. There is no shortage of opinions, success stories, and conflicting advice.
Some paint DSA as a guaranteed pathway. Others dismiss it and claim that the Ministry
of Education should do something to change things.

The truth, as with most things in education, is that there is no perfect solution to DSA.
But one thing’s for sure - DSA helps to take away the focus on purely academics. DSA is
here to help identify your child’s talent and to tell them that “studying isn’t everything”.

This book was written to bring clarity.

Over the years, we have worked closely with children and families pursuing DSA through
the performing arts — singing, dance, and performance-based pathways. We have seen
students who flourished, students who struggled, and many parents who simply wished
they had clearer guidance earlier in the journey.

What we have learnt is this:
DSA is not about chasing shortcuts.

It is about understanding your child, recognising genuine strengths, and making
informed decisions at the right time.

This guide is not a promise of admission, nor is it a step-by-step formula for “winning”
DSA. Instead, it is meant to help you:

e Understand how DSA truly works

o Assess whether the performing arts pathway is suitable for your child
e Avoid common misconceptions and unnecessary pressure

e Support your child in a healthy, sustainable way

Most importantly, it is written with one belief at its core:

Every child’s journey is different, and success should never come at the expense of
confidence, joy, or well-being.

Whether your child is just beginning to explore the arts, or you are already considering
DSA seriously, | hope this book gives you the reassurance, perspective, and confidence
to move forward thoughtfully — as a parent, and as a partner in your child’s growth.



WHAT THIS BOOK 1S

Before we go further, it is important to be clear about what this book is —
and what it is not.

This book is a practical, experience-based guide for parents who are considering
Direct School Admission (DSA) through the performing arts.

It is written to help you:

e Make sense of how DSA works in real life

o Understand the expectations schools have for arts-based DSA
e Evaluate whether this pathway is suitable for your child

e Support your child without unnecessary stress or pressure

Throughout this guide, the focus will always be on informed decision-making,
rather than chasing outcomes.

You will find insights drawn from working with many students across different
ages, abilities, and stages of readiness. Some progressed successfully through

DSA. Others chose different routes — and did just as well.

Both outcomes matter.

WHAT THIS BOOK IS NOT

We know how important DSA may seem to be, but it really is not everything. This
book is not:

¢ A guarantee of DSA placement

e A shortcut or “hack” to secure admission

o A comparison of schools or their acceptance rates

o A replacement for your child’s academic responsibilities

DSA is one part of a much bigger educational picture. No guide, programme, or
coach can — or should — promise results.

Any school, academy or resource that suggests otherwise is doing parents and
children a disservice.

Pursuing DSA should never come from fear, competition, or pressure.
It should come from clarity, readiness, and genuine interest.

This book encourages parents to ask better questions:

e Is my child enjoying the process?

o Are we building skills progressively, or rushing milestones?

e Are we supporting growth, or chasing validation?

If at any point DSA does not feel aligned with your child’s well-being or
development, it is okay to pause, reassess, or take a different path altogether.



HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

You do not need to read this book in one sitting.
Some parents will find clarity early.
Others may return to certain chapters as their child grows.

Use this guide as a reference, a conversation starter, and a framework — not a
rulebook.

Above all, let it support you in doing what parents do best:

making thoughtful decisions in your child’s best interest.



A NOTE FROM OUR DIRECTOR

My name is John Khoo.

| am the CEO and Vocal Director of MADDspace, Founder of The DSA Academy.
as well as Artistic Director of the Singapore Children’s and Youth Show Choir.
But more importantly, | am a music educator who has spent many years working
with children in schools, choirs, and in international festivals and performing
platforms. | have curated and conceptualised shows that have appeared on
International platforms and have worked with many talented children and teens
over the past 20 years in the industry.

My journey began long before DSA became a widely discussed pathway. As a
choir conductor and music educator, | have worked closely with students of
different abilities, personalities, and learning styles — not just in studios, but
within school environments themselves. | have seen how children grow when
they are given the right support, and how easily they can lose confidence when
expectations are misaligned.

Over the years, parents have come to me with many questions about Direct
School Admission.

Some were hopeful. Some were anxious. Many simply wanted honest guidance.
What | observed was this:

Most parents were not chasing prestige or shortcuts. They were trying to
understand whether their child’s strengths — especially in the performing arts —
could be recognised in a system that often prioritises academic results. They
want to know if studying was all there is to PSLE.

Here’'s my take - | believe strongly that DSA, when approached responsibly, can
be a meaningful and legitimate pathway. It allows schools to recognise students
who may not always shine on paper, but who demonstrate discipline,
commitment, teamwork, and resilience through the arts.

However, | also believe just as strongly that DSA should never be pursued
blindly. A child who does not like to dance should not be forced to dance
because you are talking about spending the next 4 - 6 years of their Secondary
School life doing something that they have no interest in.

Similarly, not every child who enjoys singing or dancing should do DSA. It is not
an easy path. There is a lot of time to sacrifice, a lot of money you may need to
spend to nurture your child’s talent.

Not every talented child is ready for it. And not every family benefits from
starting early or pushing hard.

My stand on DSA has always been a balanced one.
o Progression over pressure

. Readiness over rushing
. Long-term development over short-term results



A NOTE FROM OUR DIRECTOR

As an educator, my responsibility has never been to “sell” DSA. It has been to
help parents see clearly — even when the answer is not yet, or not this route.

Yes, i run the DSA Academy, but parents who know me would know that | never
hard sell or make them pay thousands of dollars to do something that i feel will
not benefit their Child.

This book exists because | have seen what happens when families are well-
informed. A well informed parent means that children grow with confidence.
Parents feel reassured. Decisions are made calmly, rather than reactively.

It also exists because | have seen the opposite — children burning out too early,
families feeling misled, and talent being treated as a ticket rather than something
to be nurtured.

My hope is that this guide helps you approach DSA with clarity, realism, and
care.

If at the end of this book you decide that DSA is right for your child, | hope you
walk into the journey grounded and prepared.

And if you decide that it is not, | hope you feel just as confident in that choice.
Either way, the goal remains the same:

To support your child in growing into a young, confident, resilient
individual — in school, in life and beyond.



WHAT 1S DIRECT SCHOOLS
ADMISSION REALLY?

Direct School Admission (DSA) is a pathway that allows students to gain entry
into secondary schools or tertiary institutions based on specific talents and
strengths, in addition to their academic results.

Introduced by Singapore’s Ministry of Education (MOE), DSA recognises that
children develop in different ways — and that excellence can be demonstrated
beyond examinations alone. These strengths may include sports, leadership,
uniformed groups, and the performing arts.

However, DSA is often misunderstood.

It is not an alternative to academic learning, nor is it a way to bypass national
examinations. Students admitted through DSA are still expected to cope with the
school’s academic curriculum and meet progression requirements.

At its core, DSA is about FIT

e Fit between the student’s strengths and the school’s programmes
e Fit between the student’s readiness and the school’s expectations

When approached correctly, DSA can offer students a learning environment
where their abilities are recognised and nurtured — alongside academic
development.
The Ministry of Education has consistently emphasised that Direct School
Admission is meant to broaden recognition of diverse talents, while maintaining
strong academic foundations.

MOE has highlighted that:

e DSA is intended to support holistic education

e Students admitted via DSA must still cope with academic rigour

e Schools are responsible for selecting students who are suitable for their
programmes

Education leaders have also spoken about the importance of not over-
commercialising or over-pressurising DSA, reminding parents that a child’s well-
being and long-term development must come first.



WHO IS DSA SUITABLE FOR?

DSA is not suitable for every child — and that is perfectly okay. Not every child is
meant for DSA, and DSA is not meant to be a shortcut for entry into secondary
schools.

A child who may be suitable for DSA typically shows:

o Consistent interest and commitment in a specific area

o Willingness to practise, rehearse, and improve over time

« Emotional readiness to handle expectations and feedback

o Ability to balance both academic and non-academic demands

Talent alone is not enough - interest is. This is because a Child who enters via
DSA will be in the specific CCA choice for 4 - 6 years of their lives.

Enjoying singing or dancing casually is very different from sustaining effort,
discipline, and responsibility over several years. DSA requires long-term
engagement, not short bursts of enthusiasm.

It is also important to consider the family’s readiness:

e Are expectations realistic?

o Is the child leading the interest, or is the pressure external?

o Is the family prepared for a multi-year journey rather than quick outcomes?

Sometimes, the most supportive decision a parent can make is to wait — or to
choose a different pathway entirely.

COMMON MYTHS ABOUT DSA

Myth 1: “DSA guarantees school placement.”

It does not. DSA offers consideration, not certainty. Final admission depends on
multiple factors, including suitability, vacancies, and overall school assessment.

Myth 2: “I can wait until Primary 5 or 6 before deciding if i should DSA.”
Starting earlier does not always mean starting better. But starting too late can
cause unnecessary pressure, which can in turn lead to burnout, loss of interest,
or unnecessary anxiety. It is important to identify your child’s talents and
interests early, and take time to nurture that talent.

Myth 3: “DSA is only for elite or competition-level students.”

Schools look for potential, commitment, and suitability, not just medals. However,
students must still meet a clear standard aligned with the school’s programme.

Myth 4: “Once accepted through DSA, academics don’t matter.”

This is untrue. Students must still cope with academic demands and are
expected to progress normally within the school.



APPLYING FOR DSA
(PERFORMING ARTS ONLY)

In the performing arts DSA pathway, schools assess students based on areas
such as:

e Vocal performance

e Dance technique and musicality

e« Stage presence and confidence

¢ Discipline, teamwork, and learning attitude

o What they have shown thus far to display an interest in their chosen fields

Auditions may involve:

e Live performances

e Prepared pieces

e Standard repertoire (i.e. every applicant does the same exercises)

Interview process:

o Shortlisted students will then undergo an interview process with the school
teachers or DSA committee where they are assessed based off their
character, confidence, teachability, and more.

What schools are really assessing is not perfection, but:
e Trainability
¢ Consistency

¢ Readiness for structured programmes

The performing arts pathway rewards students who demonstrate sustained
engagement and growth — not just raw talent.



THE THREE “P-§”

When schools assess students for the Performing Arts DSA pathway, they are
generally looking at three key areas.

| often summarise these as the Three Ps:
Proficiency. Performance. Portfolio.

These three elements together give schools a clearer picture of a student’s
readiness, potential, and commitment to the arts.

Understanding them can help parents support their children in a way that is both
realistic and constructive.

PROFICIENCY

Proficiency refers to the technical skill and foundational ability a student has
developed in their chosen art form.

For singing, this may include:

e Vocal control and tone

e Pitch accuracy

e Musical phrasing

e Breath support

o Ability to interpret a song musically

For dance, this may include:

e Rhythm and musicality

e Coordination and body control
e Basic technique

e Ability to learn choreography

¢ Movement quality and control

Schools are not necessarily expecting professional-level performers at this
stage. What they are looking for is a solid foundation and evidence that the
student has been learning seriously and consistently.

A student who demonstrates strong fundamentals — and the ability to improve
with training — is often more appealing than someone who relies only on natural
talent.



PERFORMANCE

Performing arts programmes are exactly that — performing arts. Schools
therefore look closely at how a student presents themselves when they perform.

Performance includes qualities such as:

e Stage presence

e Confidence and expression

e Connection with the audience

e Ability to communicate emotion or storytelling
o Comfort performing in front of others

Some students may have excellent technical ability but struggle to perform
confidently. Others may be natural performers but lack technical refinement.
The strongest candidates often show a balance of both — skill supported by
expressive performance.

This is also why schools may organise:
e Auditions

o Workshops

« Performance tasks

These settings allow teachers to observe how students perform in real situations,
not just how they rehearse.

PORTFOLIO

The third element is the student’s portfolio — a collection of experiences that
demonstrate sustained involvement in the performing arts.

A strong portfolio might include:

o Performances or showcases

e Participation in concerts or productions
e Training history and classes attended
o Competitions or festivals

o Certificates or recognitions

However, it is important for parents to understand that quantity is not the same
as quality.

Schools are not simply counting how many competitions or certificates a child
has. Instead, they are looking at the lessons that the child has learnt through

these activities, which may be posted as an interview question during a child’s
DSA interview.

A portfolio tells the story of a student’s journey — how they have developed their
skills and how seriously they have pursued their interest in the arts.



When schools evaluate DSA applicants, they are not looking at any single factor
in isolation.

Instead, they consider how the Three Ps work together:

e Proficiency shows the student’s technical foundation

o Performance reveals how they present their abilities on stage
o Portfolio reflects their commitment and journey over time

When these three elements align, schools gain confidence that the student is not
only talented, but also ready to contribute meaningfully to their performing arts
programmes.

For parents, understanding the Three Ps can help shift the focus away from
chasing achievements — and towards building genuine growth, confidence, and
experience in the arts.



THE FORGOTTEN “P”

While schools assess students through Proficiency, Performance, and Portfolio,
there is another factor that often makes the biggest difference over time. This “P”
is something that | often speak about in my conversation with parents.

That factor is Passion.

Passion is not something that can be easily measured in an audition or captured
in a certificate. Yet experienced educators can often recognise it almost
immediately.

You see it in the student who:

e continues practising even when something is difficult

o listens carefully to feedback and tries again

e shows curiosity about learning more

e performs with genuine enjoyment rather than obligation

Passion reveals itself through consistency, resilience, and enthusiasm.

In many cases, passion is what sustains a child through the challenges of
learning an art form. Technique can be trained. Performance skills can be
coached. Portfolios can be built over time.

But passion cannot be manufactured.
Parents sometimes worry that their child is “not advanced enough” or “not
winning enough competitions.” Yet some of the most promising students are not

always the ones with the longest list of achievements.

They are the ones who still light up when they sing, dance, rehearse, or step
onto a stage.

When passion is present, progress becomes sustainable. Children are more
willing to work, learn, and grow — not because they are told to, but because they
genuinely want to.

A child who demonstrates genuine passion often becomes someone who
contributes positively to the school’s culture, performances, and artistic
community.

For parents, this can be a helpful reminder:

The goal is not to build the perfect portfolio.

The goal is to nurture a lasting love for the craft.

If that love remains strong, the other three Ps — Proficiency, Performance, and
Portfolio — tend to develop naturally over time.



THE DSA CHECKLIST

Now, this checklist is not a definite list, but a list that | often use when speaking
to parents about assessing their child’s suitability towards a DSA Programme.

This checklist is also not meant to determine whether your child must pursue
DSA. Instead, it helps you assess whether your child may be ready to explore the
pathway in a healthy and sustainable way.

1.Interest from the Child
a.Does my child genuinely enjoy singing, dancing, or performing?
b.Do they show excitement when learning new pieces or choreography?
c.Do they show excitement everytime there is a performance?
d.Would they still want to do this even without competitions or recognition?
2.Consistency from the Child
a.Has my child been learning the performing arts consistently for some
time?
b.Do they practise and rehearse regularly?
c.Are they willing to improve even when something feels difficult?
3. Ability to receive feedback
a.ls my child open to correction from teachers or instructors?
b.Do they try again when something does not work the first time?
c.Can they stay motivated even when learning feels challenging?
4.Emotional Readiness
a.Can my child handle constructive criticism?
b.Do they recover well when things do not go as expected?
c.Are they emotionally supported at home during challenges?
5.Balance with academics
a.Can my child manage both schoolwork and training?
b.Are we prioritising balance rather than overload?
c.Is the schedule sustainable for the long term?
6.Parental support
a.Are you willing to support your child’s interest even if there’s no DSA?
b.Are you able to communicate and go through the ups and downs with your
Child?
c.Are you able to support your child in their portfolio building process
whether its time, or additional costs and finances to travel and train?

If you find yourself answering “yes” to most of these questions, your child may be
ready to explore the DSA pathway more seriously.

If more than half of the answers are “no”, then you may need to reconsider your
child’s readiness for DSA.

Many children simply need more time to grow, explore, and develop their
interests.

DSA should never feel like a race. The right timing often makes the journey far
more meaningful — and far more enjoyable — for both parents and children.



THE NEXT STEPS (VOCALS)

If your child shows a strong interest in singing and performing, the vocal pathway
within DSA can be a meaningful avenue to explore.

Schools offering performing arts programmes often look for students who
demonstrate musicality, vocal technique, and stage confidence, alongside a
genuine commitment to developing their craft.

Here are some practical steps parents can consider.
1. Build Strong Vocal Foundations

A solid technical foundation is important for long-term vocal development.
Students should work on:

e Pitch accuracy and tone control

e Breath support and vocal stamina
e Musical phrasing and interpretation
o Healthy vocal habits

Taking on an accreditation or vocal certificate from an internationally recognised
syllabi such as London College of Music (LCM) or ABRSM may be a good step
towards building a solid foundation

2. Gain Performance Experience

Performing helps students grow beyond the classroom.

Parents may look for opportunities such as:

e School concerts

e Recitals or showcases

o Overseas festivals or competition opportunities

o Community or festival performances

These experiences allow students to become comfortable performing in front of
audiences and help develop their stage presence and musical expression.



THE NEXT STEPS (VOCALS)

3. Develop Musical Understanding

Strong vocal students also develop a deeper understanding of music.
This may include:

e Basic music theory
e Sight-singing or ear training
e Listening and analysing different styles of music

Musical awareness often strengthens a student’s ability to interpret songs and
perform with greater maturity. Such skills can be incorporated into your child’s
music classes in order to help them to build up a good understanding about
music.

4. Build a Meaningful Portfolio

As discussed earlier, a portfolio helps schools understand a student’s journey in
the performing arts.

A strong portfolio may include:

o Performance recordings

e Concert or recital participation

e Choir or ensemble experience

o Festivals or competitions (where appropriate)

The goal is not simply to accumulate achievements, but to demonstrate
consistent growth and engagement over time. Think about this way - if a child
can show that he/she has been singing on stage since a young age, and has
consistently performed in various stages throughout his or her performing
journey, that would put you in a more advantageous position compared to a child
who has just performed in their school choir.

5. Seek Thoughtful Guidance

Every child develops at a different pace. Seeking guidance from experienced
educators can help parents understand whether their child is ready for the DSA
pathway, and how to prepare responsibly.

The responsible schools/educators will not push you. They will assess your
child’s suitability and keep you updated along the way. You should never be
pressured to signing expensive packages that ties you down for 2-3 years to an
institution.

With the right support, vocal students can continue developing their artistry while
maintaining balance with their academic journey.



THE NEXT STEPS (DANCE)

For students who demonstrate strong interest in movement and performance, the
dance pathway offers exciting opportunities within performing arts DSA
programmes.

Dance students are often assessed on technical ability, musicality, coordination,
and stage presence, alongside their discipline and ability to learn choreography.

Here are some steps families can consider when supporting this pathway.
1. Develop Strong Technical Foundations
Dance training builds progressively over time.

Students should focus on:

e« Coordination and body awareness

e Rhythm and musicality

e Control, strength, and flexibility

e Basic dance techniques appropriate to their style

Consistent training helps dancers develop both precision and confidence in
movement.

Explore taking a certificate course with RAD or CSTD (Australia) or KMCP
(Korea)

2. Explore Different Dance Styles

Exposure to different styles can broaden a dancer’s versatility.
These may include:

e Hip Hop

e Street Jazz

o Contemporary

o K-Pop or commercial dance styles

Learning different styles helps dancers adapt quickly and strengthens their
overall movement vocabulary.

It is important to note that most schools provide DSA through Modern Dance,
which in most cases are more rooted towards Ballet, Jazz or Contemporary
Dance. While thats the case, an increasing number of schools have also shifted
their focus to Hip Hop within their CCA.

To better show your skills, it is good to have foundations rooted in
Contemporary, Jazz and/or Ballet, while showing that you also are exposed to K-
Pop, Hip Hop Dance in general.



THE NEXT STEPS (DANCE)

3. Gain Performance Opportunities

Stage experience plays an important role in a dancer’s development.
Students may benefit from participating in:

e« Dance showcases

e Studio productions

e Festivals or competitions
e School performances

Performing regularly helps dancers develop confidence, timing, and stage
awareness.

4. Build a Dance Portfolio

Similar to vocal students, dancers should gradually build a portfolio that reflects
their journey.

This may include:

e Performance videos

e Training history

« Competition or festival participation
« Notable performances or productions

A thoughtful portfolio allows schools to see how a dancer has developed over
time.

5. Maintain Balance and Enjoyment

Dance requires discipline, but it should also remain a source of joy and self-
expression.

Parents can help by ensuring that:

e Training schedules remain balanced

¢ Rest and recovery are respected

e The child’s enjoyment of dance remains central
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A dancer who enjoys the process is far more likely to sustain long-term growth
and confidence.



A FINAL WORD TO PARENTS

If you have reached this point in the book, you are likely a parent who cares
deeply about supporting your child’s growth.

That, in itself, is already the most important starting point.

Over the years, | have had the privilege of working with many young people
through music, dance, and performance. Some have gone on to pursue
opportunities through Direct School Admission. Others have chosen different
pathways entirely. Yet what has mattered most in every case is not the pathway
itself, but the journey each child experiences along the way.

The performing arts can teach children lessons that go far beyond the stage.
Through singing, dancing, and performing, children learn discipline, resilience,
collaboration, and the courage to express themselves. They learn how to work
through challenges, how to accept feedback, and how to keep improving even
when something feels difficult.

These are qualities that serve them not just in school, but in life.

Direct School Admission can be a meaningful pathway when it aligns with a
child’s genuine interest, readiness, and development. When approached
thoughtfully, it allows schools to recognise talents that might otherwise go
unseen in traditional academic measures.

But it should never be treated as a race, a shortcut, or a measure of a child’s
worth.

Every child grows at a different pace. Some discover their passion early, while
others find it later. Some pursue the arts seriously, while others carry the love of
music or dance with them simply as a lifelong joy.

All of these journeys are valid.

As parents, the most valuable role we can play is not to determine the
destination, but to create an environment where our children feel supported,
encouraged, and confident enough to explore their potential.

If your child chooses to pursue the performing arts seriously, guide them with
patience. Celebrate their progress. Allow them to experience both success and
challenge.

And if the path eventually leads toward DSA, approach it with clarity and balance
— remembering that the true goal is not admission alone, but growth, confidence,
and a lasting love for the craft.

Thank you for taking the time to read this guide, and for being a thoughtful
partner in your child’s journey.

Warm regards,

John Khoo

Founder & Artistic Director

MADDspace — School of Music, Art, Drama & Dance
Founder, The DSA Academy



