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Abstract 

This thesis is a qualitative study focusing on school leavers’ perspectives of their journey in 

Singapore’s meritocratic education system and the correlations with their life course 

circumstances. Through the lenses of social constructionism, the study analyses participants’ 

retrospective understanding of their past experiences and how it has shaped their current 

opportunities. It takes an introspective insight towards the participants’ educational journey, 

their life choices, and their psychological well-being and attempts to make sense of these 

through a variety of theoretical lenses such as Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1989) Bio-ecological 

Model of Human Development and Process-Person-Context-Time (PPCT) model, Goffman’s 

(1963) Stigma Theory, and Rosenthal and Jacobson’s (1968, 1992) Pygmalion Effect Theory. 

The non-traditional thesis is designed in a narrative format to tell the stories of those 

systematically silenced and ignored by the meritocratic system in Singapore. Ahmad 

represents the participants, and his story unfolds with the rest of the thesis to provide the 

readers with an insightful connection to the participants’ collective experiences in 

meritocratic Singapore. 
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“Who controls the past controls the future. Who controls the present controls the past.” 
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Narrative: The Beginning 

Ahmad’s past flashes before him, as fast as the flashing lights blinding his eyes, 

“How did I get here?” 

For years, Ahmad had been led to believe that he would never have come this far.  

“You can’t do it!” 

“You are not good enough!” 

“You shouldn’t even try. You are going to fail anyway.” 

Those words rang in his head whenever he thought of trying something new. His self-esteem 

took a beating… but beatings are normal… in all senses of the word. 

“Everyone thinks I’m a failure. I guess they are right.” 
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1. Introduction 

Singapore, an island state with a population of about 5.4 million people, is reputed to be a 

very successful and efficient country, distinctive by its characteristics, attributes, and ethics 

that are based on the ideals of Confucianism and meritocracy. In the first 25 years since 

independence, Singapore reported an impressive Gross Domestic Product (GDP) growth of 

about 9% each year and subsequently has seen an average increase of about 7% every year 

to date (World Bank, 2019), lending credibility to the system it has adopted. Additionally, 

consistent outstanding performance in international tests, such as the Programme for 

International Student Assessment (PISA), indicates that Singapore’s education system is an 

example of the success of meritocracy. However, despite these achievements, minimal 

attention has been given to the outcomes of those less positioned to benefit from the 

strategies the Singapore government has adopted to gain this international recognition. 

Therefore, this thesis hopes to bring to light the or side of the meritocracy coin. 

1.1 Singapore, Meritocracy, and History 

Singapore’s outstanding success is often attributed to its meritocratic governance and 

system. Meritocracy is the backbone of Singapore’s official discourse and yields great 

significance over every aspect of an individual’s life. Its origins can be traced back to 

Singapore’s tenuous past. The history of meritocracy in Singapore started with the British 

colonisation and the subsequent independence from Great Britain in 1963 through the 

formation of the Federation of Malaya (now known as Malaysia) and, later, Singapore’s 

unceremonious separation from it in 1965.  

Meritocracy was adopted in Singapore in opposition to the Federation of Malaya’s affirmative 

policies that were introduced to level the playing ground for the indigenous Malays (Lim, 

2016; Lim et al., 2014). Due to the British tactic of dividing labour and according to different 

types of jobs to each ethnic group during the period of colonisation, the Malays who held 

positions in the peasant sector were pushed to the lowest stratum of the socioeconomic 

ladder; in comparison, the Chinese and some of the Indians were given jobs in administration 

and trade which gave them the skills and experience to be successful post-colonisation (Lim 

et al., 2014). Thus, special rights for the Malays were introduced after independence from 
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Britain to rectify the inequity that the British had caused and to bridge the socioeconomic gap 

between the Malays and other ethnic groups in the Federation of Malaya (Lim et al., 2014). 

Singapore, a state of of the Republic of Malaysia led by Lee Kuan Yew and the People’s Action 

Party (PAP), was not agreeable to these affirmative policies and proposed equal treatment of 

all ethnicities (Lim, 2016). In other words, their solution to the issue of inequity is the 

implementation of measures, processes, and policies that foster equality. However, it is 

imperative to discern the difference between equality and equity, as promoting equality 

alone may inadvertently perpetuate inequity. The PAP’s proposition caused tensions in 

Singapore’s relationship with the Federation of Malaya. These tensions possibly sparked the 

1964 race riots between the Chinese and Malays, and this led to the eventual expulsion of 

Singapore from the Federation; Singapore’s first-generation leaders, faced with governing a 

small country with no natural resources, used meritocracy to unite the mostly migrant 

population (Lim et al., 2014). The national pledge is an emblem of this ongoing equality for all 

(and meritocratic) narrative:  

We, the citizens of Singapore 

Pledge ourselves as one united people. 

Regardless of race, language, and religion 

To build a democratic society. 

Based on justice and equality 

So as to achieve happiness, prosperity, and progress for our nation (emphasis added) 

Ever since Singapore’s shaky start to independence in 1965, meritocracy has been upheld as 

the vital principle for the fair and equal distribution of Singapore’s scarce resources (Lim & 

Apple, 2015) and Singapore’s success in the economic and education sectors and its 

international recognitions provide further legitimisation to this. Former Prime Minister Lee 

Kuan Yew’s government quashed any criticism and opponents and then took the time to 

explain his decisions through media, such as the radio or television (Hyman, 2015). It would 

seem then that the Singapore government has made the right decisions. However, frequent 

patterns of problems started emerging in critical areas of the government’s responsibility 

(e.g., housing, transport, immigration). With modern technology, social media, and softening 

actions towards criticism, the voice of dissent started firing up. With the growth of the 
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internet and social media, laymen can now publicly contest, argue, debate, share their 

opinions, and make comments on issues of politics that used to be reserved only for the elites 

in government (Barr, 2016). The Singapore government, often considered an authoritarian 

government, could no longer control the flow of information, and Singapore began to see the 

unravelling of the narrative of meritocracy that it had systemically built over the years (Barr, 

2016). 

Changes and developments in the political landscape were marked by the 2011 and 2020 

Watershed Elections, which saw the PAP’s popular votes plummeting to their lowest since 

independence. Adding to the damage, the PAP lost a key electoral five-member group 

representation constituency (GRC) to its opposition, the Workers’ Party (WP), as well as two 

of its ministers in the general election in 2011, and an additional four-member GRC as well as 

three office holders to WP in 2020. In addition, the ministers in three key agencies (transport, 

housing, and home affairs) in 2011 and the Deputy Prime Minister in 2019 managed to retain 

their positions only marginally. The PAP also almost lost other GRCs, such as East Coast GRC 

and West Coast GRC, in the 2020 elections.  

One of the critical issues that arguably contributed to the “surprising” loss of Sengkang GRC 

in the 2020 elections was the socioeconomic disparities between minorities and the Chinese. 

Ms Raeesah Khan, the newly elected member of parliament from the Workers Party, is the 

youngest minority Malay-Muslim candidate from an opposition party to have been elected. 

However, her election campaign was almost marred when a PAP supporter made a police 

report on Raeesah Khan’s social media post from 2018, where she implied that the legal 

system favoured Caucasians and Chinese. The PAP (2020) issued a press statement which 

criticised WP for its alleged “poor” candidate choice and called for Raeesah Khan to make 

public all her previous posts; however, the outcome of the press statement was met with 

much criticism, such as the one reported on the Online Citizen (Citizen, 2020), and even 

started a petition on Change.org (2020). The initial police report and the press statement did 

not sit well with netizens, many of whom are young voters. This, PAP’s decision to call for 

elections in the middle of a health pandemic, WP’s Pritam Singh’s exceptional leadership and 

show of solidarity for his party member (Romero, 2020), as well as WP’s Jamus Lim’s great 

debate on educational equality (Speakola, 2020) won over the Sengkang voters.  
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It is worth mentioning the General Elections of 2015, where the vote share for PAP jumped 

10% from 60.1% in 2011 to 70%. This may suggest that the PAP has once again gained 

popularity. However, 2015 was a significant and monumental year for Singapore. Singapore 

turned 50, and the government organised many events for the public. There were also gifts, 

both monetary and in other forms, that the government issued to the public. Most notably, 

2015 saw the death of the first Prime Minister of Singapore, Lee Kuan Yew. As controversial 

as Lee Kuan Yew was, his death evoked feelings of patriotism and nationalism. The PAP’s 

decision to call for elections in 2015, while those feelings were high, boded well for them. 

Nevertheless, once again, the 2020 elections saw a drop of almost 10% in vote share for the 

PAP, and this can be seen as a clear mandate by the citizens that they are ready for change. 

The last decade has seen the popularity of the PAP dwindling at an unprecedented level, 

which is a crucial backdrop to this thesis. 

1.2 My Story 

My personal story is an essential context to this thesis. A by-product of an internationally 

applauded and renowned education system, many of my friends and I can be said to be the 

trophies and example setters of the success of meritocracy. We are not from advantaged 

backgrounds, and our parents fall in the lowest 20% to 30% of Singapore’s income earners. 

Furthermore, they are not highly educated, and we identify with one of the most 

disadvantaged ethnic groups in Singapore. Unlike some of our peers from the same 

demographic, we could attend elite schools because of our high academic results during 

Primary School Leaving Examinations (PSLE) and Singapore’s ranking-based secondary school 

system. However, the socioeconomic dichotomy in school was evident. Some of our peers 

were dropped off by their parents wearing business suits and in BMWs or Mercedes. In 

contrast, we had to wake up two hours earlier to catch the bus or were dropped off by our 

fathers on their humble and cheap motorcycles. Nonetheless, we were grateful to this 

seemingly egalitarian system for allowing us to get a good education and move up the social 

ranks. 

As a student who was considered academically inclined, I was placed in the best streams in 

both primary and secondary schools. I was streamed into EM1 (English-Mother Tongue 1), 

the top stream in primary school. After my Primary School Leaving Examinations (PSLE), I was 
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then streamed into the Special (highest) stream and enrolled in of the top-ranked secondary 

schools in Singapore. Being in these streams and a highly reputable secondary school exposed 

me to various activities and excellent opportunities and formed my positive attitude towards 

education. Due to my background, high-stakes testing and streaming, along with the system 

of meritocracy, are fair as they allow social mobility. I was one of the success stories of 

streaming and meritocracy. My views were not exclusive. Research studies such as those by 

Duru-Bellat and Tenret (2012) in Australia and Warikoo and Fuhr (2014) in the UK have shown 

the extent to which individuals have faith that the system is meritocratic is swayed by the 

environment set up by the government and society. 

However, when I entered the working world, in my role as an educator, I was bewildered by 

those who were not inclined towards education or had negative views about it. Outside of my 

professional life, during my course of social work and volunteering, I noticed more of these 

adverse reactions some adults and teenagers had towards education. These reactions 

surprised me as it is a common belief in Singapore and worldwide that education helps social 

mobility and presents better opportunities for everyone, especially for the underprivileged 

and those in poverty. Education is seen as the key to success. Furthermore, primary and 

secondary school education is heavily subsidised by the Singapore government and can also 

be accessible for many through financial assistance. Hence, I viewed it as a waste when the 

presented opportunities were not taken. At times, I found myself unable to bridge the 

perplexing gap between my students, participants, and the beneficiaries (of voluntary and 

charity services). It was especially challenging when these students, participants, and 

beneficiaries were adults. 

This led me to investigate, observe and study the people I worked with to better understand 

what was going on in their minds and for me to design my curriculum and service programmes 

to suit their needs and wants. I had also hoped to generate more positive attitudes towards 

education, with my overall aim being the ability to do more for those I was unable to reach 

out to by creating awareness of the situation and, hopefully, through this awareness, create 

a progressive change. This aim still holds today. 
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1.3 Issues Identified 

To achieve my goal, I delved deeper to find out why the people I worked with and others in 

similar positions were academically underperforming and seemed to reject education. During 

this pursuit, I discovered an ugly by-product of the education system. While Singapore prides 

itself as a meritocratic society which provides equal opportunities for all regardless of race or 

social status, the reality falls short of that egalitarian idea. From my observation, most of the 

students who succeed and go on to top schools are from high socioeconomic backgrounds 

with parents who are graduates and hold leading positions in their organisations. At the same 

time, many others who are not as privileged have suffered and fallen through the cracks of 

the system. These personal observations are echoed by research studies on Singapore’s 

education system (Lim, 2013; Moore, 2000; Ng, 2004, 2009; Tremewan, 2016). While it exists, 

it seems that social mobility is an exception, not a norm. I was one of the exceptions.  

This discovery became an issue of interest, and I decided to research this topic for my master’s 

degree. My objective was to validate my observations and determine the extent of its 

accuracy. As I progressed through my academic pursuits, I developed a heightened awareness 

of the crucial distinctions between the concepts of equality and equity within the field of 

education. The concept of equality refers to the state or quality of being equal, which relates 

to how individuals are treated. Within the context of education, it involves providing students 

with the same level of respect and instruction. In contrast, the concept of equity pertains to 

the quality of being fair. It involves providing each student with the necessary tools and 

resources to succeed, which may require providing varying forms of support based on 

individual needs and abilities. 

Through my research, I have concluded that the education system in Singapore, although 

purportedly fair, is not actually equal and, instead contributes to the widening inequity gap. 

It has led to stigmatisation, stereotyping, labelling, prejudice, social class divisions, racial 

tensions, and stress. It does not send the right message to students about education. 

Academic success seems to take precedence over their lives. Education became a necessary 

tool, not for learning, but as a gauge of one’s position in society in Singapore. The number of 

students who committed suicide has been rising (Gonzalez, 2019; Wong, 2011), and the 

article by Wong (2011) implied that academic stressors could have played a role in the 
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decisions made to end their lives (Wong, 2011). These worrying trends have led many to 

question and examine this internationally renowned and world-class education system (Lim, 

2013; Ng, 2004, 2009). 

Another underlying issue in Singapore’s meritocratic education system is the 

overrepresentation of certain types and groups of students in lower ability groups, 

mainstream schools, and vocational institutions. The consistent characteristics of this 

demographic are typically students from low-income backgrounds with non-graduate 

parents. This is especially significant as Singapore has one of the highest rates of 

socioeconomic disparity globally, as evident by its Gini coefficient, which is on the UN alert 

level (Smith et al., 2015). Meritocracy was proposed as the answer to issues of inequity in the 

1960s. However, it has only seemed to widen the gap, leading to the next issue: the 

overrepresentation of minority students, particularly from the Malay ethnic groups, in the 

lower academic groupings. 

According to the Department of Statistics Singapore (2020), throughout the last few decades, 

the Malay ethnic group has been consistently falling behind the other ethnic groups. One of 

the potential reasons is the racial stereotype, bias, and discrimination this group has faced, 

structurally, institutionally, and within the general society, which have led to psychological 

and social problems such as self-fulfilling prophecies, internalised racism, and socioeconomic 

disparity. These then become cyclical and contribute to poor academic performance and 

outcomes, thus demonstrating how socioeconomic status, class disparities, ethnic 

inequalities, and educational gaps are closely interwoven. All the above will be further 

explored in this thesis through the perspectives of those most affected. 

1.4 Outline 

This thesis aims to add to the current growing literature on systemic issues in Singapore by 

providing insights through those who have received the short end of the meritocratic stick by 

focusing on the perceptions of former low-stream students in Singapore with regard to their 

educational experiences. It presents the participants’ retrospective opinions and 

understanding of their schooling experiences, the opportunities they had access to, their 
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current outcomes, and other related issues. It is presented through several frameworks to 

provide a rich perspective on the data.  

To bring the readers through the participants’ journey, a collective narrative has been created 

from the shared lived experiences of the participants. The reader would have been 

acquainted with “Ahmad” at the start of this thesis. The story of “Ahmad” is bits and pieces 

of essential experiences shared by each participant of this study. It is hoped that through 

“Ahmad”, this thesis would provide a voice for the silenced ones. 

Chapter 2 is a narrative literature review that provides a backdrop to the whole thesis. The 

literature review in this research on Singapore's version of meritocracy and education system 

will be presented in a narrative format rather than a systematic review. This approach allows 

for more flexibility and a broader scope of inclusion, incorporating international studies and 

theories from various fields. The narrative format also enables the construction of 

connections between seemingly unrelated studies and theories, leading to a comprehensive 

understanding of the topic. The first section of the literature review provides an overview of 

the issues identified in the current literature, while the rest of the chapter delves into 

Singapore's geopolitical history, policies, and systems to provide a critical understanding of 

the problems identified. Chapter 2 is crucial as it allows for a detailed overview for a clearer 

understanding of the implications of meritocracy and the relevance of this thesis. 

Thematically interwoven between these are issues identified through past and current 

literature. 

In Chapter 3, the focus shifts to the research design and methods used in this study, providing 

a clear outline of the objectives of the study. It brings the readers to the core of the research 

design and analysis process through the epistemological and theoretical frameworks that 

shape this study. To support the chosen approach, a review of relevant studies was 

conducted, and a few were selected as illustrative examples. The methodology chosen to 

achieve the research aims is then presented, along with an explanation of why it was deemed 

appropriate. Additionally, the chapter delves into potential ethical issues and the measures 

taken to mitigate them, ensuring that the study is conducted with integrity and in compliance 

with ethical standards. 
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Chapter 4 introduces and discusses the relevance of Stigma Theory, Stereotype Threat, and 

Pygmalion Effect Theory in understanding human behaviour in a social context. It highlights 

the importance of these theories in analysing individual agency and macro-level policies and 

their impact on outcomes. To ground the conceptual scope of the thesis, Bronfenbrenner's 

Bio-ecological Model of Development and PPCT will be introduced as the main framework 

and social constructionism as the fundamental philosophy. Overall, the theories and 

frameworks discussed provide a well-rounded perspective to view and understand the 

participants' experiences in relation to stigmatisation and meritocracy. 

The story of Ahmad continues between the findings chapters as a break to remind the readers 

again that this academic thesis is built on the experiences of those who have dared to share. 

Chapters 5, 6, and 7 of this thesis present the findings of the study. Chapter 5 discusses the 

impact of teachers' expectations on students' learning outcomes, revealing how this can lead 

to unfair treatment of students, especially those in lower streams who may not receive 

challenging curricula. Chapter 6 explores how stigmatisation leads to oppositional behaviour 

and rebellion among students, which is their response to what they perceive as unfairness or 

a form of coping mechanism. This chapter also highlights the unforgiving nature of 

Singapore's education system, which pigeonholes students and removes future opportunities 

through streamlining during their prepubescent period. Finally, in chapter 7, the impact of 

family background, particularly wealth and educational qualifications, on a student's access 

to educational and social opportunities, and ultimately their outcomes, is examined. 

Chapter 8 of this thesis is the discussion chapter, which presents the research findings and 

draws conclusions. This chapter discusses the unique challenges faced by low-stream 

students and the experiences of Malay participants in Singapore, highlighting the various 

levels of racism and discrimination for marginalised communities. The chapter also explores 

the prevalent belief in meritocracy among the study participants and its alignment with the 

deficit thinking theory, which blames individuals for their situations due to supposed 

individual or cultural deficiencies. The problematic nature of this belief is examined, as it 

overlooks the impact of cultural and structural inequalities on society and the need for 

institutional and societal change.  
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Finally, Chapter 9 is the final concluding chapter. The chapter provides a comprehensive 

review and summary of the key findings presented in this study. Additionally, it will examine 

more limitations of the study not addressed in chapter 8, and outline potential areas for 

further research. Lastly, this chapter will make recommendations for systemic changes based 

on the findings of this study, which will be aimed at improving the existing system. The thesis 

ends with the final part of the collective narrative.  

1.5 Conclusion 

To control the present and plan for the future, one must understand the past. In this 

introduction, I have provided a snapshot of Singapore’s history and discussed its role in the 

current outcomes. However, the issues highlighted in this section are only the tip of the 

iceberg. The next chapter provides even more detailed background knowledge through a 

narrative literature review and analyses the discussions of crucial issues to aid in 

understanding this study.  

This thesis aims to support and add to the increasing data on the consequences and by-

products of Singapore’s renowned and celebrated meritocratic education system. 

Additionally, one of its purposes is to shed light on issues facing those who have been 

suppressed economically, socially, and educationally by the Singapore government’s 

strategies in its bid to achieve international success. Qualitative research giving voices to 

participants is overwhelmingly lacking. Many studies are quantitative research based on 

analysing data from datasets (or other avenues). Not as many studies lend an ear and provide 

participants with the opportunity to offer their perspectives. As this study aims to give voices 

to those silenced, it aspires to fill this dearth. One of the ways to achieve this aim is by 

providing alternative explanations to the issues that have emerged from the findings through 

different sociological and psychological lenses. 

This thesis also seeks to inspire positive changes in the education system, such as introducing 

inclusive policies to bridge the educational gap, and providing equal opportunities. It hopes 

these changes will eventually translate to similar outcomes for all Singaporeans who go 

through the education system. The next chapter will provide the background information and 

context for the rationale behind these aims and goals. 
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2. A Narrative Literature Review 

A literature review is an act of investigation and exploration of past and current literature. It 

helps to increase knowledge and understanding, facilitates the identification of a topic, 

supports a methodology, provides context, and can also redirect research (Bruce, 1994). A 

literature review can map out the course of a research study. It informs the researcher on 

what is already known in the area, identifies relevant concepts and theories, and distinguishes 

research methods and strategies employed in studies within the same or similar field. It also 

helps the researcher familiarise themselves with significant controversies and sieves out 

inconsistencies in findings on the topic. 

Furthermore, it demonstrates the researcher’s competence as they identify and refer to 

prominent writings within their fields. However, the literature review should be more than 

just a report of papers used to frame the research. As Bruce (1994) pointed out, a literature 

review should discuss and analyse the literature and may be formed as a section of a thesis. 

There are many ways to present a literature review. The most common approach is the 

systematic review. It is acknowledged that there are many benefits to this approach as it 

provides a clear and concise report. However, unlike quantitative studies, the boundaries for 

qualitative research topics are more fluid, and the research questions cannot be framed in 

terms of the effect of a specific variable. Interpretive researchers review the literature to 

deepen human discourse by producing insights, knowledge, and awareness (Geertz, 1973). 

Therefore, the literature review in this research will be presented in narrative form to meet 

these aims. 

The narrative review pushes boundaries, is more flexible, has a more significant and less 

focused scope, and the criteria for what should be included and excluded are less explicit 

compared to a systematic review. For example, although this research is focused on 

Singapore’s version of meritocracy, its education system and with participants from 

Singapore, the issues identified and discussed are similar, if not the same, as those from 

countries with similar outcomes that have emerged due to similar policies. Many of 

Singapore’s former and current policies are also influenced by trends in other countries. For 
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that reason, international studies outside of Singapore form an essential component in this 

review to provide a richer and more comprehensive understanding of this topic.  

The literature review will also be presented in a story-telling format (Locke & Golden-Biddle, 

1997). This format allows for the construction of intertextual coherence where theories and 

research typically regarded as unrelated or unconnected, such as those from different 

countries and other fields (e.g., sociology, psychology, and education), are put together. It 

helps establish generally incompatible studies and forms connections between recognised 

theories and research. The literature review in the first section of this chapter will generate 

an area of knowledge from studies with substantial unanimity. The first section gives an 

overview of issues identified and discussed in the current literature. The rest of this chapter 

provides a comprehensive insight into Singapore and the problems identified through a 

critical understanding of its geopolitical history, policies, systems, and other related matter.  

2.1 Issues Addressed in Literature 

Meritocracy, high-stakes testing, and social class issues have been widely studied in Singapore 

by researchers such as Adzahar (2012), Chua (2011, 2015), Chua and colleagues (2019), Lim 

and Apple (2015), Lim (2016), Ng (2004, 2009), and Ismail and Ling (2006). Their studies 

focused on the education system, meritocracy, and streaming, exploring and highlighting 

several critical issues central to this thesis's focus. Some of the studies discussed in this 

chapter have pointed out the impacts these issues have on a more macro level. Their work 

has provided valuable insights and raised significant concerns about the effects on students' 

psychological, emotional, and academic well-being and their future opportunities, life 

chances and outcomes. 

The effects of the meritocratic education system in Singapore were first brought to attention 

in the studies by Ng (2004, 2009). Ng’s studies aimed to get insight into the perspectives of 

those affected by the education system, namely the students, the educators, and the parents. 

The relationship between the teachers’ perceptions of students from different streams and 

their effects on the students, their self-perception, their self-esteem, and their future goals 

were explored. The second study compared the perspectives of students from a branded 

(elite) school and a low-status (mainstream) school. Both studies discussed possible 
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precursors of the differing responses from students and teachers from different schools and 

streams. The relationship between socioeconomic positions, type of school, type of stream 

and perceptions of teachers were drawn with the focus being on students’ perspectives and 

the effects the system has had on them and society. One of the most significant possible 

precursors teased out of these studies was the socioeconomic position of the students and 

their families and the correlation between this position and their experiences and outcomes 

in school. 

In 2006, an intervention project documenting and analysing teachers’ capacity to design a 

curriculum based on effective pedagogy in Normal Technical (NT) classrooms started based 

on the findings of the project by the Centre for Research in Pedagogy and Practice (Albright, 

2006). It studied the professional capacity of teachers, their NT students, and the systemic 

issues surrounding education, such as school structure and reforms (Albright, 2006). One of 

the most pertinent findings in this study was the profile of the students from NT. According 

to Albright (2006), there was an overrepresentation of “Malays, boys, and children of the 

lower social class” (p. 8) in the NT classroom. The students often come from homes that do 

not speak English as a first language, with at least one parent with “lower than average 

educational qualifications” (p. 9). The report by Albright (2006) also pointed out differences 

in teachers’ delivery and curriculum design across the different streams. Albright (2006) 

stated that NT students face more regulatory talk than students from other streams, and the 

overall aim of lessons is the reproduction of information rather than the production and 

construction of knowledge, both of which are “narrow and limiting” (p. 13). The data from 

this study is vital as it supports findings from other research studies in this section and the 

conclusions of this research study. 

In the same year, Ismail and Ling’s (2006) ethnographic study presented information through 

first-hand accounts to dispel common misconceptions that NT students are less intelligent 

and capable. Ismail and Ling (2006) posit that misconceptions emerged due to years of 

quantitative research that has caused generalisations of students, which have yielded blanket 

solutions that “do not do justice to the diverse individual experiences of schooling” (p. 74). 

The study looked at common problems often reported by teachers of NT classes from a 

qualitative perspective. One such problem is the multiple disruptive centres or, in simpler 

terms, numerous groups of students doing different things at one time in one class, and these 
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always kept teachers on high alert (Ismail & Ling, 2006). Another issue teased out in this study 

is the negotiation method the teachers used to handle behavioural issues, which often does 

not work (Ismail & Ling, 2006). Another critical finding and a common theme throughout 

many research studies reviewed in this section is the low literacy level of NT students, and 

Ismail and Ling (2006) have shown how and why NT students are often misbehaving or not 

performing well academically. The study hoped to direct educational reforms for students in 

the lowest streams, as many reforms, attention, and resources had been directed towards 

high-ability students from the higher streams (Ismail & Ling, 2006). 

More recently, Lim (2013) published an article that discusses processes that the Primary 

Education and Implementation committee of the Ministry of Education intends to implement 

for a fairer and more equal educational system. The paper provided a backdrop of the socio-

political movement in Singapore and its relationship with educational measures that have 

been executed in the past. It examines Singapore’s meritocratic system and its unbalanced 

relationship with egalitarianism and elitism. Lim’s article aimed to provide a critique of these 

tentative measures and an examination and discussion of the efforts the government had 

made to ease the strain within the current system. 

Lim continued his critique of the “meritocratic (in)equality” that exists in the education 

system in 2016. Lim (2016) argued that the curriculum had been designed for manufacturing 

students differently based on the schools they were in. Lim’s critique was based on the study 

done by him and Apple (2015), which compared the teaching of critical thinking in a non-elite 

and elite school. The findings showed the role these – curriculum design and teaching of 

critical thinking - play in reinforcing dominant ideologies. Their comparison showed that while 

elite school students are taught critical thinking in a manner that trains them to be leaders, 

the opposite is true for those in non-elite mainstream schools who are instead trained to be 

loyal and hard-working followers (Lim & Apple, 2015). The pedagogies adopted by the 

different schools sent different messages to these students and provided more evidence that 

shows that social stratification begins in school. 

Ong and Cheung (2016), representing Singapore Children’s Society, studied the effects of 

school stratification on children’s self-concept and ambitions. The findings indicated that even 

at an early age, students perceive that certain schools are better and more prestigious than 
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others, and the assumption was that these beliefs were passed down from their parents. Ong 

and Cheung (2016) suggested that these beliefs contribute to the widening social and class 

gap. Another issue identified was the overemphasis on academic achievement in Singapore, 

where the kind of school a child attends and their academic achievement defines a child’s 

potential for success. Ong and Cheung (2016) reiterated that the meritocratic education 

system as a social leveller is a myth.  

There were many key findings in Ong and Cheung’s (2016) extensive study; one was the link 

between the types of schools and the demographics of students. The schools were divided 

into three types, and the demographics of the students showed clearly that each type had a 

specific majority in terms of ethnicity and SES. For example, in Type 1 schools, students were 

mainly Chinese, had at least one parent who was a university graduate and had significantly 

higher SES scores than the students in other types. This was true for primary and secondary 

school (Ong & Cheung, 2016). This supported Adzahar’s (2012) study, where participants were 

Malays from low-SES backgrounds and attended schools that were identified as Type 3 

schools in Ong and Cheung’s (2016) study, as well as with Chua and Ng’s (2015) study where 

findings showed that Malays were under-represented in elite junior colleges. 

Another key finding that supported Adzahar’s (2012) study was on the aspirations of students, 

where research had shown a link between aspirations and actual attainment. Ong and Cheung 

(2016) cited different studies in Singapore which had shown that while most students in 

Singapore did have high aspirations regardless of SES, their level of confidence in achieving 

those aspirations was indicative of their attainment – the more confident they were, the more 

motivated they were to reach their aspirations and work for it. Adzahar’s (2012) study drew 

out the intersectionality of ethnicity, class, education, and spatial location, which meritocracy 

in Singapore does not address, and this intersectionality was a key theme in this thesis. 

Adzahar (2012) applied Bourdieu’s theoretical framework to examine and understand the 

consistent underperformance of working-class Malay youths. Social structures were 

documented, everyday cultural practices and interactions were analysed, and it was found 

that these cultural practices and interactions played a significant role in reinforcing the 

youths’ diminished or low ambitions (Adzahar, 2012). Adzahar (2012) stated that education 

in Singapore is entrenched in the belief that one succeeds solely through efforts put in by the 
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individual in a meritocratic environment. He argued this claim of meritocracy in the education 

system through Bourdieu’s (2002) framework that education “plays a masked role in 

maintaining social divisions” (Adzahar, 2012, p. 153) as he noted the consistent educational 

disparity between the Malay ethnic group and other ethnicities in Singapore. His findings 

revealed the “different realities” (Adzahar, 2012, p. 170) for these Malay youths who seek 

and find support through their peers instead of their families. Within these groups, 

educational underachievement is continuously perpetuated and reinforced, leading to 

acceptance of their dismal performance and success, which has provided grounds for 

justifications for their failing in school (Adzahar, 2012).  

A few more recent studies addressed this intersectionality. One study by Chua and Ng (2015) 

provided a social capital perspective on “the Malay problem” discussed in the previous 

section. Chua and Ng (2015) found that Malays are less likely to have social capital in 

comparison to Chinese and Indians for a variety of reasons, including lower education and a 

habit of only socialising amongst themselves. As Malays are (mostly) already in the lower 

stratum of the social pyramid, this means that the connections they form are with others who 

are in similar positions as them. The lack of rich, university-educated, Chinese, and male 

network associates also contributes to the eventual dismal outcomes of the Malays because, 

as Chua and Ng (2015) posited, having people with these demographics and characteristics in 

one’s network increases one’s access to opportunities, knowledge, and jobs.  

Lower education contributes to Malays’ social capital deficit to a certain extent, along with 

other factors. Lower education means inadequate access to well-educated friends, affecting 

their job prospects. This then contributes to lower earnings. The study by Chua and Ng (2015) 

was the first to reveal the correlation between ethnic inequalities in wages and unequal 

distribution of social, human, and economic capital. This study supports the claim that 

Singapore's merit-based education system is unjust and discriminatory towards ethnic 

minorities, indicating that minority disadvantages start early (Chua & Ng, 2015). 

School as the beginning of the social stratification process was also explored by Chua and his 

colleagues in a later study in 2019, which examined how enrolment patterns into elite schools 

are affected by the SES of the neighbourhood, which in turn affects students’ choices (Chua 

et al., 2019). It was found that Malays are underrepresented in elite junior colleges due to the 
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high-SES spatial location of these colleges (Chua et al., 2019). There were two main reasons 

for the underrepresentation: (1) The effect of path dependency: the neighbourhoods where 

elite junior colleges were located also have many elite secondary schools, and these elite 

secondary schools feed students into the elite junior colleges; (2) Malays were less likely to 

be from high-SES families and therefore, high-SES neighbourhoods, and additionally, they 

often prefer to be in a junior college that has greater Malay ethnic representation (Chua et 

al., 2019). The interweaving of inequalities was evident here, especially when compared to 

another group (female) and lent support to both Chua and Ng’s (2015) and Adzahar’s (2012) 

findings.  

The research studies shared above were some of the main ones that helped to shape this 

thesis. As this thesis progressed, more research was reviewed and served as guidance for this 

study, and this will be evident in the following sections of this chapter. The aims of all the 

studies mentioned in this chapter are to present, explore and examine: 

i. the effects and impacts of the education system on a particular group of people, 

ii. the relationships between the education systems and outcomes, 

iii. the precursors to outcomes, and 

iv. the education system in the context of a particular group of people.  

The several issues highlighted in these studies are central to the focus of this research. The 

literature has been reviewed, reorganised, and presented along thematic lines to provide a 

thematic flow for the thesis. Additional studies from Singapore and other parts of the world 

on related issues have been considered and examined to aid in understanding this research 

and to add to a rich collection of knowledge on this particular topic of study. 

2.2 What is Meritocracy? 

The term ‘meritocracy’ was coined by Michael F. D. Young in 1958 in his political satire called 

‘The Rise of Meritocracy’ (Lim, 2016; Johannis et al., 2022). Sociologists in the 1960s and 

1970s then used this term to suggest that the issue of class origins and class distinctions can 

be resolved through a meritocratic system aimed to promote a status-less society without 
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clear class distinctions (Goldthorpe, 2003). The principle behind meritocracy is that everyone, 

regardless of their background, has an equal opportunity to succeed based solely on merit 

(Lim, 2013, 2016). The merit and deservedness of an individual are determined by evidence 

of success derived through modes such as standardised testing (Levinson & Sadovnik, 2002). 

This individual gets rewarded through better educational qualifications, resources, social 

status, career ranks, better incomes, recognition, and prestige (Jencks & Phillips, 1998; Lim, 

2013).  

From the utilitarian perspective, meritocracy is a system which efficiently fits individuals into 

leadership positions to “maximise the average level of well-being in a society” (Lim, 2013, p. 

3). Those who have made significant contributions to the success of society and the economy 

will receive the great rewards of meritocracy (Bellows, 2009; Krauze & Slomczynski, 1985). In 

summary, meritocracy proposes that everyone should have an equal chance at success as 

long as they have the same ability and intelligence and put in equal effort. It is seen as a social 

leveller and a tool for social mobility, allowing those in the lower social classes to dream about 

improving their positions and thus providing motivation for people to do their best (Kim & 

Choi, 2017).  

The appealing aspect of meritocracy lies in its non-discriminatory ideology. The desire to have 

a merit-based system is prevalent due to its reputation for promoting efficiency and fairness 

in capitalist economies, especially in terms of equal opportunity (Johannis et al., 2022). 

However, studies have shown that meritocracy has instead created divisions and widened the 

class gap, and critics of meritocracy have warned of a system of reproduction where the status 

quo is maintained through the façade of meritocracy (Adzahar, 2012; Chua, 2015; Chua & Ng, 

2015; Chua et al., 2019; Chua et al., 2022; Warikoo & Fuhr, 2014; Young, 1958). Where in 

traditional societies, the elites inherited their status or achieved it through forceful 

supremacy, the existence of social classes and divisions and social reproduction in modern 

times have been justified and legitimised through meritocracy (Bourdieu et al., 1977; Chua, 

2015; Chua & Ng, 2015; Chua et al., 2019; Chua et al., 2022 Johannis et al., 2022; Warikoo & 

Fuhr, 2014; Weber, 1968; Young, 1958). This is unsurprising as meritocracy’s earlier roots can 

be traced back to class and race discrimination and hereditarianism (Valencia, 1997, 2010). 
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One clear analytical contrast between meritocracy is Egalitarian and Elitist (Lim & Apple, 2015; 

Tan Deneen, 2015). While similar in utilitarian values, these two scopes of meritocracy have 

distinct characteristics. The following section explores these and their attributes before 

discussing their relations to Singapore. 

2.2.1 Egalitarian and Elitist Meritocracy 

Merit is the principle that governs the distribution of limited resources and rewards in an 

egalitarian meritocracy (Jencks & Phillips, 1998). This approach focuses on providing equal 

opportunity and fair means for individuals to achieve and show their merit (Tan & Deneen, 

2015). It emphasises educational fairness, where education is an individual’s fundamental 

right and should go beyond facilitating school placements (Tan & Deneen, 2015). It assumes 

that because of this equality of access and opportunity (fairness), the eventual outcomes, 

should they be unequal, would be justified (Ho, 2014). Egalitarian meritocracy aims to 

facilitate the participation of individuals in political processes as informed citizens, to 

challenge systems when necessary and ultimately, and to reduce inequality and inequity in all 

systems and within different groups (Tan & Deneen, 2016). 

Elitist meritocracy is more concerned with getting and supporting the right person to manage 

the resources than equal access and rights to the resources (Lim, 2016). Elitist meritocracy 

believes that this can be achieved through fierce competition and that this competition serves 

as motivation (Lim, 2016). It discriminates the distribution of resources, such as access to 

educational opportunities, through perceived deservedness and competency, which are 

determined through merit (Lim, 2016; Tan & Deneen, 2015). Those who are perceived to be 

deserving of the resources are identified as the elite, and these elites eventually govern 

everyone’s interests. Elitist meritocracy aims to assign everyone early on to a specific position 

in society according to demonstrated or potential merit, and based on that assignment, the 

individual would receive benefits and rewards (or disincentives) that are accorded to their 

position (Barr, 2016; Tan & Deneen, 2015). 

A widely held assumption is that meritocracy is absolute due to the tensions between them. 

However, despite these tensions, the similarities, such as a reliance on a utilitarian ethos to 

match rewards to contribution (Bellows, 2009) and matching the individuals to positions in 
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society (Tan & Deneen, 2015), reflect the meritocratic aspirations of Singapore. Nevertheless, 

there exist further complexities which make Singapore’s meritocracy different to meritocracy 

in other nations, and this will be discussed later on in this chapter. 

2.2.2 The Roots of Meritocracy 

One of the traits associated with the meritocratic environment is that it attributes the success 

or failure of someone to their traits such as intelligence, talent, motivation, and ability without 

considering the impacts of external factors such as social environment, home circumstances, 

SES, racial groupings, and culture. However, an increasing body of research shows that these 

external factors directly impact outcomes that are often attributed to intelligence, talent, 

motivation, and ability. To better understand how this phenomenon came about, we need to 

trace it back to the roots of meritocracy. 

Meritocracy outside of Singapore has had a complicated history tracing back to Social 

Darwinism and the early eugenics movement (Darwin, 1874; Galton, 1870; Oller Jr, 1997; 

Valencia, 2010). Meritocracy focuses on educational qualifications and academic 

achievements as proof of achievements which is then attributed to their perceived 

intelligence (Herrnstein & Murray, 2010) upon which one would receive one’s due rewards 

such as status. Testing, particularly IQ and standardised tests, is the backbone of meritocracy 

and the tool used to justify and maintain racist and discriminatory practices in the name of 

meritocracy. These IQ tests were used in the past to claim the superiority in the intelligence 

of people from different racial groups, particularly whites over black, and that intelligence is 

therefore hereditary (Herrnstein & Murray, 2010; Kaplan & Kaplan, 1997; Oller Jr, 1997). 

Statistics from the IQ and standardised tests and studies have also been used to justify the 

economic and social positions of different groups in society and to reason against 

desegregation in schools in the United States after the Brown versus Board ruling in the name 

of “science” (Valencia, 2010). 

Many critics have spoken out against these tests administered over the last century and the 

meritocratic system. Studies by Oller Jr (1997) and Valencia (1997, 2010) have shown that 

tests that claimed to measure intelligence, such as the earliest IQ test created by Binet and 

Simon (1904), need to be revised. Many IQ tests depend on the test taker’s language 
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proficiency, and even tests aimed to measure powers of reasoning require access to the 

primary language of the test taker (Oller Jr, 1997). The creators of these IQ tests are typically 

white, monolingual English, and from a particular class and culture (Oller Jr, 1997; Valencia, 

1997, 2010). Supporters of IQ tests have denied that access to abstract meanings in these 

tests and acquisition of a specific language, including non-verbal language, is needed (Oller Jr, 

1997). Over the decades, this has had many adverse outcomes and consequences 

(Augoustinos et al., 2005; Oller Jr, 1997; Valencia, 1997, 2010).  

Augoustinos and colleagues (2005) argued that meritocracy in current times, also referred to 

as the New Meritocracy by Kaplan and Kaplan (1997), is a discriminatory practice hidden 

behind liberal values such as individualism and equality. While the New Meritocracy is the 

same as the meritocracy previously discussed in how it determines one’s intelligence (and 

thus status), it differs in the distribution of those who made the mark (Kaplan & Kaplan, 1997). 

The New Meritocracy took hold particularly after World War Two, together with the global 

industrial revolutions that were happening after the war, which saw the rise of technology 

that contributed to the rise of education as one of the requirements for employment (Kaplan 

& Kaplan, 1997). Where those who performed well in tests or were considered to have 

remarkable intelligence used to be distributed across various levels of occupations and in 

different industries, the 1960s saw them recruited into elite professional positions and 

management, and this caused the income gap between the elites and middle class to widen 

in many capitalist countries such as the US and the UK (Kaplan & Kaplan, 1997).  

One of the characteristics of the New Meritocracy is the tendency for many to marry those 

they deem to be of equal intelligence who would also command a similar level of income 

(Kaplan & Kaplan, 1997). Additionally, individuals selected through earlier rounds of exam-

based talent selection may see an increase in their earnings and a rise in their social status 

(Chua et al., 2022). This has inadvertently increased the income gap and created a new 

hierarchy of social, economic, and academic classes and the formation of the elites. This new 

group of elites are not necessarily from a powerful and rich lineage. Still, their high 

educational qualifications mean they occupy top positions and hold economic and social 

power (Kaplan & Kaplan, 1997). This new group of elites can provide opportunities for their 

children and pass on advantages to their children through intergenerational transfers (Chua 

et al., 2022). Some of these advantages are beyond monetary wealth, such as connections, 
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which would contribute to the advantages their children would have over those less privileged 

(Chua et al., 2022); the following sections will discuss and analyse the impact of meritocracy 

on children. 

Although there is an increasing recognition that meritocracy and its practices (such as testing) 

are discriminatory and biased, high-stakes testing remains. Affirmative action is still a point 

of contention as many struggles with the egalitarian idea of equity and liberal values such as 

equality (Augoustinos et al., 2005), and this remains true in many countries such as the US, 

the UK, Australia and Singapore. Research has demonstrated that meritocracy has been used 

to justify the current unbalanced outcomes and has allowed for discrimination (Augoustinos 

et al., 2005; Barr, 2016; Chua et al., 2019; Lim, 2016). This justification and the inability to 

match egalitarian values of equity to liberal values of equality is a result of years of policies 

and beliefs rooted in hereditarianism. 

2.3 Meritocracy in Singapore  

Meritocracy is a fundamental principle in Singapore, viewed as an integral aspect of its culture 

and national identity. It is used to justify pro-market, pro-growth policies and a strict, 

competitive education system. It also serves as the basis for governance through deference 

to an elite class who have excelled under meritocracy and are expected to exhibit moral 

virtues (Johannis et al., 2022). Meritocracy is promoted as an official discourse representing 

fairness, equality, and inclusion (Tan & Deneen, 2015). However, it has also been used to 

legitimise inequalities by creating a sense of paranoia, suggesting that Singapore is a small, 

fragile country that can fail at any time (Lee & Morris, 2016) and this narrative is reinforced 

through public messages, while the negative impacts of capitalism are downplayed (Tan, 

2007). 

The development of Singapore as a developmental state, shaped by its past events, plays a 

crucial role in understanding the current socio-political narrative (Lim & Apple, 2015). A 

developmental state is one in which the government has complete control over the planning 

and growth of the country and its social transformation (Chua, 2015) by strategically 

managing domestic and international forces to align with national economic interests (White 

& Wade, 1988). Singapore, being a typical developmental state (Lee & Morris, 2016), 
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prioritises high economic growth above all else, even at the cost of suppressing political 

freedom and creating a technocratic form of governance (Chua, 2015). The interventionist 

government uses high economic growth to gain legitimacy in many areas, including the 

implementation of elitist meritocracy. This has resulted in significant issues such as a widening 

gap in social and economic equity, increasing poverty, and a lack of social mobility, which 

suggests that the meritocratic system in Singapore is skewed towards reproducing an elite 

class rather than promoting equal opportunities and social mobility as it purports to do (Lee 

& Morris, 2016; Tan & Deneen, 2015). 

Research has shown that inequality tends to be self-perpetuating, as it creates unequal access 

to resources, leading to further disparities and a widening of the inequity gap (Lee & Morris, 

2016). As a result of such uneven distribution of resources, inequity emerges, which in turn 

reinforces and perpetuates inequality. The concept of fairness in meritocracy is constantly 

being questioned in Singapore due to the tension between its different interpretations (Tan 

& Deneen, 2015). Despite the ongoing legitimisation of existing socioeconomic and ethnic 

inequalities caused by meritocracy, Singapore’s leaders argue that it is the only viable 

principle to deal with the country’s scarce resources (Lee & Morris, 2016; Lim, 2016; Tan & 

Deneen, 2015). This narrative has been reinforced through various public statements, such as 

former Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong’s justification of the growing wealth gap, social class 

divisions, and inadequate rewards as a necessary means to an end, which is to maintain a 

booming economy (Kang & Ming, 2005). He argued that rewards and disincentives motivate 

people to make the best economic contributions (Kang & Ming, 2005). 

The longstanding policy narrative i’ that inequity is inevitable and is the natural process of 

growth (Lee & Morris, 2016). According to PM Goh, those not well-paid should not resent 

those who earn more; after all, high wages are the “big prizes in the free market” (Kang & 

Ming, 2005, p. 3). The official solution towards inequity has always been to work harder and 

study better. One such example of this can be seen in former PM Goh Keng Swee’s speech in 

1973, where he said that “the way to help the poor is to provide more work” (p. 3). Almost 

40 years later, in 2012, Deputy PM Tharman Shanmugaratnam reiterated this point when he 

said, “…where everyone keeps improving their skills, sees their pay improve over time” (p. 1,) 

which is a subtle implication that if one is facing difficulties, it is through no fault of anyone 

else’s but the individual for not upgrading their skills or working hard to improve their 
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situation. The victim-blaming strategy often coincides with the allocation of blame to other 

external factors such as globalisation – the government’s narrative is that globalisation can 

result in the need for different and upgraded skill sets, and the government claims lack of 

control over these too (Barr, 2016; Lee & Morris, 2016). 

This victim-blaming strategy, one of the concepts of deficit thinking (Patton & Museus, 2019), 

is one of the main contributors to ethnic inequity and, simultaneously, one of the results of 

the same inequity. However, in the meritocratic developmental state, ethnic inequity is 

simply collateral damage – an exchange for high economic growth. At 7.7% average growth 

since 1965, Singapore’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) growth has been one of the highest in 

the world (World Bank, 2019). The World Bank (2019) has also positioned Singapore as a high-

income country, and the government has used this (alongside other success stories and 

Singapore’s troubled past) to reiterate its meritocratic stance.  

However, despite Singapore’s wealth and position, the reality on the ground is different. 

Although there are no official statistics for poverty in Singapore, it is estimated that about 

110,000 to 140,000 households in Singapore are unable to meet basic needs (Lee & Morris, 

2016), and absolute poverty is estimated to be between 10% to 14% of all households 

(Donaldson et al., 2013). Furthermore, the wealthiest 10% in Singapore earns 16.9 times more 

than the poorest 10% (Lee & Morris, 2016), while the Gini coefficient (the international 

indicator for income inequality) has risen dramatically over the years and is currently above 

0.4 which is the alert line for income inequality (Smith et al., 2015). 

Even with these damning statistics, the Singapore government has consistently dismissed 

suggestions for redistribution of wealth to curb the socioeconomic disparity, and very early 

on have accused countries who favour welfare distribution of having “succumbed to 

temptation” (Goh, 1973), referring to the Western world provision of welfare incentives as a 

populist, left-wing solution. Over the years, policies that favour the rich have emerged as 

rewards for those deemed deserving in a meritocratic state. One example is Singapore’s low 

tax policies, such as no tax on capital gains, no estate duty, the reduction of corporate tax, 

and the reduction of income tax (Lee & Morris, 2016). Another example of the privilege 

afforded to the rich is the various educational policies surrounding school placements, such 

as giving priority to a child if the parents or siblings are an alumnus of the school or if the child 
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is somewhat affiliated (for example, through a church). Both policies are important as they 

discriminate access to resources which significantly impacts the outcomes of an individual 

and plays a role in the growing socioeconomic disparity in Singapore. Even more significant is 

how policies from different agencies intertwine to aggravate the existing issues to which 

meritocracy had aimed to be the solution. 

Quah (2010) labelled Singapore’s unique meritocracy as a ‘macho meritocracy’, which he 

explains as the meritocratic journey of Singaporeans that begins in school. In this journey, a 

selected few, labelled as “la crème de la crème” or “cream of the crop” due to their academic 

excellence, are segregated from others through processes such as high-stakes and 

standardised testing and sent to elite schools and classes. These individuals would eventually 

move on to higher education, further funded by the government and its agencies, in 

preparation for public service, and the cream of the crop would be the chosen elites for the 

leadership positions in the government (Barr, 2016). An estimated 300 of these elite 

individuals oversee the estimated 4 million Singaporeans (Bellows, 2009); of these individuals, 

only 12 are from mainstream neighbourhood schools (Goh, 2015). 

Despite its reputation as an effective principle, Singaporeans have been increasingly 

questioning the fairness of meritocracy as it has been practised in their country since the 

1990s. This debate reached a climax during the 2011 general elections and was reflected in 

various points of contention (Johannis et al., 2022; Tan, 2016; Tan & Dimmock, 2015; Yahya, 

2011). The growth of the internet and social media saw the emergence of a braver and more 

vocal population. Where policies and politics used only to be discussed, challenged, and 

argued in parliament or hushed voices at the local kopitiam (coffeeshop), the existence of 

social media such as Facebook has provided platforms for ordinary citizens to engage and 

challenge the establishment and thus play a role in shaping Singapore’s narrative (Barr, 2016; 

Lim et al., 2014).  

The high rates of immigration in Singapore, which has caused overcrowding in public 

transportation and put downward pressure on wages due to the high cost of living, led to the 

perception that government ministers were out of touch with the struggles of average 

Singaporeans due to their meritocratic education and upper-class lifestyles (Yahya, 2011; 

Oon, 2011; Wong, 2011). Another point of contention is the decreasing social mobility and a 
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growing belief that the meritocratic system is reproducing the educated elite rather than 

providing opportunities for upward mobility for lower socioeconomic classes (Chua et al., 

2022; Johannis, 2022; Yahya, 2011). 

The elite leaders in Singapore who have relied on the myths of meritocracy to avoid 

accountability are now facing scrutiny (Barr, 2016). This shift has led to changes in how leaders 

engage with the public and control the narrative. The new generation of leaders, also known 

as the 4G leaders, are more active on social media in engaging with the public. However, 

despite a seemingly simple control of public discourse, the government has been accused of 

using “fake news” laws to censor anti-government sentiments online (Amnesty International, 

2020). 

As a de facto one-party state, the People’s Action Party (PAP) has controlled Singapore since 

its independence. It has influence over all agencies and policies in the country (Lim et al., 

2014). Recognising the interplay between policies and their potential failures is essential 

because each policy can directly or indirectly affect another policy. For example, educational 

policies regarding enrolment and admissions in schools can shape the demographic makeup 

of student populations, which can be influenced by housing policies that determine the 

schools’ neighbourhoods. To fully understand why meritocracy was chosen over affirmative 

action policies, it is crucial to understand the governing ideologies and beliefs of the rulers. 

The topic of meritocracy in Singapore is multifaceted. To truly understand its implications, it 

is essential to consider the original intentions behind its implementation, its level of success, 

and any potential drawbacks. The subsequent sections of this analysis will delve deeper into 

the complexities surrounding meritocracy and the historic context to provide a more 

comprehensive understanding of the subject. 

2.3.1 Hereditarianism and Meritocracy in Singapore 

The role of meritocracy was, first, an alternative to affirmative policies adopted by the 

Federation of Malaya (now Malaysia) and, subsequently, a means to provide reassurance to 

the large migrant population of Singapore after the expulsion (Lim, 2016; Lim et al., 2014). 

Although meritocracy in Singapore has been viewed as a means for survival and promoting 

equality, its implementation encompasses more than these aspects. One of the most 
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pertinent factors is the belief in hereditarianism and eugenics held by the first Prime Minister 

of Singapore, also known as the founding father of modern Singapore and the hailed hero of 

Singapore’s current success, the late Lee Kuan Yew. This belief is almost ironic considering 

meritocracy’s (and Singapore’s) emphasis on equality. 

Like many first-generation leaders, English-educated Lee Kuan Yew firmly believed that 

genetics play a part in shaping behaviour and intelligence, which result in success or are 

indicators of future success. This type of belief is rooted in hereditarianism and the eugenics 

movement. Lee Kuan Yew rose to power and ruled during the period when hereditarianism 

was a widespread belief amongst a portion of the academic circle, particularly in the USA. In 

the USA, this was the period where fights for desegregation in the USA (Warren, 1954) were 

happening. It was also a period in the USA where many academics and scientists in genetics, 

to overturn the desegregation ruling, released studies that claimed to prove that genetics 

influence intelligence and behaviour (Valencia, 2010). These happened while Singapore 

underwent major changes in the 1950s and 1960s. The following 1969 statement from the 

Abortion Bill Speech by Lee Kuan Yew (Lee, 1969) displayed signs that his beliefs could align 

with those of his peers in the USA. 

Free education and subsidised housing lead to a situation where the less economically 

productive people [emphasis added] in the community are reproducing themselves at 

rates higher than the rest. This will increase the total population of less productive 

people. Our problem is how to devise a system of disincentives [emphasis added] so 

that the irresponsible, the social delinquents [emphasis added], do not believe that all 

they have to do is to produce their children and the government then owes them and 

their children sufficient food, medicine, housing, education, and jobs… We must 

encourage those who earn less than $200 per month and cannot afford to nurture and 

educate many children never to have more than two [emphasis added]. We will regret 

the time lost if we do not now take the first tentative steps towards correcting a trend 

which can leave our society with a large number of the physically, intellectually, and 

culturally anaemic. 

Lee Kuan Yew’s usage of terms (Lee, 1969) such as “the irresponsible, the social delinquents” 

alongside “those who earn less than $200 per month” is evidence of his strong beliefs that 
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those who are monetarily poor also possess undesirable traits and are pariahs. Additionally, 

he used the word “afford”, indicating that one’s capability to “nurture and educate children” 

depends on how much money one has. This is yet again another piece of evidence that he 

associated the material and monetary wealth one possesses (or lacks) with one’s character 

traits. 

His beliefs have led the way for policies that have manipulated the socio-political situation in 

Singapore, causing significant social, economic, educational, and ethnic disparity and 

contributing to the stereotypes and stigma that exist now. One such example of the influence 

his beliefs have had on implemented policies is when in 1984, his government implemented 

the Graduate Mother’s scheme, where female graduates were encouraged to have more 

children. He believed that they would produce more intelligent children than non-graduates. 

This is just after the 1983 National Day Rally speech (Kwang et al., 2015), where he made the 

following statement, clearly highlighting his stance: 

If you ’on't include your women graduates in your breeding pool and leave them on 

the shelf, you would end up with a more stupid society ... So, what happens? There 

will be less bright people to support dumb people in the next generation. T’at's a 

problem.  

Throughout his life, he maintained the belief that genetically superior people exist. Just four 

years before his death, in his autobiographic book (Lee, 2011) said: 

There are many sons of doctors who have married doctors. Those who married 

spouses who are not as bright are tearing their hair out because their children can’t 

make it. I have lived long enough to see all this play out. So, when the graduate man 

does not want to marry a graduate woman, I tell him he’s a fool, stupid. You marry a 

non-graduate, you’re going to have problems; some children bright, some not bright. 

You’ll be tearing your hair out. You can’t miss. It’s like two dice. One is Jack, Queen, 

King, Ace, other also Jack, Queen, King, Ace. You throw a Jack, Queen, King, Ace against 

dice two, three, four, five, six, what do you get? You can’t get high pairs, let alone a 

full flush. 
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This view above, particularly “There are many sons of doctors who have married doctors”, 

agrees with the theory of New Meritocracy mentioned previously, where there is a preference 

for one to marry another deemed to be of equal intelligence who would also command a 

similar level of income (Kaplan & Kaplan, 1997) and provides a potential explanation for the 

system of reproduction and the resulting growing socioeconomic disparity in Singapore as 

further illustrated in the following paragraphs. In addition to the above, in 1997, referring to 

Herrnstein and Murray’s (2010) book, the Bell Curve, which has been extensively criticised for 

being racist (see, for example, Valencia, 2010), Lee Kuan Yew made the following comments 

(Han et al., 1998): 

The Bell curve is a fact of life. The blacks, on average, score 85 per cent on IQ, and it is 

accurate; nothing to do with culture. The whites score, on average, 100. Asians score 

more ... the Bell curve authors put it at least 10 points higher. These are realities that, 

if you do not accept them, will lead to frustration because you will be spending money 

on wrong assumptions, and the results cannot follow. 

His agreement with the racist propositions of Herrnstein and Murray (2010) reflects his 

personal attitudes, which permeated and took over Singapore’s national and societal values 

and discourse. This particular view expressed above is especially significant as it is a 

contributing factor to the many ethnic issues that exist, such as the staggering socioeconomic 

and educational inequalities for the indigenous Malays, racial stereotyping, and blatantly 

racist and discriminatory actions both towards and within ethnic groups (Mahmud, 2013– - 

an irony considering the initial “meritocracy for equality for all ethnicities” argument that had 

resulted in Singapore’s expulsion from the Federation in the first place.  

There are also strong indications of attempts to systemically engineer and manufacture the 

population through eugenics policies such as the Graduates Mothers Scheme (Palen, 1986) 

and other discriminatory policies such as restricting Malays from occupying top positions in 

the defence forces (Minority Rights, 2015), Lee Kuan Yew and his elitist government have 

played a massive role in the inequalities that are plaguing the Malay ethnic group resulting in 

what is commonly referred to in Singapore as “the Malay problem”. Studies have shown that 

pare’ts' income and ethnicity correlate with education aspirations in Singapore (Ho, 2014), 
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and youths from the Malay community have lower educational aspirations than other 

ethnicities (Senin & Ng, 2012). 

2.3.2 Meritocracy, Multiracialism and Stratification in Schools 

The concepts of meritocracy and multiracialism are closely linked, as they are both used to 

justify and are justified by specific policies and legislation (Teo, 2019). Education and language 

policies are examples of this relationship in action. It is a common practice for countries to 

adopt a merit-based education system, with the rationale that it promotes equality and 

fairness for all students, regardless of their racial or socioeconomic backgrounds (Augoustinos 

et al., 2005; Chua et al., 2019; MacFarlane et al., 2010; Rahim, 1998). The idea that providing 

better opportunities to those who are talented or deserving and directing those who are less 

talented towards less rewarding educational and vocational paths is beneficial for the 

capitalist economy and still inclusive and fair to those with less talent has been used to justify 

inequalities in outcome (Talib, 2021).  

In diverse, multicultural societies such as Singapore, the United States, the United Kingdom, 

Australia, and New Zealand, addressing social stratification is crucial for maintaining a 

cohesive and tolerant society. In Singapore, children from lower-income households, who are 

often from minority ethnic groups, are more likely to attend schools where the majority of 

the student population is also from minority groups. Conversely, children from higher-income 

households, typically from the dominant ethnic group, are more likely to attend schools 

where most of the student population is also from the dominant ethnic group (Chua et al., 

2019; Rahim, 1998; Yong & Zaccheus, 2012). These patterns of segregation are also found in 

other diverse societies, such as the United States, Australia, and New Zealand (Augoustinos 

et al., 2005; Berliner, 2013; MacFarlane et al., 2010; Valencia, 2010). 

Meritocracy assigns blame to these groups for their lack of success. The narrative is that these 

groups are not putting in as much effort (Lim, 2013; Rahim, 1998), and they are “believed to 

be lazy and not achievement-oriented” (Adzahar, 2012, p. 154). However, studies have 

indicated that it is more than simply the lack of effort, showing strong links between 

educational achievements, socioeconomic status of the students and their families, and 

ethnicities. Ong and Cheung's (2016) key findings revealed that students from these 
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prestigious primary and secondary schools hold higher SES positions than their peers from 

other schools. Meanwhile, Chua et al. (2019) find that Malays are less likely to be enrolled in 

elite junior colleges, and the reasons are attributed to their lower SES status, which means 

they are more likely to stay in low-wealth neighbourhoods. The neighbourhood school nexus 

shows that high-income neighbourhoods have more elite secondary schools and junior 

colleges, and elite secondary schools feed students to the junior colleges. Hence, Malays 

would often choose to enrol in the lower status institutions as there is a better representation 

of their ethnic group in these institutions, which then contributes to the system of 

reproduction (Chua et al., 2019). These findings show the disparity in SES and ethnicities 

amongst schools, further entrenching the argument that school is where social stratification 

begins in Singapore. 

To emphasise its fair meritocratic stance, the Singapore government has refused to be 

involved or provide help for any particular ethnic group (Moore, 2000). Racial-based self-help 

groups were formed for this purpose (Tremewan, 1994). This implies that if any group of 

people are lacking in the areas of economic, academic, wealth and social class, it is due to 

deficiencies or disadvantages, most likely cultural, that the group have (Moore, 2000). The 

Singapore government does not take responsibility for the removal of these disadvantages, 

and the group lagging is solely responsible for itself and its resulting outcomes (Moore, 2000). 

Minority groups are blamed for not being able to raise their achievement levels despite the 

supposed equal opportunity (Lim, 2013; Rahim, 1998). However, as Chua and Ng (2015) have 

shown in their study, there exist interweaving factors, most of which are systemic and have 

cyclical effects. 

Outcomes of Stratification 

This social and educational stratification has had alarming outcomes. Students from top elite 

schools are generally not accepting of the idea of integrating others who did not perform 

academically well into their schools, even if it is for the purpose of diversity, as they feel that 

these students will not be able to cope in the “fast-paced” environment (Yong & Zaccheus, 

2012). Ong and Cheung (2016) revealed that elite secondary-level students perceive 

themselves as having a higher social status than those from other secondary schools. 

However, the elite school students’ views are not confined to their group; the research 
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findings also indicated that all students from all schools regarded those from prestigious 

schools as better in social standings and academic competence compared to their peers from 

other schools (Ong & Cheung, 2016). 

Socioeconomic positions have direct correlations to students’ achievements as they 

determine an individual’s access to resources along with other contributing factors such as 

teachers and school leaders, differences in student intake characteristics, school and 

neighbourhood characteristics, and parents’ involvement (Berliner, 2013; Chua & Ng, 2015; 

Ono, 2001; Smith, 2008; Thrupp & Lupton, 2011). Students in Singapore’s top primary schools 

are often streamed into the higher streams and enter top secondary schools as they tend to 

perform better in their Primary School Leaving Examinations (PSLE). Students from top junior 

colleges are often from high-SES families and the surrounding high-SES neighbourhoods (Chua 

et al., 2019). Parents from high-income families are also very involved in school-related 

matters, especially when the students are in their last few years of primary school (Ng, 2009), 

and those with children in prestigious secondary schools display higher confidence in their 

children’s ability to attain a university degree (Ong & Cheung, 2016). Top schools in Singapore 

and across the world are usually of excellent repute with good funding and place a strong 

emphasis on learning and progress, and only a small number of students in the schools have 

critical learning and behavioural issues in comparison to mainstream schools (Berliner, 2013; 

Ng, 2009; Thrupp & Lupton, 2011).  

Additionally, the gaps in the educational and economic achievement of the different ethnic 

groups have contributed to the formation of stereotypes (Mahmud, 2013; Moore, 2000). 

These stereotypes have been internalised to a level where some members of the Malay ethnic 

group have come to accept the discourse and the narrative that this is who they are, and due 

to this belief, they act in accordance with the role that has been ascribed to them (Adzahar, 

2012; Mahmud, 2013). Embedded within these beliefs are lowered self-esteem and feelings 

of self-defeat, and with such a bleak outlook in life, they react in a way that would help them 

to get by, such as by adopting a “go with the flow” and “wait and see” attitude (Adzahar, 

2012, p. 169).  Cultural stereotypes can negatively affect an individ’al's sense of self-worth. 

Charles Taylor (1994) contends that an individual’s sense of identity is influenced by the 

recognition or lack thereof they receive from others. When individuals are misrecognised or 

misunderstood by those around them, it can cause real harm and distort their self-perception. 
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Furthermore, internalised racism is also rampant, where Malays who do not fit the 

stereotypes believe that they are superior to their peers of the same ethnicity (Mahmud, 

2013). Divisions further threaten the unity of society within ethnic groups themselves. A 

verbatim excerpt of a low-SES participant taken from a research study by Adzahar (2012, p. 

169) poignantly states the distinct divisions between the researcher and the participant: 

We all are from a different world. You all are from a different world. Our road is like 

gravel . . . bumpy, uneven and ‘case last minute’ (uncertain). Your road is smooth with 

everything planned out. We don’t have a future like you. You have education; you’re 

smart, so good already. For us . . . we have street knowledge. We know how to survive. 

The resulting consequence on a bigger scale is segregation within society (Berliner, 2013).  

In the context of Singapore, as the different racial groups form distinctive socioeconomic 

groups, social class segregation has inadvertently resulted in racial segregation of the 

various ethnic groups. This stratification has resulted in racial tensions, if not already in 

existence, thus making it more challenging to maintain a cohesive and tolerant society. 

Additionally, the acceptance of ethnic discrimination in society absolves privileged groups of 

their responsibility to address it. This is particularly evident in perceptions of meritocracy in 

Singapore, where preferential treatment based on ethnicity is seen as a cultural difference 

(and cultural deficiencies for marginalised groups) and not a problem that needs to be 

addressed through policy change. 

“The Malay Problem.” 

The "Malay Problem" is a long-standing narrative highlighting the persistent 

underachievement of Malays in areas such as education and socioeconomic standing. This 

narrative perpetuates racial stereotypes and bias in education and other social and economic 

areas, negatively impacting Mal’ys' prospects in the job market and their economic outcomes. 

Singapore has been criticised for its ethnic fragmentation despite its claims of meritocracy 

(Fearon, 2003). Policies underlying the education system have systematically disadvantaged 

specific segments of society, particularly the Malay ethnic group. Official statistics from the 

Ministry of Education (Figure 1-12, Data.gov.sg, 2023) show that while there were 

improvements in educational performance between 1997 and 2021, Malays have plateaued 
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or even declined in the early to mid-2000s. These statistics also show that Malays lag behind 

all other ethnic groups, including smaller minority groups such as Indians. 

 

Figure 1: Percentage of PSLE Students who Scored A*-C in English by Year and Ethnic Group from 1997 to 2020 

(Data.gov.sg, 2023) 

 

Figure 2: Percentage of PSLE Students who scored Achievement Levels 1-6 in Standard English language in 2021 

by ethnic group (Data.gov.sg, 2023) 



44 
 

 

 

Figure 3: Percentage of PSLE Students who Scored A*-C in Maths by Year and Ethnic Group from 1997 to 2020 

(Data.gov.sg, 2023) 

 

 

Figure 4: Percentage of PSLE Students who scored Achievement Levels 1-6 in Standard Maths in 2021 by Ethnic 

Group (Data.gov.sg, 2023) 
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Figure 5: Percentage of GCE O-Level Students who Passed English by Year and Ethnic Group from 1997 to 2021 

(Data.gov.sg, 2023) 

 

 

Figure 6: Percentage of GCE O-Level Students who Passed Maths by Year and Ethnic Group from 1997 to 2021 

(Data.gov.sg, 2023) 
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Figure 7: Percentage of Students with 3 ‘O’ Level Passed by Year and Ethnic Group from 1997 to 2021 

(Data.gov.sg, 2023) 

 
  

 

Figure 8: Percentage of Students with 5 ‘O’ Level Passed by Year and Ethnic Group from 1997 to 2021 

(Data.gov.sg, 2023) 
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Figure 9: Percentage of NA Students who Passed English by Year and Ethnic Group from 2008 to 2021 

(Data.gov.sg, 2023) 

 
 

 

Figure 10: Percentage of NA Students who Passed Maths by Year and Ethnic Group from 2008 to 2021 

(Data.gov.sg, 2023) 
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Figure 11: Percentage of NT Students who Passed English by Year and Ethnic Group from 2008 to 2021 

(Data.gov.sg, 2023) 
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Figure 12: Percentage of NT Students who Passed Maths by Year and Ethnic Group from 2008 to 2021 

(Data.gov.sg, 2023) 

 

Table 1 shows the percentages of educational attainments of resident non-students between 

the ages of 25 – 34 in 2010 and 30-39 in 2015, derived from Singapore’s Population Census 

2010 and 2015 (Department of Statistics, 2020). In 2010, the percentage of Malays between 

25-34 whose highest qualifications are secondary school or lower was about twice compared 

to the national average, while the percentages for other ethnic groups were closer to the 

national average. Additionally, in 2010, 28.2% of Malays in the 25-34 age bracket held post-

secondary non-tertiary qualifications, while the national average is only 12.4%, and the 

percentages of other ethnic groups are lower than the national average. Non-tertiary 

qualifications could indicate qualifications from junior colleges, private institutions, or the 

Institute of Technical Education (ITE), which has also been given the moniker “It’s the End” – 

an indication of the low status of the institution and often relates to lower levels of 

employment and lower pay. Meanwhile, the percentage of Malays with university 

qualifications is only 11.6% compared to the national average of 46.5%, 49.4% of Chinese, 

55% of Indians, and 69.4% of those who identify with other ethnic groups.   

In 2015, the percentage of Malays with post-secondary non-tertiary and polytechnic 

qualifications between the ages of 30-39 lowered by 1.1%, respectively, while the percentage 
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for those with professional and university qualifications increased by 2.4% and 3.4%, 

respectively. This increase indicates that some Malays have furthered their studies and gained 

higher qualifications through university or professional qualifications and private institutions 

route. Additionally, while the percentage of Malay polytechnic graduates has dropped by 

1.1%, the statistic is low compared to the drop of 4.7% for non-tertiary qualification 

graduates. The high probability is because it is common for ITE graduates to further their 

studies at polytechnics and for polytechnic graduates to further their studies at a local or 

private university.  

The overall over-representation of Malays with lower qualifications, coupled with the under-

representation of Malay achievers in the top tiers of the educational ladder, is significant. 

Qualifications are linked to employment and pay scale in Singapore. The lower educational 

achievements of Malays have impacted employment opportunities substantially and are a 

contributing factor to the Malays’ economic, financial, and social outcomes in comparison to 

other ethnic groups. A study in 2015 (Chua & Ng, 2015) found that Malays have lesser social 

capital than the Chinese due to their lower educational attainment.



51 
 

Table 1: 2010 % Resident Non-Students, Ages 25-34 and 2015 % Resident Non-Students, Ages 30-39; Highest Qualification Attained, Ethnic Group (Singapore Department of Statistics, 2010, 

2020) 

Year/Age 2010 (25-34) 2015 (30-39) 

Race/ Qualifications Total Chinese Malay Indian Others Total Chinese Malay Indian Others 

Total in Population 538,741 384,949 64,280 62,177 27,334 571,000 421,000 60,000 63,000 26,000 

No Qualifications 1.1 0.8 2.8 0.8 2 1.3 1 3.3 0.6 2 

Primary 1.4 1.1 3.2 1.4 1.2 1.4 1.2 3.8 1.3 0.5 

Lower Secondary 3.7 3.2 6.8 3.2 3.7 3.2 2.8 6.5 2.5 2.7 

Secondary 12.4 11.3 24.3 10.6 5.2 11.8 10.8 23.5 9.7 4.2 

Post-secondary (non-tertiary) 10.7 8.3 28.2 9.5 5.4 8.4 6.6 ↓ 23.5 8 4.6 

Polytechnic 16.2 17.6 16.2 11.7 7 12.2 12.7 ↓ 15.1 9.4 5 

Professional Qualifications and 

Other Diplomas 
8.0 8.3 6.9 7.8 6.2 10.4 11 ↑ 9.3 8.3 7 

University 46.5 49.4 11.6 55 69.4 51.3 53.9 ↑ 15 60.2 74 

Total % 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 
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Insights and Background of Lee Kuan Yew’s policies and their effects on Malays 

Lee Kuan Yew had promised equality and equity through meritocracy for the Malays who 

decided to stay in Singapore. Article 152 in the Singapore constitution recognises the special 

position of Malays as the “indigenous people” of the land. The existence of Article 152 is a 

promise by the Singapore government to “protect, safeguard, support, foster, and promote 

their political, educational, religious, economic, social, and cultural interests and the Malay 

language” (Statutes, 2021). However, decades later, as evident from the tables above, the 

educational and socioeconomic gap between the Malays and other ethnic groups has only 

widened.  

Mutalib (2012) has documented many disadvantages faced by the Malays, some of which are 

dismal educational records, difficulties and stereotypes faced concerning employment, 

underrepresentation in senior positions in the military, police, intelligence and judiciary 

services, overrepresentation in problems such as youth delinquency and drug addiction and 

many more. In 2011, five decades after the separation, Lee Kuan Yew stated that the Malays 

will always lag behind the other ethnic groups as although the Malays are improving, the 

others are as well (Lee et al., 2011). This, in summary, is what “the Malay Problem” is. 

However, while Lee Kuan Yew and his government may have played a prominent role in 

reinforcing the disparity, the construct of cultural deficiencies of Malays first emerged during 

the British colonisation (Aziz, 2009). The European colonisers attached the stereotype of the 

“lazy native” as a politically charged excuse for a need to colonise the Malay Peninsula (Alatas, 

1977). This stereotype was formed as the colonisers could not get the Malays to work in 

“slave-labour” jobs and also did not have many opportunities to observe the native Malays 

who lived in rural areas and were focused on working on their own farms, plantations, and 

fishing (Alatas, 1977). When the native Malays were compared to the Chinese and Indian 

immigrants, who, due to their immigration status, were more willing to work “slave-labour” 

jobs, it would seem that the natives were indeed “lazy” (Alatas, 1977). The colonisers did not 

consider the different timings for work and rest due to the nature of the jobs Malays held 

(Alatas, 1977). Unfortunately, this “lazy native” stereotype did not end with colonialism.  
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The narrative that "Malays are lazy" is still thriving, not just amongst other races but also 

within the Malay community (Mahmud, 2013). This phenomenon is also known as 

internalised racism and in-group stereotype. This belief is held most strongly by Malays who 

have managed to “upgrade” themselves from the working class to the higher service class, 

while those who remain in the working class generally do not hold such views (Aziz, 2009). At 

times, the internal criticisms have been scathing (Aziz, 2009), and while the colonisers started 

the view of the “culturally deficient Malays”, the ideology was affirmed and spread by the 

Malays themselves (Alatas, 1977).  

On the other hand, there were those who defended the positions of the Malays, and one of 

them was Abdul Rahim Kajai (Aziz, 2009). One of his works titled Buang Bangsa, Buang Harta 

Keranamu Tuan [Throwing away my race, throwing away my wealth for you Sir] brought forth 

the psychological phenomenon known as the colonial mindset and provided a better 

understanding of the issue of internalised racism amongst the Malays. A person with a 

colonial mindset holds high regard for the western culture, leftover from times of imperialism 

and colonisation. This is especially common among people in the lowest social group, often 

afflicted with internalised racism and self-hate (Aziz, 2009). 

A typical behaviour of those afflicted by this mindset is their extreme admiration of the 

success of non-Malays. They would often attribute Malays’ low socioeconomic position in 

society to their cultural deficiencies, failing to recognise the geo-political history leading to 

the current Malay predicament, particularly the impacts of colonisation and immigration and 

years of structural discrimination. They would also be adamant that Malays are solely 

responsible for their low status and would not accept the notion that Malays are oppressed 

through different channels. Some of the Malays managed to climb the social mobility ladder; 

however, with that upgrade also came a sense of pride and arrogance, holding the opinion of 

“If I can do it, so can you” while being ignorant of other variables that may have direct or 

indirect impacts on the general Malays’ social mobility. There is a strong trust in the 

government’s narrative that Singapore’s meritocracy is a way out of poverty; therefore, they 

are the ‘deserving’ Malays.  

Nevertheless, this trust is arguably misplaced as modern Singapore has been built on the 

narrative that a particular group of people are biologically inferior or have deficiencies due to 



54 
 

their biological makeup. Together with the earlier narratives (from colonisation), ethnic 

stereotypes have formed (Mahmud, 2013) and are often followed by differentiated treatment 

of an individual based on ethnicity. Coupled with the ideology of meritocracy, which proposes 

that everyone has an equal opportunity at success if they put in the effort and have the 

required ability and intelligence, the narrative has hurt the Malays, both internally and 

externally, such as self-efficacy and job discrimination (Mahmud, 2013; Mutalib, 2012). 

However, ethnic inequalities, particularly for Malays, have been swept under the carpet, and 

the dismal performance of Malays in almost every aspect is justified through meritocracy.  

Some examples of these inequalities that can be seen in education are the under-

representation of Malays in tertiary institutions and elite schools (Chua et al., 2019; Lim, 

2013). This under-representation in educational institutions is caused by the Malays’ lower 

access to economic, human, and social capital (Chua & Ng, 2015). These capitals are essential 

to achieve, first and foremost, placements in elite schools, then placements in high-level jobs, 

which would secure one’s position in the socioeconomic strata. “The Malay problem” is, 

therefore, not genetic but a result of “network inequalities interwoven through political, 

economic and educational developments” in Singapore, which have systemically marginalised 

the Malays (Chua & Ng, 2015, p. 481). 

Non-conformity in SES, Ethnicity, and Gender 

Research shows that males and minorities are most likely to face harsher school disciplinary 

measures, such as suspensions and expulsions (Browne, 2005; Nolan, 2011; White, 2013). 

Although there are no publicly available government statistics on the number of students who 

are suspended and expelled in Singapore, there is evidence that Normal Technical students, 

who are often associated with deviant behaviour (Anderson, 2015; Ismail & Ling, 2006), are 

predominantly male, Malays, and from low-SES backgrounds (Adzahar, 2012; Ministry of 

Education, 2011; Ong & Cheung, 2016). This has raised several debates on the correlations 

between harsher disciplinary measures, ethnicity, and lower academic performance. Malay 

students form the largest group of underperforming students in Singapore. The statistics are 

similar to Black and Hispanic students in the United States, the Aboriginals in Australia, and 

the Maori and Pasifika students in New Zealand, who form the most significant proportions 



55 
 

of underperforming students in these countries (Augoustinos et al., 2005; Education Count, 

2007; White, 2013).  

As discussed, the Malay ethnic group is one of the most stigmatised ethnic groups in Chinese-

majority Singapore. Minorities reported more incidences of discrimination, and at least 20% 

of Malays in one study reported the need for them to work harder to receive the same 

treatment, while in general, Malays have the lowest social capital, which both is the cause 

and the result of inequalities (Chua, 2014; Chua & Ng, 2015). However, instead of attributing 

it to systemic issues, due to the victim-blaming strategies the government has adopted, 

Malays are typically thought to be active agents of their underachievement and poor 

socioeconomic standing, and their ‘deficient’ culture and value system are blamed for further 

contributing to the stereotypical views of Malays held by Singapore’s society (Aziz, 2009; Chua 

et al., 2019; Mahmud, 2013). In summary, a high level of personal responsibility and 

hereditary factors are ascribed to the Malays for their conditions (academic 

underachievement and social problems). These trigger adverse reactions, such as 

discrimination from the general population in Singapore. 

2.4 The Singapore Education System and Existing Issues 

The central focus of this thesis is the effects of meritocratic educational policies and systems 

on former students. Therefore, it is crucial to understand meritocracy in the context of the 

education system in Singapore and how this meritocratic system has been designed to 

engineer and control Singapore's population socially. Meritocracy has been the building 

foundation for many education systems around the world, either to serve the economy and 

the political system or for its egalitarian principle of equal opportunity regardless of race and 

class or both (Bellows, 2009; Berliner, 2013; Feinstein, 2004; Lim, 2013). In Singapore, schools 

exist to produce the human resources for the capitalist economy (Chua, 2015; Koh & Chong, 

2014; Lee &Morris, 2016) essential for the survival of Singapore, which aligns with the 

utilitarian perspective of meritocracy. Education is tightly linked to the economy and is the 

primary generator of economic development (Koh & Chong, 2014). Thus, educational policies 

are in tune with the current economy and its requirements and with maintaining social 

control for the benefit of the economy in a diverse, multicultural country (Tremewan, 1994). 
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Education in the meritocratic nation is also seen as a means to power and wealth (Lee & 

Morris, 2016). For those in the low stratum of society, this provides hope for advancements 

on the socioeconomic ladder (Chua, 2014; Chua, 2015). The national rhetoric of meritocracy 

and the many educational accolades received internationally (Barr, 2016; Morris, 2012; 

Performers and Reformers, 2010) have suggested that Singapore’s meritocratic education 

system is indeed a social leveller. However, the results as discussed have shown differently 

(Lee & Morris, 2016; Ong & Cheung, 2016), and critics of the meritocratic education system 

in Singapore argue that it displays elitist orientations while riding on the public’s faith in the 

egalitarian principle of fairness (Barr, 2016; Lim, 2016; Tan & Deneen, 2015). 

In 1966, Lee Kuan Yew (Chong, 2010) emphasised the need for a “pyramidal structure” where 

the elites “lead and give the people inspiration and the drive to make [society] succeed”, 

where the middle-class “help the elites” by carrying out their “ideas, thinking and planning” 

and the rest are “imbued not only with self but also social discipline so that they can respect 

their community…”. As mentioned earlier, Lee Kuan Yew’s eugenics beliefs strongly 

influenced systems, policies, and society. The divisions caused by the beliefs have sustained 

over the years and are deeply embedded as a national value. This is evident in the education 

system, where placements in types of schools, differentiated curricula, and future educational 

opportunities are accorded very early on in students’ life based on their potential 

deservedness (Lim, 2016; Tan & Deneen, 2015). 

Changes implemented by the Ministry of Education in 2013 in response to calls for reforms in 

education only saw a more diversified type of elite schools emerging, adding to the existing 

elite schools (Chong, 2014). Meanwhile, vocational tracks and institutions as dumping 

grounds are still the popular discourse despite the measures undertaken to change this 

stereotype (Chong, 2014). The class distinctions between the latter and the former are 

glaring, and the stratification in the educational landscape reflects the stratification of 

Singapore’s society. 

The reality is that as Singapore’s economic liberties and social structures, rigidified due to 

globalisation (Goh, 2015), family wealth, resources, and connections (capital), play an even 

more significant role in a child’s outcomes (Chua et al., 2019). This relationship is known as 

the Great Gatsby Curve (Peng et al., 2019) in reference to the social reproduction issues 
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brought forth in the novel The Great Gatsby by F. Scott Fitzgerald. Other terms used to 

describe this system of reproduction in a meritocracy are ‘hereditary meritocracy’ and 

‘parentocracy’ (Lee & Morris, 2016). Both terms refer to the provision of access and 

opportunities to children by their parents. Those who are earning more are able to provide 

more for their children and vice versa; thus, the level of intergenerational income mobility is 

very low in Singapore, and instead, the inequalities are intensified as both wealth and poverty 

are handed down from one generation to another (Lee & Morris, 2016). Factors such as social 

class, cultural and educational capital, and family upbringing may give some students an 

advantage, especially in a high-stakes competitive education system such as Singapore. 

This system of reproduction is further entrenched in the individual as the choice of an 

educational institution for a student usually rests on whether the educational institution 

reflects similar dispositions to those of the student’s family (Chua, 2015). However, ‘choice’ 

is only one of the factors as the students’ choices are made to match “their conceptual 

schema, habitus and categories or perception and appreciation within the rules of a particular 

field of power” (Chua, 2015, p. 2) or in simpler terms, the students tend to choose schools 

that is a cultural match. Additionally, research around the world and in Singapore has shown 

that the road to success for the elites lies in the neighbourhood they live in and in attending 

the right schools (Badger & Bui, 2018; Chua et al., 2019). These effects are the formation of 

pockets of elite schools, which generate a small group of elites who eventually oversee the 

interests of millions of others in the country. 

This elite group has also “maintained a protective firewall” (Barr, 2016, p. 14). They are from 

the same SES and ethnic circles, go to the same elite schools (such as Raffles Institution and 

Anglo Chinese Independent) and then enter the public-service pathways reserved for the 

elites (Barr, 2016; Goh, 2015). Despite the Ministry of Education’s (MOE) attempts to convince 

the public that “every school is a good school”, the distinctions between the elite alma maters 

of most in government and the mainstream neighbourhood schools of most ordinary citizens 

are overwhelming. The educational policies strongly reflect the value of elitist meritocracy, 

where access to resources and opportunities are given to those who display deservedness, 

and the leaders of Singapore have strongly emphasised their belief that those deserving are 

born with that talent (innateness) and social nobility (Chua, 2015; Chua et al., 2019; Goh, 
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2015), yet another not so subtle implication that they in power consider themselves deserving 

due to their self-acclaimed exceptionalism (Barr, 2016). 

This strong relationship between SES, elite schools, and eventual elite places in society has 

led many to question the extent of social mobility in Singapore’s meritocratic society (Lee & 

Morris, 2016). Students from advantaged backgrounds have access to educational, social, and 

cultural resources, which gives them a head start (Berliner, 2013; Lim, 2013). This puts them 

way ahead of the race even before it begins, displacing the classless idea of meritocracy 

(Berliner, 2013; Feinstein, 2002, 2003, 2004; Feinstein et al., 2008; Lim, 2013). Thus, it seems 

that the notion of meritocracy has been used to mask a system of reproduction.  

Equal opportunity, the main principle behind meritocracy, is difficult to attain due to issues 

that make the current practice of meritocracy a disadvantage rather than a levelled playing 

ground for those who do not have the capital. Feinstein (2003, p. 213) argued that “… merit 

is sufficiently influenced by the actions of families, schools and the wider culture that 

advantage reproduces itself through its effects on merit as well as through structural 

constraints to social mobility”. In other words, students from well-heeled families and 

wealthier backgrounds have more advantages and are more likely to succeed in such a 

system. Another further consideration is how meritocracy is rooted in the early eugenics 

movement and how academic achievements have been used to prove one group’s superiority 

over another (Valencia, 2010). Social class and hierarchy are replicated, and disparities are 

maintained through the justifications and supposed success stories of meritocracy (Warikoo 

& Fuhr, 2014). 

Other elitist orientations in the education system that have provided a further breeding 

ground for the system of reproduction are programmes and schemes that offer better access 

and more opportunities for students who are deemed exceptionally talented. These 

programmes and schemes (which are discussed below) are high-stakes testings, the Gifted 

Education Programme (GEP), the Integrated Programme (IP), the International Baccalaureate 

(IB), the Independent Schools scheme and the Special Assistance Plan (SAP) School Scheme. 

Additionally, admissions policies of certain schools, from primary schools to junior colleges, 

may favour certain groups due to affiliations or alumnus status of parents/siblings (Chua et 

al., 2019). The Singapore government has built a society on the principle of meritocracy, and 
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the education system forms a significant component of this society; however, the education 

system (and other agencies and their policies) has been manipulated to authorise meritocracy 

while concurrently preserving the status quo by reproducing social hierarchy.  

Elitist orientated Programmes and Schemes in Singapore’s Education System 

i. High-Stakes Testing 

Students’ academic ability is measured through high-stakes testing throughout their 

compulsory schooling. The first phase is the Primary 4 streaming examinations which 

group 10-year-old students according to their academic abilities based on their 

examination results. Currently, they are streamed into foundation or standard 

bands, and this system is referred to as subject-based banding (Ministry of 

Education, 2014a). 

The second phase of streaming through high-stakes testing is the Primary School 

Leaving Examinations (PSLE) at Primary 6. As seen in Figure 2, the PSLE places 12-

year-old students into Special, Express, Normal Academic or Normal Technical 

streams based on the aggregate score from the examinations. This will be removed 

in 2021.  

The students are then admitted into higher-ranked or lower-ranked secondary 

schools based on their academic and co-curricular achievements (Ministry of 

Education, 2014b). Following that, in Secondary 2, 14-year-old students undergo 

another round of streaming within the schools for the purpose of placing them in 

classes with subject combinations that are offered to the students based on their 

results. Students choose these combinations following advice from their teachers 

and the school. These subjects would be the subjects the students sit for in the 

General Certificate of Education (GCE) Examinations. 

At the end of their secondary school journey, students undergo the final high-stakes 

testing – the GCE ‘Normal’ Level or GCE ‘Ordinary’ Level. These exams determine 

students’ post-secondary education and will see students in the college track, 

technical track or vocational track (Ministry of Education, 2014b). Henceforth, 
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students can decide on their future path based on the choices that are made 

available to them. The options offered are determined by their GCE results. 

 

ii. Primary school admission 

Table 1 (p. 38) details the different phases of the primary school admissions exercise 

according to eligibility (Ministry of Education, 2019). For Phase 1, Phase 2A (1), and 

Phase 2A (2), a child can register for admission to the school through their familial 

relationship with an alumnus, a staff, a board member, or a student of the school 

(Figure 2). In the next phase (2B), a child can register if their parents volunteered in 

the school or have a parent who is an endorsed member of an affiliated church or clan 

or has a parent who is an active community leader. The last few phases are for children 

who are eligible by age but have yet to register in any primary schools and for children 

who are neither citizens nor permanent residents. 

Table 2: Primary One Registration Phase, Source: Ministry of Education, 2019 

Eligibility Primary One Registration 

For children who 
are Singapore 
Citizens or 
Singapore 
Permanent 
Residents 

Phase 1 

For a child who has a sibling studying in the primary school of choice 

Phase 2A (1) 

(a) For a child whose parent is a former student of the primary 
school and has joined the alumni association as a member (not later 
than one year before registration) 
(b) For a child whose parent is a member of the School Advisory / 
Management Committee 

Phase 2A (2) 

(a) For a child whose parent or sibling has studied in the primary 
school of choice 

(b) For a child whose parent is a staff member of the primary school 
of choice 
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(c) For a child from the MOE Kindergarten under the purview of and 
co-located with the primary school of choice 

Phase 2B 

(a) For a child whose parent has joined the primary school as a 
parent volunteer (not later than one year before the registration 
deadline) and has given at least 40 hours of voluntary service to the 
school by (the month before the registration deadline) 

(b) For a child whose parent is a member endorsed by the 
church/clan directly connected with the primary school 

(c) For a child whose parent is endorsed as an active community 
leader 

Phase 2C 

For all children who are eligible for Primary One in the following 
year and are not yet registered in a primary school 

Phase 2C Supplementary 

For a child who is not yet registered in a school after Phase 2C 

For children who 
are not Singapore 
Citizens or 
Singapore 
Permanent 
Residents 

Phase 3 

Only for non-Singapore Citizen (SC) / non-Permanent Resident (PR) 
children who have indicated their interest and were informed by 
MOE in October 2018 that they can be offered a P1 place 

i. Gifted Education Programme (GEP) 

Other measures in place are the GEP (Ministry of Education, 2017). In the Gifted 

Programme, the top 1% of students aged nine years old or are in Primary Three are 

placed in a special accelerated programme to develop them for leadership positions 

in the government.  

ii. The Integrated Programme (IP) and the International Baccalaureate (IB) 
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The IP (Ministry of Education, 2019) allows students who have demonstrated excellent 

academic abilities to skip the GCE ‘O’ Levels and proceed straight to GCE Advanced 

Levels. This group also has the option to skip the GCEs altogether and obtain the more 

esteemed IB. This move was implemented to allow students with strong academic 

capabilities time to build up other skills that are non-academic (Ministry of Education, 

2018a). 

iii. The Independent Schools 

The government also introduced the Independent Schools (Figure 2) scheme. This 

scheme grants more autonomy to selected top schools which have performed well 

academically (Lim, 2013). Independent schools use this autonomy to introduce and 

run prestigious niche programmes that maintain or further raise the status of the 

school and its students. Schools in this category also form an elite group or family of 

schools where preferential treatment, such as admission to junior colleges etc., is 

given to students from these schools. There are 16 Independent Schools, four of which 

are specialised independent schools (Learners’ Lodge, 2019).  

iv. The Special Assistance Plan (SAP) schools 

Another group of schools is the SAP schools, which allow top academic performers to 

enrol into Chinese immersion schools with specialised programmes and curricula 

focusing on Chinese culture and language (Learners’ Lodge, 2019; Lim, 2016). 
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Figure 13: Singapore’s Education System: An Overview, Ministry of Education (2018b) 
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2.4.1 Differentiated Education System - Elite Schools, Mainstream (Neighbourhood) Schools, 

and Good Schools 

The term ‘good school’ has been a source of debate and contention since MOE claims that 

“every school is a good school” (Tabla, 2012). The definition of what constitutes a good school 

is subjective. On the one hand, a “good school” has been defined by school leaders as 

providing quality education (Ng, 2015). Middle school leaders indicated that quality education 

is signified by traits such as emphasising holistic development, providing knowledge and skills 

to prepare students for the future, instilling the correct values in students, and imparting a 

positive learning attitude (Ng, 2015). This can be achieved through delivery by good teachers, 

by enabling a good teaching and learning process, and by facilitating a conducive learning 

environment (Ng, 2015). 

On the other hand, the definitions provided in Ng’s (2015) study and the narrative the 

government tries to enforce on the public do not reflect the sentiments on the ground. Mr 

Pushparani Nadarajah, the vice-principal of Jurong West Secondary School, an “ordinary” 

mainstream (neighbourhood) school in Singapore, responded to the speakers and teachers’ 

discussions of making every school a good school at the Asia Education Expo (AEX) 2013 with, 

“How many of our leaders and top officers who say that every school is a good school put 

their children in ordinary schools near their home? [Only] until they do so are parents going 

to buy [it]” (Chiu, 2013). Mr Nadarajah made a critical observation of the current status quo 

situation in Singapore, and his concerns are validated by findings from the Singapore Children 

Society’s research study by Ong and Cheung (2016), which indicated that many Singaporeans 

do not regard all schools as equally “good” (p. 90) and opportunities and success are more 

attainable if a child attends an elite school. Arguably in the typical Singaporean’s eyes, a “good 

school” is an elite school.  

Mainstream Schools versus Elite Schools 

Mainstream schools fall under the purview of the Ministry of Education. They do not hold 

special privileges, and the teachers are allocated by the Ministry of Education. The schools 

typically offer all the academic streams (Express, Normal Academic and Normal Technical). 

The content and framework of the curricula are meticulously aligned to the national 
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examinations following the curriculum content and syllabi guidelines provided by MOE 

specifically for each subject, each level, and each ability group (Lim & Apple, 2015). It is 

commonly referred to as a neighbourhood school in reference to the student population from 

the surrounding (non-elite) neighbourhoods (Adzahar, 2012; Lim & Apple, 2015). It is 

sometimes also referred to as an ordinary school. These terms are often used interchangeably 

and sometimes in a derogatory manner, especially considering that the Singapore 

government keeps emphasising the importance of being “extraordinary” (Barr, 2016).  

In comparison, elite schools are often alluded to as extraordinary (Sholihyn, 2019). Firstly, 

elite schools enjoy more autonomy and financial resources. These award the schools the 

flexibility to choose who can enrol in the school and whom they hire as teachers. The 

autonomy status also allows them to design and provide niche programmes that give greater 

access to educational opportunities for their students, such as the IB and IP programmes, and 

the provision of additional activities, such as immersion programmes with renowned 

international institutions and leadership courses (Lim & Apple, 2015). Most, if not all, elite 

schools only have allocations for students in the top stream (Express). Due to the nature of 

most of the programmes, where students admitted must have demonstrated academic rigour 

to qualify, and all the additional educational opportunities accorded to the students, it is of 

no surprise that these elite schools have proven track records of academic achievements and 

carry with them a reputable name. This makes the schools extremely popular as parents 

believe that admissions to these schools would bring success and increase the status of their 

children (Kiasuparents, 2009; Lim, 2016; Lim & Apple, 2015; Ng, 2009).  

In a meritocracy, demonstrated merit is the way to achieve success. For those who do not 

have the necessary social and financial capital to gain admission to schools that would raise 

their positions in society, the only way to do so is by proving their deservedness through 

academic achievements. This is where the streaming system and high-stakes testing become 

the most crucial part of a Singaporean child’s academic journey. 

Streaming and High-stakes Testing 

Streaming is the process of separating students by academic achievements through high-

stakes testing or overall academic achievement. It may also be known as tracking, ability 
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grouping, setting or selective education (Gamoran, 1992). The main differences between 

ability grouping and tracking are scale and permanence (Slavin, 1987). Ability groups are 

typically short-term, small and usually informal and formed within a single mixed-ability group 

(Slavin, 1987). On the other hand, tracking is generally long-term and formal and is often done 

on a school or national level (Slavin, 1987).  

In Singapore, the high-stakes testing process to decide school and class placement is known 

as streaming. The official narrative of why streaming was implemented in Singapore was due 

to a high dropout rate and low literary level after the first 20 years of Singapore’s meritocratic 

education system, which started in 1966 (Tremewan, 1994) with a one-size-fits-all structure. 

In the initial post-independence stage, most schools were brought together under the newly 

established Ministry of Education for integration and unification (Lim, 2002). When the 

government noticed that they were not able to accommodate the different needs of the 

students in the 1980s, based on the recommendation by the Education Study Team, they 

introduced the streaming system under the ‘Education for All’ policy in a bid to solve this 

problem (Lim, 2002). Streaming aims to enable students to progress according to their 

proficiency and academic levels (Lim, 2002). 

One example of a streaming exercise is the primary school streaming exercise. Between 1992 

and 2004, students in Primary Four (10 years old) sat examinations and then streamed into 

EM1, EM2 or EM3 according to the academic abilities demonstrated through the results of 

the examinations. Students who did not do well were placed into the lowest stream, EM3, 

where the pace of learning was much slower. Top students were streamed into EM1, where 

the pace of learning is faster and more challenging. While this has since been replaced, other 

streaming exercises are still in practice. One such example is the high-stakes examinations 

called the Primary School Leaving Examinations (PSLE), which would determine which stream 

(Express, Normal Academic or Normal Technical) and which school (elite or mainstream) 

students would be placed in. 

The lowest stream, Normal Technical, was formed in 1994 to address the school dropout rate 

and to ensure that all students are given at least ten years of general education (Ministry of 

Education, 2000). To ensure the contribution of students deemed less academically inclined 

to the economy, the MOE developed policies to prepare the students for vocational and 
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technical training after secondary school. The MOE implemented a practice-oriented learning 

system based on assumptions of students’ approach to learning (Anderson, 2015). Unlike 

their peers in higher tracks, Normal Technical (NT) students are offered only between five to 

seven subjects (Heng & Atencio, 2017).  

In 2004 (Ministry of Education, 2004b), revisions were made, such as allowing NT students to 

take on higher-level subjects and changing the progression structure. However, academic 

expectations remain low, and students who cannot pass their examinations must repeat the 

whole year of study and the final examinations until they do. If they are too old, they are 

allowed to pass at the schools’ discretion. It was reported that NT students only need to sit 

for ‘N’ Level examinations to gain entry into the Institute of Technical Education [ITE] (Ser, 

2004). While lateral transfers to a higher stream are theoretically possible, they are few and 

far between, with 94% of NT students remaining in the stream until they complete their 

secondary school education (Anderson, 2015; Heng & Atencio, 2017). Almost 90% of 

secondary school dropouts were reported to be from the NT stream (Masagoes, 2008).  

2.4.2 The Education System as System of Reproduction and A Contributor to Stigmatisation 

The key issue in the meritocratic education system in Singapore is how it has allowed for a 

system of reproduction instead of the intergenerational social mobility that the government 

claims is happening (Chua, 2014; Chua, 2015; Lee & Morris, 2016; Lim & Apple, 2015; 

Masagoes, 2008). Several factors contribute to students’ outcomes in the education system, 

and parental involvement and social class remain the top factors. Elite parents are better able 

to provide their children with the capital they need to put them ahead of the game (Ng, 2004, 

2009). ‘Elite’ is not just monetary, nor is it solely about academic achievements; it 

encompasses the different forms of capital such as social, economic, cultural, political and 

knowledge (Chua et al., 2019). In Singapore, meritocracy is ‘parentocracy’ where wealth and 

class are passed down from parent to child, and the education system is an agent in this 

process. 

Lim (2016, p.162) argues that “the meritocratic drive to nurture a pool of elites takes place 

largely in the absence of a level-playing field” and “when coupled with an overt principle of 

non-discrimination obscures the fact that students in Singapore stem from different 
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socioeconomic backgrounds and go to school differently prepared”, and the outcomes are 

staggering. Students from advantaged elite backgrounds are typically streamed into higher 

streams (and consequently enter elite schools) as they perform better academically due to 

access to additional opportunities, such as quality tuition and extra classes, which are 

privately funded by the families. These are opportunities not readily available for students 

from low-SES backgrounds; therefore, it is not surprising that studies have found a correlation 

between students in the lower ability groups and those from low-SES backgrounds (Chong, 

2014; Ng, 2009).  

Under a system of merit, students should be allocated places based on their academic results. 

However, elite schools have the privilege of choosing whom they want to admit as their 

admission policies have reserved spots for applicants who are students from affiliated schools 

or whose parents are alumni, and these advantages result in difficulties for other students to 

get a place in the schools (Chua et al., 2019; Lim, 2016; Ministry of Education, 2019). Another 

admission policy issue that has resulted in the elite-ordinary dichotomy is the school-

neighbourhood nexus, where elite schools are typically situated in high-income 

neighbourhoods (Chua et al., 2019). Due to the primary school admissions policies (Phase 1 

and Phase 2A), the demographics of the schools tend to reflect those of the neighbourhood. 

Subsequently, because of the preferential admission policies which are given priority over 

academic results, i.e., students who are affiliated can come in on a lower academic score, 

students from elite primary schools in elite neighbourhoods would typically end up in elite 

secondary schools and junior colleges (Chua et al., 2019), further reinforcing the system of 

reproduction. 

Chua (2015) suggests that the reason why the school a student attends is important is that 

students learn to socialise into “certain manners, dispositions and knowledge” in school (p. 

3). According to Chua (2015), it is not for the benefit of their “inherent capabilities”, but rather 

it is “to assist them in accomplishing the goals of capitalist organisation, and the capitalist 

class”, and school is where social stratification begins. These behaviours and social relations 

accord students the requirements for the different levels, classes, and types of jobs, further 

reproducing the existing class relations (Chua, 2015). Evidentially, meritocracy in Singapore 

does not produce a system that is inclusive and which fairly distributes power and educational 

resources (Tan & Deneen, 2015). Tan and Deneen (2015, p. 37) argue that “the power to 
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control the definition and exercise of meritocracy lies with the elite”, which therefore creates 

“an inherent imbalance”. Tan and Deneen (2015, p. 37) posit that “the ones that triumphed 

[the elites] have every reason to maintain elitist-oriented versions of meritocracy”. The 

attempts at maintaining this social hierarchy in the education system can be seen in the 

differentiated curriculum for different groups of students (Barr, 2016; Lim, 2016; Lim & Apple, 

2015). 

In addition to the various elitist-orientated schemes in the education system, the curriculum 

differs for those in different schools and different streams. Where elite schools and higher 

stream students are trained to be future leaders and to be adults who forged breakthroughs 

through the development of creativity and imagination, those in mainstream schools are 

given different messages – to be a follower who is respectful of others and works hard (Lim, 

2016). An example is the teaching of critical thinking, which is typically regarded as a “high-

status” form of knowledge. While MOE provides guidelines for the syllabus and curriculum, 

there is nothing to prevent schools from using different approaches (Lim & Apple, 2015). 

Herein lies the difference which adds to the elite-mainstream school divide.  

The pedagogic codes adopted in elite and mainstream schools orient students differently (Lim 

& Apple, 2015). In mainstream schools, students are externally oriented, and critical thinking 

is an instrumental rationality for the fulfilment of external market demands (Lim & Apple, 

2015). In contrast, students in elite schools are orientated to look inwards and the rationalities 

are personalised, invoking “narcissistic and sacred identities” (Lim & Apple, 2015, p. 485). Lim 

and Apple (2015) argue that the differences are crucial as “power relations are maintained by 

the social distribution of knowledge” (p. 485), and this is a huge concern because the elite 

dominates the same government that controls the education system. 

Every School is a Good School 

In response to critics, Singapore’s Ministry of Education (MOE) has made considerable effort 

to cultivate a mindset change and stated that all schools are the same. New measures, such 

as scrapping secondary school banding (Ng, 2012; Tabla, 2012) and ensuring that highly 

reputable primary schools would have at least 40 places for non-affiliated students (Today, 

2013), have been implemented for this purpose. Nevertheless, it then brings into question 
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the reason why there is a need for the government to implement these measures and assert 

that “every school is a good school” (Chiu, 2013) if, in fact, every school is already a good 

school due to the meritocratic system in the first place. 

What can be observed is that many of MOE’s policies do not translate to equal outcomes 

(Adzahar, 2012; Anderson, 2015; Chua et al., 2019; Lim, 2016). There are forms of streaming 

still in place, and the most important one in a Singaporean student’s life is the Primary School 

Leaving Examinations (PSLE), a form of high-stakes testing. It places students into one of the 

three streams (Express, Normal Academic and Normal Technical) and a specific secondary 

school. The students' stream and the school's ranking and reputation pave the way for the 

student’s future outcomes, making this placement especially important. 

Most high-ranked schools do not admit students from the bottom two streams – Normal 

Academic and Normal Technical. Students who are streamed into the lower streams are often 

considered “not good enough” and, thus, have to be segregated into schools with other 

students who are similar to them (Anderson, 2015; Ismail & Ling, 2006; Lim, 2013; Ng, 2004, 

2009). Even though a valid measure of academic ability, streaming and segregation often lead 

to an unproductive and inconducive study environment (Anderson, 2015; Ismail & Ling, 2006). 

In research conducted on working-class Malay youths and their educational and life 

experiences, it was noted that the neighbourhood schools these students attend “have 

hostile classroom settings that were not conducive for harnessing motivation and 

aspirations … [and] served to weaken the significance of the school institution in encouraging 

educational success” (Adzahar, 2012, p. 166). Adzahar’s (2012) participants provided real-life 

accounts of the environment in a low-status mainstream neighbourhood school, disproving 

the government’s claims that every school is good and providing further credence to other 

research studies. 

In another study done on a lower-stream classroom in Singapore, Ismail and Ling (2006) 

observed an out-of-control classroom where students were doing multiple different things in 

the classroom. Ismail and Ling (2006) proposed that there is a power play in any classroom, 

and traditionally, the teachers are the ones in power and, therefore, the ones in control. They 

theorised that some reasons behind the disruption in the NT classroom could be ineffective 

teaching methodology, classroom management, and task design. 
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Ismail and Ling (2006) also observed that teachers spent much of their teaching time trying 

to contain the class, which also meant less focus on effective modes of learning and less time 

spent on actual learning (Ismail & Ling, 2006). As the teachers spent too much of their limited 

curriculum time on class control, this took time away from actual delivery, and one of the 

adverse outcomes of this is the quality of the lessons (Ismail & Ling, 2006). Due to the shorter 

time left for lessons, teachers needed to quicken their speed of delivery which meant that 

some of the students were left behind as they could not keep up with the pace (Ismail & Ling, 

2006). It then turned into a disruptive cycle as students became more disorderly due to the 

frustrations and boredom arising from not being able to understand what was being taught.  

Additionally, while most parents aspire for their children to attain at least a university degree, 

parents with children from non-prestigious schools have less confidence in their child’s ability 

to do so (Ong & Cheung, 2016). Ong and Cheung (2016) postulate that parents with children 

from non-prestigious schools have less confidence as they attribute potential attainment 

wholly to their child’s merits and efforts. In comparison, parents with children in prestigious 

schools have higher confidence because they feel that the school would increase the 

likelihood of their child gaining university admissions (Ong & Cheung, 2016). Across the board, 

parents think that prestigious schools provide a clear pathway to university and associate 

these schools with delivering better opportunities for future success as they regard the 

schools as having a more conducive environment and peer influence for studying and that the 

schools would help the child to fare better in high-stake examinations (Ong & Cheung, 2016). 

Moreover, the expectations and perceptions parents have of the different types of schools 

would affect the confidence they have in their children, influencing their parenting behaviours 

which would then impact the child’s beliefs (Ong & Cheung, 2016).  

Group Alignment in the School Context 

An equally important factor is the labels and stereotypes formed due to the stratified 

education system. One of the effects of the intensive segregation on a structural level - the 

“us” and “them” or the elites and non-elites in society - is its influence on society’s mindsets. 

This generates bias, labels, and stereotypes, which contributes to the formation of an almost 

closed circle where only those deemed “fit” through academic achievements would belong 

(Anderson, 2015). The formation of a closed circle is also known as group alignment (Goffman, 
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1961). A poll by the local newspaper reporting on stratifications in schools showed that elite 

school students (who are also in top streams) are more likely to have friends like themselves: 

61% of the students reported that they do not have peers from the lower streams, over half 

reported that they do not have friends living in small public housings, 45% admitted to only 

having friends of the same race, and the figures are worse for those in the Special Assisted 

Programme (SAP) schools where the student population is almost all Chinese and 

homogeneous (Yong & Zaccheus, 2012).  

Most elite primary and secondary school students are from high-SES households, while most 

students from low-ranking schools are from low-SES households (Ministry of Education, 2011; 

Ong & Cheung, 2016). Ong and Cheung (2016) found that students from elite primary schools 

tend to fare better in their PSLE and enter an elite secondary school compared to students 

from low-ranked primary schools who are less likely to do well and therefore enter low-

ranked and less prestigious secondary schools. This phenomenon creates closed circles of 

students from similar backgrounds and contributes to the formation of segregation in society. 

Expectations Generated by Bias and Stereotypes 

The expectations and views of low-stream students held by educators and the general society 

are usually negative or “low”. In an online site for parents in Singapore, the labels attached 

to the lower streams and the negative opinions of those in the lower streams are highlighted 

with hardly an apology by the site owner (Kiasuparents, 2009): 

We hear (and read) horror stories of the quality of students and the environment in 

N(A) and N(T) classes and some neighbourhood schools that are less than desirable 

and may not be conducive to studying. We worry about our children and who they will 

mix around with, and the bad habits that they may pick up. And, as any parent who 

loves our kids, it is natural to worry as we want our kids to do well in life. 

Views such as this have severe implications for society, and the individuals affected and are 

evidence of the permeation of Lee Kuan Yew’s eugenics beliefs on a societal level. 

Additionally, the labels and stereotypes formed are psychologically harmful and demeaning 

to those on the receiving end, thus contributing to feelings of inadequacy that could result in 

other issues. The exclusion and the supposed failure in the academic context may dampen 
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students' morale, translating to lowered confidence and affecting their attitudes towards 

schools, which further translates to poorer performance (Ng, 2004, 2009; Worthy, 2010). 

Students in lower streams tend to have less ambitious goals when compared to their peers in 

the higher streams (Ng, 2004, 2009; Ong & Cheung, 2016; Ono, 2001; Worthy, 2010). Higher-

stream students in Singapore usually choose top-ranked secondary schools as the next step 

in their academic journey (Ng, 2004, 2009), while students from lower streams use factors 

such as proximity to home when deciding on the next step of their academic path - an 

indication of the differences in aspirations and confidence (Adzahar, 2012; Ireson & Hallam, 

1999; Ng, 2009).  

The treatment of low-ability students as intellectually inferior and incapable of worthwhile 

achievement can have detrimental effects on their self-perception and behavior, creating 

self-fulfilling prophecies that perpetuate these beliefs (Ng, 2009; Worthy, 2010). This 

phenomenon may contribute to destructive behaviors commonly associated with low-ability 

students (Ng, 2004), leading to disengagement and withdrawal from academic pursuits based 

on the expectations of their teachers (Ono, 2001). Moreover, students from low-ability 

groups tend to have more negative perceptions of school and teaching, resulting in a dislike 

for school and a lack of confidence in their abilities as their academic journey progresses 

(Ireson & Hallam, 1999; Ong & Cheung, 2016). The inequality underlying this segregation 

frequently results in high dropout rates (Berliner, 2013) and exacerbates the cycle of inequity. 

One of the causes of the difference in attitudes towards school is the teachers’ expectations 

and behaviours towards the students (Anderson, 2015). Negative comments received from 

teachers are likely to have lowered the confidence level of these students (Adzahar, 2012; Ng, 

2009). In a study of the streaming system in Singapore in the early 2000s, Ng (2004) noted 

how 85% of educators were of the opinion that streaming was good for the students, in 

contrast to only 50% of the students who shared the same sentiments. The generalised 

educators’ students from the lower streams with negative attributes such as “lazy, slow, 

restless, forgetful, disruptive, ill-disciplined, have a poor attitude, lack of intelligence, lack of 

motivation, low self-esteem, short attention span, not academically inclined, poor attitude” 

(Ng, 2004, p.8). A more recent study on the perceptions of Normal Technical students 

supports Ng’s (2004) findings. Anderson (2015) interviewed an English Head of Department 
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(HOD) who worked closely with low-stream students. The study shows that even though the 

HOD “clearly loved his students” (p. 14) and would make an effort to ensure his students get 

opportunities, the stereotypical rhetoric of low-stream students would creep in (Anderson, 

2015): 

[T]hey are playful, but they get the work done. They move about, they are not so 

focused, but in the end, they know what they’re supposed to do… For the Normal 

type, [if] you give them one side of the story, they can follow…This (second workshop) 

[is] too abstract… Even after I told them [the reasons for an argument], they can’t 

link… they cannot even introduce the topic… They are simpler students - simpler in 

their thought processes. (p. 14) 

The terms used by the HOD, such as “too abstract” and “simpler in their thought processes”, 

indicated that he has lower expectations of the students no matter how fond he seemed to 

be of his students (Anderson, 2015, p. 14). Contrarily, teachers have different expectations of 

students from higher streams. They are expected to be able to communicate effectively, 

comprehend text, and have a higher level of literacy (Ng, 2009). Therefore, the pedagogic 

approaches employed would differ, even for the same subjects (Anderson, 2015; Lim & Apple, 

2015). In terms of behaviour, educators view students from higher streams as better behaved, 

with a more positive attitude towards school (Stevens & Vermeersch, 2010).  

According to research from around the world, many educators were observed to have 

negative views of students from lower streams. In Singapore, there is an assumption that 

students in lower streams come from poor and dysfunctional families or have parents who 

are not bothered (Adzahar, 2012; Anderson, 2015; Ng, 2004). The educators perceived lower-

stream students as having negative attitudes towards school, making teaching challenging 

(Adzahar, 2012). Meanwhile, in the United States, vocational streams (similar to Normal 

Technical) are viewed as a trash bin for all those who are not able to make it anywhere else 

or have no interest in educational pursuits would end up in (Steven & Versmeech, 2010). In 

Japan, some teachers admittedly view students from lower streams as second-class citizens 

and advice those who perform poorly academically to accept their lack of ability in the 

academic area (Ono, 2001). 
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These opposing views held by educators result in them adjusting their teaching styles, giving 

the students less challenging work, and encouraging lower-stream students to enter 

immediate employment (Ireson & Hallam, 1999; Lim & Apple, 2015; Mallery & Mallery, 1999; 

Ng, 2004; Ono, 2001; Smith, 2008). Japanese students in low-ability groups were encouraged 

by their teachers to enter immediate employment or vocational high school (Ono, 2001). In 

contrast, those who performed better (higher stream students) were encouraged to enter a 

general (academic) high school, which holds a higher status and would lead them to college 

(Ono, 2001). Singapore’s students from lower streams were told that their academic abilities 

are severely limited, thus affecting their confidence level and attitudes towards school (Ng, 

2004, 2009). Students in the high set (stream) in the US reported feeling more supported by 

their teachers than students in the middle set, while their peers in the low set thought that 

the work given by their teachers was too easy (Hallam & Ireson, 2005). This indicates that 

teachers not only give advice based on their perceptions of the students but also adjust their 

teaching styles to what they feel would suit the students (Ireson & Hallam, 1999; Mallery & 

Mallery, 1999; Ng, 2004; Smith, 2008).  

The simplifying of the curriculum is disadvantageous to the students as they receive or learn 

less than the students in the higher streams. This translates to a further loss in educational 

capital which thus affects their future outcomes. Several older studies have shown that 

students tend to fare better when they are challenged and that a moderate probability of 

success not only provides maximum satisfaction but is also vital to intrinsic motivation 

(Atkinson, 1964; Csikszentmihalyi, 1975; Lepper & Greene, 1978); in other words, students 

need to be challenged for them to be motivated to do better. These contribute to positive 

attributes such as sustained motivation, self-efficacy, better focus, and ability to handle 

pressures and overcome obstacles (Clifford, 1990; Danner & Lonky, 1981) – attributes needed 

for long-term success, which would contribute to better future outcomes for these students.  

The issues discussed in this section are of paramount importance and require immediate 

attention. Stereotypes and biases can perpetuate harmful discrimination in a society as 

diverse as Singapore. These issues, if left unaddressed, can further entrench existing social 

stratification and exacerbate existing disparities. These harmful stereotypes not only affect 

the individuals and groups they target but also impede the development of a fair and just 
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society for all. It is crucial that we take active steps to challenge and counter these harmful 

stereotypes. 

2.5 A Critical Viewpoint of MOE’s Reforms 

The streaming exercise for 12-year-old primary school students, also known as Primary School 

Leaving Examination (PSLE), has drawn criticism for causing the lack of student diversity in 

secondary schools (Chew, 2012). The education structure in Singapore and implemented 

measures such as the Integrated and Gifted Programme scheme have also drawn much 

criticism, as only a small percentage of students are able to enter highly reputable schools. 

Admission to reputable schools puts these students in an advantageous position and gives 

them better prospects. Many of the government’s educational policies and measures, which 

claim to be based on equality of opportunity, do not translate to equality in outcomes and 

equity. Some critics like Lim (2013) have labelled these moves as socio-political and elitist. 

Given these criticisms and answering calls to ease pressure on students, in October 2012, the 

Deputy Prime Minister and former Minister of Education, Tharman Shanmugaratnam, agreed 

that more studies could be done on the “fine-grain differentiation” at a young age and how 

secondary schools can be made to be more diversified (The Straits Times, 2012). Following 

this, in November 2012, education minister Heng Swee Keat announced that the Primary 

School Leaving Examination (PSLE) was being reviewed. In 2016, the first round of reforms 

was announced. The changes were implemented for students taking the PSLE in 2021. T-score 

system grading, which reflects a student’s performance with peers in their cohort, will be 

replaced with wider scoring bands that focus solely on the individual student’s performance 

without considering other students’ performances (Ministry of Education, 2016).  

Another policy that underwent a review and has since been restructured is the high-stakes 

testing and streaming for Primary 4 students (10 years old), which has been replaced with 

subject-based banding. In 2004, the Ministry of Education (2004a) removed the initial 

streaming exercise and replaced it with subject-based banding. Instead of placing students 

into streams, students are now given a choice to take each subject either at the Standard or 

Foundation level, depending on how well the students have done in the streaming 
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examinations. The students’ choices are subject to the approval of the school and the Ministry 

of Education.  

However, these changes have also faced criticism. Both streaming and subject-based banding 

have been criticised for “grouping” and “labelling” students and limiting their learning 

capacity (Abadzi, 1984, 1985; Gamoran, 1992; Horn et al., 2006; Lucas, 2001; Mickelson, 2002; 

Ng, 2004; Ono, 2001; Worthy, 2010). While subject-based banding is a slight improvement to 

the initial streaming exercise, it still isolates students who are not able to perform 

academically well and labels them as “slower” than the rest.  

Another key concern is that while the MOE curriculum guidelines are the same across all levels 

up until primary 4, primary schools which demonstrate strong performance in school-based 

activities are given additional grants to provide a more holistic education for the students 

through niche programmes and additional skill-building activities on top of the standard 

academic curriculum (Ministry of Education, 2004b). As mentioned, this has given certain 

schools an advantage over others as they churn out students with excellent academic and co-

curricular activity records (Kiasuparents, 2009), making these schools highly popular amongst 

parents. From the primary school registration exercise (Figure 2), we can see that priority 

placing is given to students who have a “blood relation” in the school, those who live near the 

school within the zoning areas (Ministry of Education, 2019) and those whose parents can 

afford the time to volunteer or donate. This often means there is no place for any other 

student with no affiliations in the school after the first few phases.  

In addition, there is an issue of disproportionate make-up of the student population and lack 

of diversity. As reputable schools are often in high-SES neighbourhoods (Chua et al., 2019), 

the students who enter these schools would reflect the same demographic. As discussed 

above, statistical data released in 2012 by MOE revealed that 60% of students in top primary 

schools live in private housing - an indication of affluence in Singapore, where more than 80% 

of the general population live in public housing (Goh, 2012), and this was acknowledged by 

Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong. Hence, in a move to increase the diversity in these highly 

reputable and popular schools, the Ministry of Education has announced that they would 

ensure that at least 40 places are left for Phase 2C onwards (Today, 2013). However, 40 places 
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is not enough to increase the diversity as many of these popular elite schools are still 

overbooked (Ang, 2019b). 

As for secondary schools, MOE has changed the educational structure over the years. This 

move has received positive feedback as it is seen as a step toward removing the labelling of 

students and schools (Ng, 2012; Tabla, 2012). The government used to provide rankings 

according to the schools’ achievements (mostly academic and niche programmes), and this 

has recently been removed. In 2004, the ranking system was changed from a ranking based 

on exact academic scores to banding schools with similar academic achievements and 

including achievements in non-academic activities (Ministry of Education, 2004a). In 2012, 

MOE removed this banding and announced that they would dedicate $55 million to help each 

school develop its niche (Ng, 2012). While this was a widely applauded move by MOE to 

ensure that “every school is a good school” (Tabla, 2012), later observations have shown that 

these niche programmes have benefitted elite students more (Lim, 2016).  

One such policy change is the Direct School Admissions (DSA) scheme which was introduced 

to allow secondary schools to take in students based on talents in arts or sports or other 

special qualities other than their PSLE results (Davie, 2013). In 2016, this change was reported 

to have resulted in an increase in diversity, where 60% of students in elite schools are 

estimated to reside in public housing, which is an increase of 20% (Teng, 2016a). However, 

despite the statistical success, it appears that students who have succeeded in gaining 

admissions through DSA have the resources to pay for expensive training to assist their 

admissions to elite schools. Students are “paying hourly fees of up to $300 for classes” and 

attend training external to the school’s co-curricular activities to ensure they have an added 

advantage (Teng, 2016b). It is a well-known secret that this scheme provides an advantage to 

children with more resources since they were younger (Teng, 2016b). So, while the DSA 

scheme may have contributed to a more diverse mix of students, most of those who qualify 

through the scheme are still from affluent families, with parents who can afford to pay for the 

additional classes.  

The most recent and debatably most significant change was announced in 2019 (Mokhtar, 

2019), whereby secondary school streaming which is the focus of this study, would be 

abolished in 2024 and replaced with subject-based banding, and a general examination would 
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replace the GCE ‘O’ and ‘N’ Levels. The outcomes of this change would need to be assessed 

after a few years of implementation. 

Despite the various changes that have been implemented or will be implemented in the near 

future, the residual effects the system and the educational policies have on society are 

prominent. Many websites and blogs, such as http://sg.theasianparent.com and 

http://www.kiasuparents.com, do an unofficial ranking of schools according to academic 

achievements.  These sites are usually set up by parents and tuition agencies who wish to use 

Singaporean parents’ kiasu-ness. Kiasu is a Hokkien Chinese Dialect word which means “afraid 

of losing out”. The term kiasu is synonymous with Singaporeans, who are generally afraid to 

lose out on anything. This can be seen in the parents’ attitude towards enrolling their children 

in schools, from pre-school to kindergarten all the way to tertiary levels. As university 

graduates in Singapore command 3.7 times more pay than their peers who have a below 

upper secondary school education (OECD Publishing, 2013), to many parents, the only way to 

climb the social ladder is for their child to compete and do well in this system. This competitive 

attitude, an outcome of the elitist education system, has at times resulted in ugly situations 

and most pertinently, it has contributed to the stratification in society. 

2.6 Gaps in Current Literature and Research Application 

While the theory of meritocracy champions equal opportunity, studies discussed in this 

chapter have shown that the opposite is true. The studies have shown how various factors, 

such as social class backgrounds, financial wealth, and educational capital, contribute to 

unequal outcomes in a supposed meritocratic environment. Teachers’ perception is likely to 

be affected by some factors, such as the traits associated with the students and is also a factor 

that influences unequal outcomes. Interestingly, while updating new literature and 

interviewing the participants during this research, a theme that has emerged consistently is 

ethnic disparity, specifically among the Malays. This finding further cements the argument 

that the complexities are interwoven, and one factor could be the cause and the result of 

another factor. These factors interplay, influencing the educational realities on the ground, 

such as the demographics of the student population in a certain school and provide an 

understanding of how social stratification of society begins in school. 
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The Singapore government has made statements and implemented several measures to close 

the widening wealth and social class gaps through reforms and changes in the education 

system. One significant statement they made in 2012 is that “Every school is a good school”, 

which marked the beginning of one of the reforms. These moves were responses to the 

increasing criticisms of its system. However, later studies have shown that despite these 

reforms, the system of reproduction remains, and the gap has continued to widen. This thesis 

hopes to contribute to the growing data on the outcomes of Singapore’s supposedly 

exceptional and world-class meritocratic education system through sociological and 

psychological perspectives. 

2.7 Conclusion 

Meritocracy as an ideology proposes a system that provides equal chances at success for 

everyone to maximise society’s well-being (Lim, 2013, 2016). However, two contradicting 

dimensions of meritocracy exist: elitist and egalitarian (Tan & Deneen, 2015). While Singapore 

aspires to both, it leans towards elitism, which has played a prominent role in every aspect of 

Singapore’s society, such as governance and the education system. Meritocracy adopted by 

the de-facto authoritarian PAP government during Singapore’s early years was seen as the 

solution to inequity. Through a meritocratic system, Singapore aimed to provide a levelled 

playing field for all to succeed, regardless of ethnicity and background. However, after almost 

60 years of being a meritocratic state, Singapore’s income gap has widened, and poverty rates 

have risen. The financial and economic inequities are often tied to social and ethnic 

disparities, as evidenced by the Malay Problem, and the education system is a binding agent 

in this complex system of inequalities. This and other factors, such as the problems left by the 

British and Lee Kuan Yew’s eugenics beliefs, are causes and contributors to the various 

systemic issues emerging in Singapore. Ironically, these issues have been legitimised by the 

very ideology that is supposed to be the solution. 

This chapter has provided some essential background information on meritocracy and the 

education system in Singapore and the impacts they have had on the lives of Singaporeans. 

This information has laid the groundwork for this thesis. After more than five decades of 

meritocracy, the system should have seen the inequity gap closing with an upward trend of 

social mobility. However, as mentioned previously, the gap is widening, and it begins in 



81 
 

school. Mandela (2003) stated, "Education is the most powerful weapon you can use to 

change the world”. However, the education system in Singapore has not made much positive 

change in the lives of the Singaporeans sitting on the fringes of society. Instead of social 

mobility, they experience an intergenerational trend that is hard to break out of. 

Stigmatisation, discrimination, labelling, and stereotyping are some of the more pertinent 

outcomes which have emerged from meritocracy and the education system and the resulting 

gaps. 

By looking back in history and analysing the policies and their implementation, and by 

studying the symbiotic relationships between beliefs and ideologies of the state and the 

power they have on the ordinary citizens, the role of a meritocratic education on students’ 

outcomes through the eyes of those affected can be better understood. Even though the 

political situation in Singapore is no longer as tumultuous as it was in the earlier days, the 

ruling party still exercises complete control through the implementation of policies, including 

educational policies, to ensure the total domination of one of the wealthiest nations in the 

world. The social, psychological, and emotional cost of this “success” is one of the key 

interests of this thesis. 
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3 Research Focus, Methodology, Methods, and Frameworks 

Chapter 3 centres on the research design, methodology, methods, and frameworks that 

were employed to attain the objectives presented in the previous chapter. To begin, this 

chapter outlines the specific research questions that were investigated and the rationale 

behind their selection. Several relevant studies were reviewed and used as exemplars to 

support the chosen research design and methods. The methodology chosen for this study is 

then thoroughly explained, including the reasons why it was selected and its strengths and 

limitations. Additionally, this chapter discusses the potential ethical issues that may arise 

throughout the research process and the measures that were taken to mitigate them. 

3.1 Research Focus and Question 

This thesis aims to examine and understand some of the present-day effects of Singapore’s 

almost 60 years of Lee Kuan Yew’s meritocratic educational system via the perspectives of 

students who were streamed into the lower streams and attended mainstream 

neighbourhood schools. It also hopes that the findings will shed light and provide answers to 

the following questions: 

After almost 60 years of a “successful” meritocratic system, why does the government 

find the need to declare that “every school is a good school”? What are the outcomes 

of students who come into the schools at different starting points? 

This thesis focuses on participants’ perspectives of their experiences and journey in school 

and correlates them with their life outcomes. The goal is to comprehend participants’ 

understanding of their past experiences and how it has shaped their current opportunities, 

and the aftereffects of these opportunities. Amongst some of the questions asked were the 

retrospective perspectives of the participants’ schooling experiences, their perception of 

opportunities related to schooling, the opportunity outcomes based on advice from 

educators, and their family background and circumstances. Participants were also asked to 

look forward and give their opinions of their life chances and aspirations for their future and 

their children’s future when applicable. The list of questions has been provided in the 

appendices. 
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3.2 Methodological Review 

This section introduces several studies that have influenced the chosen research design. A 

few studies were done in Singapore, while others were done in other countries. This has 

allowed the researcher to look at studies done on similar issues - issues that have arisen in 

different educational settings in a few of the countries that subscribe to the meritocratic 

ideology. Each study adopted a different methodology ranging from quantitative to 

qualitative and mixed methods. The outcome of reviewing all these existing studies has 

influenced the choice of design for this thesis. 

3.2.1 Mixed Methods 

Towards Research-based Innovation and Reform: Singapore schooling in Transition (Luke et al., 

2005) 

The first study reviewed is a project by the Singapore Ministry of Education, Towards 

Research-based Innovation and Reform: Singapore schooling in Transition (Luke et al., 2005), 

which consisted of six smaller studies. It aimed to use data collected to reform the Singapore 

education system. It had both quantitative and qualitative studies, using empirical and 

interpretive data to provide a clear picture of the education system. Instead of just a 

descriptive study, the ministry aimed to develop and implement strategies for teachers, 

schools, and curriculum through this project. The participants consisted of both teachers and 

students. On top of using this research for reform and innovation purposes, the study also 

aimed to address national priorities and critically examine stereotypes about Asian students, 

education, and classrooms (Luke et al., 2005). It was a big project by the Singapore Ministry 

of Education consisting of a team of over 100 researchers, research professors, assistants, and 

doctoral fellows. The project used variations in design and analytic strategies and covered 

different periods.  

The strength of this study was in realising the limitations of previous studies on similar topics. 

The research design of this project went beyond the traditional and standard indicators of 

success, such as test and exam scores, to gauge outcome and educational efficacy and instead 

looked at alternative accounts of achievements. It tapped on prototypes such as the 

Wisconsin Center on Organisation and Restructuring of Schools studies, World Youth 
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Attitudes Study, the Longitudinal Study of Australian Youth, and previous studies by the 

Singapore National Youth Council, and expanded in prior schemes that were developed by 

Newmann and Fred M (1996) and Lingard et al. (2002). The project was divided into six panels, 

each focusing on a different aspect of the education system. The panel that is related to this 

thesis is panel 6. However, the panel used longitudinal data, a resource unavailable to this 

researcher. Nonetheless, the questions from this panel have influenced this thesis's design 

due to the research's context and aim. 

Perspectives on streaming, EM3 pupils and literacy: views of participants (Ng, 2004) and 

Students' background, literacy belief and experiences, and academic achievement: exploring 

possible connections (Ng, 2009) 

Another study that employed mixed methods is Irene Ng's (2004, 2009) study. Ng (2004, 

2009) used different data collection methods. Her earlier study (Ng, 2004) consisted of three 

other data collection methods: 1) Questionnaire survey, 2) semi-structured interviews, and 3) 

focus group discussions. The research design and mixed methodology in this study covered 

both empirical data and the more in-depth and personal understanding one gets from a 

qualitative study. If this study were to be done on a bigger scale, with participants from 

various schools around Singapore, it could be representative of the education system in 

Singapore. This, in turn, could have led to policy changes by the ministry. 

In her later study, Ng (2009) again used the mixed methods approach and conducted a study 

in two schools in Singapore, characterising this as a comparative case study. The advantages 

of this study leaned towards the qualitative side. Ng (2009) chose this approach as the study 

was “interested in the stories and experiences of people in their natural settings” due to its 

“in-depth and holistic exploration of the ‘case’ under investigation and intensive data 

collection” (p. 56). Ng (2009) considered several factors, such as the need for quantitative 

data to collect the participants’ background, the need to address a descriptive question which 

means there is a need for a qualitative approach, and an ‘information-oriented’ sampling as 

opposed to random sampling. Due to the choice of settings and the characteristics of the 

participants who stood on extreme ends, considerations had to be made for allowance of 

cautious evaluation (Ng, 2009). 
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While Ng’s 2009 study cannot be representative, as it was missing participants from an 

average-ranking school, it does provide a holistic insight into the differing views of those in 

the same education system but from different backgrounds. By collecting the initial data 

through survey questionnaires, Ng ensured that the data collected provided a generalised 

picture of the participants. Multiple strategies were used to cross-examine the data collected 

through various sources to ensure its validity. The different tools used ensured the collection 

of in-depth, rich, and detailed data. The concurrent data collection and data analysis also 

meant that alterations to data collection plans could be made during the initial process (Ng, 

2009). 

3.2.2 Qualitative Methods 

There are studies which employed only qualitative methods for their research, such as Hallam 

and Ireson (2005), Smith (2008), Smyth and McInerney (2013), Stevens and Vermeersch 

(2010) and Worthy (2010). Through these studies, we can see the strengths of using 

qualitative methods, one of which is that they give a richer and more in-depth set of data and 

provide an understanding of the phenomenon through the perspectives and actions of the 

participants (Lichtman, 2012). One good example is Worthy’s (2010) study, which drew back 

on past literature on the issue of ability tracking and self-esteem.  

Only the names have been changed: Ability grouping revisited (Worthy, 2010) 

Worthy’s (2010) study gave an excellent historical context of ability grouping/tracking and 

aligned it with what is happening in the current times. It opened an issue that was no longer 

a top priority in the academic field. The tools for data collection in this study were one-on-

one interviews and observations. Worthy (2010) employed one-on-one interviews with 

teachers as one-on-one interviews tend to bring out more honest opinions as opposed to 

when the teachers are in a group setting. Meanwhile, observations were utilised as they 

allowed a better understanding of classroom instruction. 

However, this research has its limitations, and the researcher herself highlighted these. The 

first limitation was the need for observers and the correlating data collected. Worthy (2010) 

noted that richer data could have been gathered if there were multiple observers. This agrees 

with Lichtman’s (2012) theory that multiple observers would be able to provide different 
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viewpoints of the same observation as each person’s understanding of a situation is based on 

their experiences. Another limitation of the study is that the participants were only from one 

school district; hence, the findings cannot be generalised to represent other schools. The third 

limitation is the interview setting and the power dynamics between the participants and the 

researcher. Worthy (2010) felt that some of the teachers might have viewed her as an expert, 

and therefore, instead of giving honest answers, they gave answers that they perceived as 

accurate answers, which would then affect the precision and quality of the data collected. 

The dynamics between the research and the researcher must also be considered when 

evaluating the quality and consistency of the findings. In a qualitative study, the researcher 

usually has personal connections to the study itself, which might affect the reliability of her 

research (Lichtman, 2012). Worthy’s (2010) beliefs that ability grouping is negative might 

have influenced her research design to get the answers she wanted. As most of the data 

collection consisted of interviews, her beliefs might have led her to design interview questions 

that were skewed. A quantitative aspect would have provided richer data, and a more 

extensive set of participants from various school districts around the country would have 

provided more accurate findings. 

3.3 Studies that have Influenced this Research 

3.3.1 Learners with behavioural, emotional and social difficulties’ experiences of reintegration 

into mainstream education (Pillay et al., 2013) 

The first study is on emotional and behavioural difficulties in students (Pillay et al., 2013). It 

adopted the phenomenology line of enquiry within the interpretive-constructivist paradigm. 

This method is beneficial as it allows a variation of data sources. In this study, several tools 

were employed, including unstructured interviews with various groups of participants, 

questionnaires, and writing activities. While the focus of the study was on the students, 

professionals and parents were included as well, thus contributing to richer data.  

The data analysis is in line with the interpretivist branch of phenomenology, whereby the data 

was studied before general themes were picked out. This was followed by scrutinising the 

most critical and related themes and consolidating the findings for awareness and education. 

One area in this study that can be considered for further research is the choice of participants. 
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While having various groups of participants might contribute to rich data, it may also take the 

focus away from the main group - the students. However, the researchers ensured that the 

findings from the other groups were used as support rather than taking the attention away 

from the main findings, thus giving the study a rich body of descriptions. 

3.3.2 Moving Forwards, Sideways or Backwards? Inclusive Education in Samoa (McDonald & 

Tufue-Dolgoy, 2013) 

The second phenomenologically oriented study is a disability and inclusive education study in 

Samoa (McDonald and Tufue-Dolgoy, 2013). The conceptual framework in this study was a 

Samoan conceptual framework, “ola”, which is unique as not many studies use a traditional 

concept as a research metaphor. “Ola” has several meanings in Samoa, and many of the 

meanings are used in the framework of the study. For example, the first meaning of “ola” is a 

traditional woven basket that requires careful choice of leaves and conscientious weaving. 

This represented the initial part of a research study, such as literature reviews and selection 

of methodology, which all intertwined and “woven” to refine the study. The second meaning 

of “ola” is life which represents the body of the study. Finally, the third is “light”, representing 

the reason for the study, which is to provide understanding and enlightenment in this area of 

research.   

One of the limitations of this study is that it depended on participants' shared knowledge. 

While all the participants were Samoans, the age groups and the types of classes the 

participants were in differed. This may have translated to different responses that could 

either work well by providing rich data or provide the researchers with inconclusive findings. 

Another limitation was the translation process; the primary language used during the 

interview was Samoan, and this had to be translated into English. Van Nes et al. (2010) 

theorised that when languages are transcribed to another language, intended meanings may 

be lost. 

3.3.3 Legitimating status: perceptions of meritocracy and inequality among undergraduates at 

an elite British university (Warikoo & Fuhr, 2014) 

A third study that has significant influence is a study on the views of meritocracy and 

inequality at Oxford University, a high-status university in Britain (Warikoo & Fuhr, 2014). The 

https://bera-journals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/berj.3108?casa_token=QnF86eQvW0oAAAAA:k0u1HcB4k7godJSW8zmaIcPiajRO8G2ymMSY45X_9KJdpKVhDkcci5xB9Ctp96Wj_myRPPM60QWd4KZm
https://bera-journals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/berj.3108?casa_token=QnF86eQvW0oAAAAA:k0u1HcB4k7godJSW8zmaIcPiajRO8G2ymMSY45X_9KJdpKVhDkcci5xB9Ctp96Wj_myRPPM60QWd4KZm
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researchers conducted one-on-one in-depth, semi-structured interviews with 46 participants. 

The researchers chose two colleges “towards the median in terms of history and student 

performances” (p.4) to achieve findings that might be similar to those from other Oxford 

colleges. The students had to complete a survey to determine their demographics and 

political leanings. They were then interviewed for about an hour or two, and they each 

received a remuneration of 15 pounds. However, a limitation of this study, as recognised by 

the researchers, was that it was not meant to be an illustration of the whole Oxford University 

student body, and hence, it cannot be representative. 

3.3.4 Social class and educational inequality: The impact of parents and schools (Siraj and 

Mayo, 2014) 

Siraj and Mayo’s (2014) study, of which the framework is based on Bronfenbrenner’s 

bioecological model of development (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2007), delved into the lived 

experiences and provided case studies of children from four groups. The groups were divided 

based on intersections of achievements and socioeconomic status (resource and force). Siraj 

and Mayo (2014) noted a few observations, providing examples of the intersectionality of the 

frameworks chosen for this study.  

i. Low-SES students who are high achievers received good support at home or school 

ii. Low-SES students who are low achievers are often ignored and left alone, and parents 

of these students reported that they felt that the teachers’ expectations were low and 

they were not taken seriously 

iii. High-SES students who are high achievers exemplify all privileges accorded to them, 

such as family, cultural, and social capital 

iv. High-SES students benefitted from higher quality preschool experiences as their 

parents were able to strategically select schools that would ensure their child’s place 

in good primary schools  

v. High-SES students enjoyed better quality extracurricular experience compared to their 

low-SES peers, and this contributes to the acquisition of social, cultural, and emotional 

capital 
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vi. High academic achievers from all SES displayed different cognitive and socio-

emotional behaviours from low-achieving students, and this provides protective 

factors such as positive interactions in school as positive feedback and support from 

teachers 

These observations are significant as they show the intersections between SES, capital, 

teachers’ expectancies, teachers’ actions, parental actions, and students’ experiences and 

outcomes based on Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model of development (Bronfenbrenner 

& Morris, 2007) while also providing insight on the other frameworks utilised in this study. 

How Have these Studies Influenced this Thesis? 

The reviews of the studies above have influenced this thesis in several ways. The first is in the 

choice of research methods. Through the reviews, it was decided that a qualitative study is 

the best approach as it allows more in-depth data to be collected. The qualitative approach 

facilitates the discovery of unique insights and outlooks and encourages new and unique 

thoughts to come to light. It offers different viewpoints on problems and aids in the 

development of concepts and theories throughout the period the research is conducted. Like 

Worthy’s (2010) study on ability tracking and self-esteem and Wairakoo and Fuhr’s (2014) 

survey on meritocracy, this research thesis does not aim to be representative. However, there 

is a degree of generalisation by weaving common themes as they emerge. The aim is to gather 

rich and descriptive data and better understand the situation through the perspectives of 

those affected or experiencing it.  

Additionally, the reviews have indicated that an in-depth one-on-one interview is the best 

tool to achieve the purpose of this research thesis. However, as illustrated by the studies done 

by Ng (2004, 2009), Wairakoo and Fuhr (2014), and Worthy (2010), there are limitations to 

conducting an interview in a qualitative study. These were noted, and care was taken to 

minimise these limitations as much as possible when designing this study's data collection 

and analysis section. 

Lastly, the study by Siraj and Mayo, 2014 demonstrated how social structures interrelate with 

the cognitive and emotional characteristics of the individual and how motivation, a force 

characteristic defined by Bronfenbrenner, is affected by the support provided, such as 
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feedback from teachers. This intersects with Rosenthal and Jacobson’s (1968, 1992) 

Pygmalion effect theory and the more recent framework developed by Trusz (2018), where 

teachers’ expectancies of their students affect their verbal communication process and non-

verbally, with consequences to the students’ short-term and long-term outcomes. These two 

frameworks have influenced the choice of frameworks in this study and will be discussed in 

further detail in this chapter. 

3.4 Research Approach and Rationale 

As this research aims to provide a rich understanding of a situation, a qualitative approach 

embedded in phenomenology has been chosen. There is a large variety of qualitative research 

studies which have been carried out in different locations, with unique and distinct 

backgrounds and situations; nevertheless, the features listed below are universal across these 

studies (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Lichtman, 2012): 

i. Qualitative research aims to mirror as close to the truth as possible as the qualitative 

researcher is interested in the context of the study and believes that settings have 

meaningful effects on human actions. Therefore, they place themselves in the actual 

locale to observe, record, interview and understand. 

ii. Qualitative research uses information in a narrative and illustrative structure as 

opposed to representing data in numbers. Actions, dialogues etc. and anything that 

fits within the criteria are collected and analysed no matter how inconsequential it 

might seem. 

iii. An interest in the development and method, as opposed to just the results, is another 

characteristic of qualitative research. It also focuses on the whole situation rather than 

taking it apart and dividing it into individual elements. A qualitative researcher collects 

data and develops theories as the data emerges instead of seeking to support or refute 

a hypothesis developed before the start of the research, such as in the case of 

quantitative research. 

iv. Another trait of a qualitative research study is that it does not progress in a linear 

manner as interests or focus might change, and there may be several starting 
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positions, after which there is a constant shift between the data collected and data 

analysis. 

v. The central focus of qualitative research is to make sense of the participants’ lived 

experiences and behaviours and understand other implications that may be present. 

Phenomenology is one of the several branches of qualitative research. In a phenomenological 

study, people’s perceptions, perspectives and understanding of a particular situation are used 

to provide an understanding for the researcher (Leedy & Ormrod, 2013). Results from 

inductive research are probable and not absolute, as opposed to deductive research, which 

claims to be certain (Copi et al., 2016). It seeks to supply strong evidence and explanation 

instead of claiming it is the absolute truth (Copi et al., 2016).  

3.3.1 Researcher’s Position: Social Science and Social Constructionism 

This thesis falls into the public philosophical thought of social science as it aims to understand 

the participants’ perspectives through a phenomenologist approach in a social constructionist 

paradigm. Another objective of this thesis is to provide an in-depth understanding of what 

the participants who have gone through the schooling system perceive as their reality. It takes 

an introspective insight into the participants’ educational journey, life choices, and 

psychological well-being. Bellah (1985) stated that social science as public philosophy breaks 

the barrier between social sciences and humanities by comparing “traditions, ideals and 

aspirations of society” (p. 301) closely to present reality, thus becoming a method of social 

awareness and self-analysis; and “By probing the past as well as the present, and by looking 

at values as much as at facts such a social science is able to make connections that are not 

obvious and to ask difficult questions” (p. 301). 

What is Social Constructionism, and Why Social Constructionism? 

Social constructionism cautions researchers to be wary of our assumptions as people 

construct meanings of the world through their daily interactions, experiences, and cultural, 

social, and historical influences (Burr, 2003; Burr & West, 1996). The information given by 

participants may hold more significant value to the informant than how the researcher 

perceives it at the surface level. Goleman (2005) iterates that “What something reminds us 
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of can be far more important than what it is” (p. 294-295); therefore, the qualitative 

researcher needs to separate herself and focus on the meaning and significance the subject 

has on the participant. According to Burr (2003) and Burr and West (1996), for one to be 

considered a social constructionist, the researcher must hold beliefs in the following: 

i. An analytical posture towards widely accepted knowledge 

This researcher’s position as a former student and educator has led to assumptions of 

how the system works, its effects and impacts on former students and their life 

chances, and the resulting outcomes. However, what occurs is what one understands 

and comprehends to have happened; thus, the researcher should be cautious of how 

she believes the world to be (Burr, 2003; Burr & West, 1996). Therefore, careful care 

and steps were taken to guarantee that the research was not to affirm my 

assumptions. One of the steps taken to safeguard the integrity of the data was to craft 

the interview questions and ensure that they were not leading the interviewees to a 

specific answer. 

ii. Historical and cultural distinction (background and experiences) 

During the interviews and data analysis stages, the researcher took into account that 

her perspectives are shaped due to the interactions within her bioecological 

ecosystem and her background (1) as a member of the Malay ethnic minority group, 

(2) as someone from a middle-low socioeconomic stratum and, (3) as someone who 

has managed to enter an elite secondary school in Singapore which eventually brought 

her better academic and career opportunities. On the other hand, the participants 

would have entirely different backgrounds and experiences from this researcher, and 

their backgrounds and experiences would have shaped their perspectives. How the 

participant perceives the world is shaped by their interactions within their ecosystem 

and historical and cultural environment. Burr (2003) and Burr and West (1996) iterates 

that individual perspectives should be accepted as a product of that culture; therefore, 

it should not be taken for granted that a particular opinion or interpretation is better 

than another. 
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iii. Knowledge is constructed through social interactions 

To illustrate this concept, peer relations as social interaction is used as an example. 

Many research studies and theories, such as Bronfenbrenner’s (1994) bio-ecological 

model of human development, have stated the importance of peer relations and the 

vital role it plays in shaping an individual’s perceptions of the world and other people. 

An article in the local newspaper (Yong & Zaccheus, 2012) and a study by Ong and 

Cheung (2016) revealed that students from higher-ranked schools have more peers of 

the same race and from similar SES backgrounds. A large number of these students 

believe that those who do not do well in the national high-stakes examination should 

not be allowed to enter their schools, even for the purpose of promoting diversity, as 

they believe that those who have not done well in the examinations will not be able 

to cope in their schools’ allegedly faster learning environment (Yong & Zaccheus, 

2012). Students from different levels of streams and various types of schools believe 

that some schools are better than others and have more prestige attached (Ong & 

Cheung, 2016). Through observations, this knowledge seems to be held as the 

‘universal truth’ even though it has yet to be proven and has most likely emerged due 

to the competitive nature of Singapore’s meritocratic system. This example shows that 

what individuals perceive as truth and what they learn and know is derived through 

social interactions and processes (Burr, 2003; Burr & West, 1996). 

iv. Knowledge and social action go together 

An example of knowledge and social action going together can be seen in the different 

reactions the general public in Singapore has to the shared knowledge of meritocracy: 

while the aspirations may reflect egalitarian principles, the implementation and 

outcomes have elitist orientations. Some Singaporeans have taken a passive approach 

by accepting this as a way of life that cannot be changed and instead participate 

actively in the flawed implementation; in comparison, Singaporean academics, 

journalists and activists, such as Chua (2011), Chua (2015), Rahim (1998), Lim (2013) 

and Lim (2016), published studies and articles critiquing the meritocratic system. 

Shared knowledge comes in many different forms as there are a variety of social 
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constructions, and each construction draws a different reaction (Burr, 2003; Burr & 

West, 1996). 

3.4 Design and Data Collection, Analysis, and Interpretation 

3.4.1 Design 

Recruitment 

This study has a few stages, and it started with recruitment. Seventeen participants were 

recruited through purposeful, non-probability sampling and relied on the researcher’s 

judgement, who would establish a set criterion of the participants that fit the study’s 

objective. Interested potential participants had to match the set criteria because 

phenomenological research seeks participants who have a particular set of experiences. As 

this study is interested in finding out the effects and outcomes of low-stream graduates who 

have gone through the education system in Singapore and to ensure that there are varying 

views from former students from different pathways, the participants involved in this study 

were chosen based on the following attributes: 

i. To ensure its relevance to this thesis, the participants must be Singapore Citizens or 

Singapore Permanent Residents. All participants in this study satisfy these criteria. 

ii. This thesis focuses on participants who have undergone the education system in 

Singapore and have experienced being streamed into the lower streams. Therefore, 

the participants must have completed at least formal compulsory primary education 

in Singapore and have sat for the Primary School Leaving Examinations (PSLE). A 

majority would have had to have been streamed into the lower streams in secondary 

schools, which are the Normal Academic and Normal Technical streams. As shown in 

Table 3 below, 88% of the participants were from the Normal Stream, and 94% were 

from mainstream neighbourhood schools. The data from respondents who did not 

meet the criteria were kept and used to provide differing perspectives, especially in 

the social area, adding to the richness and depth of this qualitative thesis. 

The participants were between the ages of 24 – 34. As of 2010, this group had the 

most significant number of people with at least secondary education (Department of 
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Statistics Singapore, 2012). In 2012, 45.9% of people in this group had at least a 

university education; 22.9% had diplomas and professional qualifications; 9.9% had 

non-tertiary post-secondary education; 13.5% had secondary education; and 7.8% had 

below secondary education. Almost a decade later, this group, aged 35-44, still has 

the highest number of people with at least a secondary education (Department of 

Statistics Singapore, 2020).  

As shown in Table 3 below, 16 out of the 17 participants represent more than half of 

the population based on educational qualifications. This thesis aims to provide in-

depth qualitative data that is not representative. Actual representation of people 

would require both quantitative and qualitative data; this will not meet the objective 

of the thesis, which is aimed at providing data from the perspective of those in the 

lower streams. Due to a lack of funding and other resources, it is also not monetarily 

and physically possible for me to conduct representative research on a grand scale.  

iii. There were no requirements for gender differences. However, there is a slightly higher 

number of males than females, especially for participants who identified as belonging 

to the Malay ethnic group.  

Table 3: Breakdown of the demographics of the participants 

Properties 
Note: Secondary Elite School (SES), Secondary 

Neighbourhood School (SNS), Express Stream (ES), Normal 
Stream (NS), Institute of Technical Education (ITE), Junior 

College (JC) 

Number Male Female 

 

Total Participants 17 10 7 

 

Nationality 
Singapore Citizens 17 10 7 

Permanent Residents/Residents/Others 0 0 0 

 

Streams 
Express stream (ES) 2 1 1 

Normal streams (NS) 15 9 6 

 

Schools 
Secondary Neighbourhood School (SNS) 16 9 7 

Secondary Elite School (SES) 1 1 0 
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Qualifications 

SES, ES, JC, Public University 1 1 0 

SNS, ES, ITE to Private Diploma to Private 
University 

1 0 1 

SNS, NS, ITE, Private Diploma, Private 
University 

1 1 0 

SNS, NS, ITE, Polytechnic (Public Diploma) 3 2 1 

SNS, NS, ITE 4 3 1 

SNS, NS, Polytechnic 1 0 1 

SNS, NS, Polytechnic, University Degree 
(Private/Semi-Public, i.e., SIM) 

3 1 
2 
 

SNS, NS, Private Diploma 1 1 0 

Secondary school qualifications 2 1 1 

 

Ethnicity 

Identified as ethnic Malay or related 14 9 5 

Identified as Chinese 3 1 2 

Identified as other ethnicities 0 0 0 

 

SES 

High-SES 1 1 0 

Middle SES 2 1 1 

Middle-low to low 14 8 6 

 

Determinants of success in Singapore 

When analysing the success level of participants, I had to determine who was successful and 

who was not because, in Singapore, simply having a job is not an indication of success. There 

are different levels of respect attributed to different kinds of jobs. I determined success on 

two factors: (1) the qualifications the participants hold and (2) the salary the participants are 

earning. So, while a kindergarten teacher and an immigration officer, positions held by two 

of the participants, are respectable jobs, the low salary these jobs command and the low 

qualifications required for these jobs reflect the status of the job positions in the eyes of 

Singapore’s society. 

At the time of the interview, most participants were (1) in between jobs, (2) actively job 

hunting but finding difficulties in landing a permanent position, or (3) in low-income positions 

below Singapore's median income. Three participants from the Normal streams (Academic 

and Technical) went on to university. Out of these three students, only one participant 
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managed to go on an almost direct route to university. The other two took longer routes 

through the Institute of Technical Education, polytechnic and then university. None of the 

participants from the Normal Streams who went on to do their degrees entered prestigious 

local universities (NUS, NTU and SMU), and all went to private universities. This is significant 

because the government releases remunerations or pay scales based on qualifications every 

year. The highest-paid graduates are predominantly from the top three public universities in 

Singapore. 

Snowballing – Pros and Cons 

Recruitment was ongoing through social media advertisements and networking throughout 

data collection. Mutch (2013) calls this process snowballing. The initial number of participants 

was recruited via social media advertisements shared on forum groups. The participants were 

then asked if their family members, friends, and acquaintances would be willing and 

interested in participating in this study. 

Snowballing was necessary due to the initial low uptake and the short time frame for data 

collection. Even though remuneration was offered and there was an initial high verbal 

interest, the uptake was low, and it was not easy to secure participants due to the nature of 

the study. Some of the reasons given were that they do not want to “revisit” the past and do 

not feel they have much to contribute to the study. 

The data collection was done face-to-face in Singapore, and time was of the essence as the 

researcher had to return to New Zealand. However, two participants came forward and 

expressed interest in participating in the study. The researcher agreed as she felt their 

contributions would be valuable to the thesis. The researcher conducted two more interviews 

via Skype. 

However, while snowballing has its advantages, a clear area for improvement of this method 

is the ethnicity of participants. Due to the researcher’s identified race (Malay), there is a high 

probability that her network consisted of more Malays, which would also be true for the 

participants. Even though the net was cast wide as the study was not initially aimed at 

focusing on Malays, only three non-Malays responded. All three non-Malays identified as 

Chinese. Of the three, one was the initial responder, and the other two were recruited 
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through snowballing. This may be one of the reasons for the overrepresentation of Malays in 

terms of the number of participants.  

Nevertheless, it is imperative to note that Malays are also often overrepresented in 

neighbourhood schools and lower educational streams. Both reasons would contribute to the 

high number of Malay participants, and they pivoted the research course and formed an 

unintended but most significant part of the thesis. This development forced the researcher to 

shift, backtrack and re-plan the thesis, including doing more in-depth research on Malays in 

Singapore. It also compelled her to look at other theories outside the educational scope, 

particularly those in psychology and sociology, to understand better the phenomenon and 

issues that arose. 

How the Interviews Were Conducted 

The best ways to study the participants, understand their behaviours and learn about their 

experiences are through interviews and observations. The objective of conducting an 

interview is to find out the participants’ beliefs, thoughts, and feelings on the research topic; 

therefore, the role of the researcher as the interviewer is crucial. The researcher who 

conducts the interviews also structures the questions and deduces meaning from the 

participants’ answers, and therefore acts as a ‘filter’ via which data is collected, analysed, and 

coded (Lichtman, 2012). There are several methods of interviewing, such as qualitative 

interviews, focus group interviews, and online interviews (Lichtman, 2012). For this research, 

the data was collected through semi-structured in-depth interviews. 

The analysis of the data was conducted as the study moved along. The research was not set 

to prove a pre-existing hypothesis; therefore, during the course of data collection and data 

analysis, the researcher had to take away her preconceptions and judgments of the topic and 

the data and attempt to understand, interpret, and analyse it from the point of view of the 

participants. The researcher approached the data as it was before breaking it down into 

categories through coding to derive meaning. There are several coding categories, and this 

thesis employed a few. 
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3.4.2 Data Collection 

Two studies influenced the questions (Appendix 1) designed for the interview. The first study 

is the Core Research Programme (CRP), a longitudinal study sanctioned by the Ministry of 

Education on the education system in Singapore (Luke et al., 2005). One of the research 

interests was finding Singaporean youths' educational consequences and life pathways. The 

second study is on admissions and meritocracy in an elite university in Britain (Warikoo & 

Fuhr, 2014). The aim of Warikoo and Fuhr’s (2014) study was to understand the discrepancies 

in admissions through participants’ views and if the admissions process is indeed as 

meritocratic as it claims. 

The questions designed by the Core Research Project’s Panel 6 (Luke et al., 2005) were more 

focused on the self-esteem and self-perception of current students, while the study on 

meritocracy and admissions in an elite university (Warikoo & Fuhr, 2014) focused on the views 

of current students who have benefitted from the meritocratic policies. However, as the CRP 

questions were directed at current students while this study focuses on former students who 

have graduated from the system, the questions were adapted to make it more relevant and 

to see if there is a link between the views of current students and views of adults who have 

left the system. The questions were open-ended to ensure a robust amount of data could be 

acquired. 

The interviews were a mix of two formats of qualitative interviews: one-on-one in-depth 

interviews and semi-structured interviews. The aim of these was to ensure that the 

participants would not be directed to respond in a manner that is skewed towards the 

researcher/interviewer’s subjective beliefs and to allow the participants to express their 

independent views and share their individual experiences. An in-depth semi-structured 

interview was most appropriate due to the generic set of questions and a similar structure in 

all the interviews, which allowed the researcher/interviewer to alter and modify the 

questions to suit different individuals without straying off-topic. 

The interview questions were designed based on the results of the methodological review, 

and the format is a mixture of general, explicit, and evaluative questions, as well as prompts 

to help the participants if they are stumped (Lichtman, 2012). Although the generic questions 
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were designed before the interview, they were versatile and could be modified if needed 

during the interview itself.  

Following the process recommended by Litchman (2012), the interviews started with an 

informal conversation to build a bond between the researcher/interviewer and the 

participants. This allowed the participants to feel comfortable and less guarded. The outcome 

was positive as the participants appeared more relaxed, candid, and honest. Just before the 

start of the interview, the researcher/interviewer ensured that the participants were aware 

of their rights and that they had given their permission by signing the required forms for 

conducting interviews and using recording devices. During the process of the consultation 

itself, notes were taken of responses that needed clarification and were of interest for 

elaboration; on occasions, these responses were used to prod for more information later in 

the interview. Before the interview ended, the participants were asked if they had any further 

information they would like to share. The recordings, notes and other materials were marked 

and categorised systematically, after which immediate reflection on the interview was done 

and jotted down in a journal. 

Length between Interviews, Field Notes, Transcripts and Recordings 

The interviews were conducted over a year. The time between each interview differed from 

a few days to a couple of months. The interviews with the first 10 participants were done 

within three months; however, the length between interviews grew as interest dried up. The 

most extended length of time between two of the interviews was three months. 

Except for two interviews, all were done face-to-face, while the other two were done via video 

conferencing. Field notes were taken of participants’ actions and behaviours, if and when 

necessary, to note any particular “out-of-the-norm” responses.  

All the interviews were recorded, and full verbatim transcripts were produced. Both 

recordings and transcripts allow easy reference for analysis and coding. Both are also proof 

of the authenticity of the interviews should there be a need for a review. 
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3.4.3 Data Analysis and Interpretation 

The initial data collected from the interviews were analysed and placed in their respective 

coding categories according to the methodological framework. According to Bogdan and 

Biklen (2007), coding helps organise the data and creates a system that is better able to pick 

out consistencies and repetitions (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). After generating the codes, they 

were narrowed to more specific brackets to pick up themes. When bracketing, researchers 

take the position that they have no understanding of the meaning of the information or idea 

that the participants take for granted (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007); therefore, this information 

was then bracketed as the truth, and the emphasis was on the specific characteristics of the 

participants’ behaviours. Several coding categories and possible codes for each category were 

selected before they were narrowed down to particular brackets as the data analysis ensued. 

The table below shows the various coding categories and specific codes central to this 

research’s theme. These were then further encoded using the methodological framework to 

analyse better and understand the data.  

Table 4: Initial Coding Categories 

Coding Categories Specific codes 

Location and Environment 

1) neighbourhood school 
2) high-ranked school 
3) Normal Technical Stream 
4) Normal Academic Stream 
5) Express/Special Stream 
6) Family 

Circumstances 

1) views on their experiences concerning education and 
school 
2) views on how the education system and their 
schooling experiences have affected their life chances 
3) post-school experiences 
4) hope and expectations for the future 
generation/children 

Perceptions held by 
Participants 

1) intellectual level/skills/abilities – academic 
2) intellectual level/skills/abilities – non-academic 

Views held by Participants 
concerning other People and 
Objects 

1) the education system 
2) people from/students in streams that are different 
from theirs 
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3) teachers’ teaching methods (Pedagogy, management 
style etc.)  
4) major streaming examinations (Primary 4, Primary 
School Leaving Examinations, General Cambridge 
Examinations Normal/Ordinary/Advanced) 
5) getting results after the major examinations 
6) the first time they look for a job 
7) experiences during job applications and interviews 
8) experiences during their first job 

Association, affiliation 
1) peer relations in school – race 
2) peer relations in school – social class 

Account and Sequence of 
Events 

1) structure 
2) where 
3) what 
4) conclusion 
5) contradictions 

Table 5: Questions Coded Based on Bronfenbrenner’s PPCT 

 Element/Description Example/Questions 

Process 
Proximal processes 
influencing the 
development 

How do frequent interactions affect the 
development of the participants? 

People 

Demand 
Observable and measurable traits such as age and 
race/ethnicity will be recorded. 

Resource 

1. Family’s socioeconomic status and wealth 
2. Family connections 
3. Family’s professional positions 
4. Participant’s intrapersonal assets – experience 

and strength 

Force 
Participant’s force characteristics displayed 
through the data, e.g., motivation, persistence, 
commitment etc. 

Context - 
Microsystem 

Role of the individual 
and social identity 

1. What are the stereotypes or norms related to 
race and ethnicity? 

2. How is socioeconomic status (SES) viewed and 
treated in the culture? 

3. How do multiple identities or intersectionality 
function? (e.g., a Malay-Muslim from a low-
SES household in an elite school) 

Role of family 
What roles did the participants play in the family 
when they were in school? 



103 
 

Role of surroundings 
What impacts do the type of stream, class, and 
school have on the participants’ behaviour, 
performance, and outcomes? 

Context - 
Mesosystem 

Interactions within 
the microsystem 

How do the different characters in the 
participant’s life interact with each other? (e.g., 
interactions between parents, parents and 
teachers, etc.) 

Context - 
Exosystem 

Parents 

1. How were the parents or caregivers affected 
by government policies such as housing 
policies, and what impact does it have on the 
participant? 

2. How were the parents or caregivers affected 
by their jobs, and what impact does it have on 
the participant? 

Teachers 

How were the teachers affected by the 
government’s educational policies and the 
school’s policies, and what influences do they 
have on their expectations, beliefs and resulting 
delivery? How does this impact the participant’s 
learning and outcome? 

Context – 
Macrosystem 

Nation and Society 

1. What role does the government’s meritocratic 
stance play in forming cultural and societal 
beliefs and attitudes? 

2. What role does the meritocratic ideology play 
in the participant’s life, and how is it affected?  

3. What are the attitudes towards deference to 
the ideology and resulting values? 

4. Are there vestiges of colonisation that 
contribute to certain beliefs and attitudes? 

Context – 
Chronosystem 

 
What are the prevailing ideology and values 
during the lifespan of the participant? 

Time  

1. What national values, beliefs and ideology 
have been passed down, and how does this 
shape the development of the participant? 

2. How did the parents’ attitude towards 
education and success impact their behaviour 
towards the participant as a child? How is this 
a reinforcement of traditional national values 
and cultural beliefs? What are the impacts, 
and how do these influence the participant’s 
behaviour, attitudes, and outcomes? 
(Microsystem-macrosystem interaction) 
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3. How and what are the changes in attitudes 
over the past 50+ years? 

4. How have changes in the country and globally, 
such as the economy, influenced the other 
systems? 

3.5 Ethical Considerations and Research Position 

3.5.1 Position in Research Setting / Relationship to Topic 

This researcher is not affiliated with any educational organisation in Singapore nor a member 

of the Ministry of Education in Singapore; therefore, her position is as an external researcher 

and does not have any effect, such as institutional influences. However, the researcher’s 

personal interest in this study, which stems from her interactions and experiences as a former 

student, an educator and a member of the Malay ethnic group that is predominantly at the 

lower rungs of the academic and socioeconomic ladder, has to be considered. Similar to 

Worthy’s (2010) concerns, due to her experiences in and her connections to the education 

system, there is a significant concern that this study may be subjective. Therefore, research 

methods that ensure this study remain as objective as possible have been adopted with 

consistent reviewing done throughout the period. However, the personal viewpoints are 

acknowledged and accepted as vital due to this experience as an educator and a member of 

society who went through a similar educational journey as the participants. 

3.5.2 Ethical Guideline 

An ethical guideline is needed to provide a safe and trusting environment for those who wish 

to participate in any study. This not only helps the researcher in question but also reassures 

the whole research community, as the public will not fear any backlash for providing 

information. Lichtman (2012) describes ethical behaviour as “a set of moral principles, rules, 

or standards governing a person or profession” (p. 66). The Educational Research Human 

Ethics Committee (ERHEC) Code of Ethics, the University of Canterbury (2013), and the APA 

Ethics Code (Smith, 2003) have provided guidelines that have influenced the research design. 

The guidelines are:  

i. having informed consent from participants 
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ii. guaranteeing the confidentiality of data and individuals 

iii. avoiding unnecessary deception; minimising risk to all participants 

iv. being consistent with the Treaty of Waitangi obligations 

v. purpose of the research, expected duration and procedures 

vi. participants' rights to decline to participate and to withdraw from the research once 

it has started, as well as the anticipated consequences of doing so 

vii. reasonably foreseeable factors that may influence their willingness to participate, 

such as potential risks, discomfort, or adverse effects 

viii. any prospective research benefits 

ix. limits of confidentiality, such as data coding, disposal, sharing and archiving, and when 

confidentiality must be broken 

x. incentives for participation; and which participants can contact should they have any 

questions 

To ensure that the guidelines are met, hypothetical ethical issues that may emerge in the 

course of collecting the data and ways to tackle these issues were developed. To date, any 

issue that was made aware of has been mitigated. 

3.5.3 Anonymity and Right to Withdraw 

Some participants may have been apprehensive about providing ‘too much information’ as it 

may affect their jobs and family. To combat this worry, the participants were provided with 

details about the study and ensured that all data that might reveal their identity remained 

confidential. It was also made known that they may choose to withdraw their participation at 

any time within six months. They were guaranteed that their participation was anonymous, 

and their names and personal details were not released to any organisations or the Singapore 

government. They were assured that the interview would not affect their current jobs.  
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The participants had to provide informed consent. For this research, two consent forms 

(Appendix 2 and 3) with all the above stated clearly were explained and undersigned by both 

the interviewer and participants. The participant’s copy was given to the participant for their 

safekeeping. A list with contact details of the researcher and university staff was provided for 

the participants if clarifications were needed or if the participants had any questions 

regarding the research study, or if they chose to withdraw from the research study. They were 

assured that there is no penalty for withdrawing from the research study and that they may 

keep the remuneration provided.  

After the interview, any identifying information in the recorded data was removed, and the 

responsibility for the anonymity of the information fell on the researcher. However, this right 

of anonymity and confidentiality would have been waived had the participant revealed 

information that gave enough reason for the researcher to think that the participant was in 

danger (Lichtman, 2012). There was no such occurrence in this study. 

3.5.4 Emotional or Psychological Risk to Participants 

Although the topic of this study is straightforward, it did delve deeper into the participants’ 

feelings concerning their past. Therefore, there was always a possibility that ‘old wounds’ 

might have opened up during the interview, causing the participants to be agitated, upset, or 

distressed. A list of help organisations in Singapore was provided. This ensured that should 

the participants feel any distress due to their participation in this research, appropriate help 

would be rendered to minimise any possible risk to their mental and emotional well-being. 

There was no such occurrence in this study. 

3.5.5 Remuneration 

The culture in Singapore mainly revolves around family and work. By doing this interview, 

some participants had to spend some time away from their families and leisure time with 

their friends.  As someone with her own family and friends, the researcher understood that 

every second away from family and friends is precious and vital for general well-being. 

Furthermore, there are times that something unexpected might come up, for example, the 

children falling sick or the boss calling for an emergency meeting. For this reason, some 

participants could have decided not to participate at the very last minute.  
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Due to the reasons above, the participants were informed that they could have the meeting 

at any time and any convenient location. They were provided with reimbursements (travel 

expenses, food etc.) for the time and effort they had taken to participate in the study. SGD$20 

was provided as reimbursement and as a token of appreciation at the end of the interview. 

3.5.6 Dynamics of the Researcher and Participant 

The participants in this study were recruited through social networking. Thus, there was some 

form of rapport with a few participants. Three of the participants are personal acquaintances. 

However, the researcher made sure not to use this dynamic to intrude too much into the 

participants’ personal lives. Some participants aired out personal problems and grievances 

during the interview. Still, the researcher kept in mind that her role at that stage was as an 

interviewer, not a guidance counsellor or personal friend. The researcher might have 

disagreed with the participants’ opinions on specific aspects of education or career and felt 

inclined to provide her own opinions. However, the researcher understood that it would be 

inappropriate and unethical to do so as the study seeks to find out the participants’ 

perspectives and not for the participants to have to enter a debate and defend their opinions. 

The researcher was careful not to get too aggressive and to not prod the participant 

insistently on a matter that was causing them distress (Lichtman, 2012). Throughout the 

interviews, the researcher constantly reminded herself of her role and the principles of this 

study.  



108 
 

4. Frameworks 

This section outlines a synthesis of relevant frameworks designed to operationalise the fields 

of ecology-psychology-sociology as the guiding principle for the discursive construction of the 

participants and their retrospective experiences. This study adopts a few frameworks rather 

than relying on a single preformulated framework which may lead to a flat and insipid analysis 

of an otherwise complex and rich situation(s). As the aim of this thesis is to deconstruct, 

analyse, and understand human behaviours and the impacts of public policies on individuals, 

it formulates a multi-layered understanding that draws on intersections of social 

constructionism, Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1989) Bio-ecological Model of Human 

Development and Process-Person-Context-Time (PPCT) model, Goffman’s (1961) Stigma 

Theory, and Rosenthal and Jacobson’s (1968, 1992) Pygmalion Effect Theory. 

4.1 Methodological Frameworks: Bio-ecological Model of Human Development and 

PPCT 

4.1.1 Bio-ecological Model of Human Development 

Urie Bronfenbrenner (1974, 1976, 1977, 1979), influenced by Russian developmental 

psychologist Lev Vygotsky, first introduced the ecological paradigm as an alternative to 

research on developmental psychology in the 1970s. By 1986, as Bronfenbrenner (1986) 

continued developing the theoretical paradigm of the ecological model, he reported that 

studies of “real-life settings, with real-life implications” (p. 287) have become more common, 

thus leading to the natural progression and development of his ideas. The ecological systems 

model was developed to explain how a child’s interactions with their or environment shape 

his growth and development. This is aligned with the social constructionist viewpoint that 

people construct the meanings of the world through daily interactions and experiences, as 

well as cultural, social, and historical influences (Burr, 2003; Burr & West, 1996). 

Bronfenbrenner broke down the ecological model into five systems and presented them as 

concentric circles, each nested within the others, with the individual in the centre surrounded 

by the different systems of influences: microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, macrosystem, 

and chronosystem (Figure 14). 
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Figure 14: Bioecological Model (Bronfenbrenner, 1974, 1976, 1977, 1979) 

i. Microsystem 

The microsystem is a child’s immediate environment, also referred to as the proximal 

environment (Bronfenbrenner, 1986). This system shows the direct influences on a 

child’s development. It includes a child’s close or direct relationships, such as their 

parents or caregivers; the neighbourhood they live in; and organisations, such as their 

school and religious institutions (Komives & Tan, 2016). The interactions of each of 

these groups with the child substantially influence their development. Positive 

interactions and influences are protective factors because it encourages healthy 

development and reduces risks. However, when negative interactions are present, 

and the microsystem is complicated, it affects a child’s development. Another factor 

within the microsystem that plays a role in the child’s development is how they react 

to different people and organisations. Their reactions would have an impact on how 

they are treated in return. 
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ii. Mesosystem 

The mesosystem is the interaction between the elements or groups within the child’s 

microsystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1986). These interactions can be positive or negative 

(conflict). One example is the manner of interactions between parents and teachers 

or parents with each other. Like the microsystem, positive interactions between the 

different elements in the mesosystem would contribute to healthy development, 

whereas conflicting interactions may hinder some aspects of a child’s growth. 

iii. Exosystem 

The exosystem is the interactions in the child’s immediate context and social settings 

that the child is not directly involved in but still play a considerable role in their life 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1986). In the exosystem, we can look at more significant issues such 

as parents’ income and workplaces. For example, if a parent is made redundant and 

the family’s finances are affected, the child would be affected as well should the 

parents be unable to buy groceries or pay rent. On the other hand, if the parents 

receive a pay raise or have a better job, they may be able to provide more for the child, 

which may positively impact the child. Another example of indirect influence would 

be an experience in school in which the child is affected by the school management, 

changes in staffing or school budget allocations. An instance of such a situation would 

be budget reallocations in schools that may cut funding for co-curricular activities or 

see some class activities being cancelled. 

iv. Macrosystem 

This is the most extensive system, but its position of direct influence is possibly 

furthest away from the child (Bronfenbrenner, 1986). Despite this position, it plays a 

significant role in a child’s development (Bronfenbrenner, 1986). It is the social and 

cultural influences in which all elements of a child’s life exist. It includes ideology, 

culture, heritage, location, and culturally developed attitude. One example is the 

expectations imposed on a child regarding the academic performance or career 

choices. The macrosystem in an individual’s life will evolve over time (Komives & Tan, 

2016). 
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v. Chronosystem 

Bronfenbrenner (1986) then identified the chronosystem as the last level, which 

encompasses all the other systems and development phases. The chronosystem was 

a later addition. This system examines changes over time in the child’s life course, 

including the immediate forces in a child’s life and sociohistorical influences. 

Sociohistorical influences include being born during a war, going through a natural 

disaster such as an earthquake or hurricane, a massively traumatic event such as a 

high school shooting and even divorce or separation in a family. In Singapore, these 

would be the independence from the British and the expulsion from the Federation of 

Malaya. An example of a microsystem-macrosystem interaction in Singapore would 

be the expectations parents (microsystem) place on children to get good academic 

results and sending their children to tuition to achieve this, reinforcing the cultural 

belief (macrosystem) that educational outcomes are the most important thing. Unlike 

the other systems, things in the chronosystem permeate everything and affect 

everyone in the area, the culture, the ideology, and the relationships of people, 

amongst others. The way these events are discussed and talked about, as well as the 

actions taken, would have a massive influence on the child. 

Each system from the outside influences the systems inside, which Bronfenbrenner (1986) 

alludes to the Russian nesting dolls. Bronfenbrenner’s bio-ecological model of development 

aids in the understanding of the participants’ current outcomes through an organised study 

of their interactions, starting with their families, their schools, government policies, cultural 

expectations and many more. 

4.1.2 Development of the Bio-ecological Model to PPCT 

Bronfenbrenner initially developed the model to show processes in child development but 

later expanded the model to include processes of human development and called it the 

Process-Person-Context-Time (PPCT) model (Figure 15) as an answer to criticism that the bio-

ecological model is predominantly focused on context and environment without considering 

the individual as an agency (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2007; Bronfenbrenner & Vasta, 1989; 
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Komives & Tan, 2016; Tudge et al., 2009). To further understand PPCT and how it is used in 

this study, this section explores each of the components of PPCT (Figure 15) in further detail. 

Person 

 

Process 
Direct interactions between individuals 
and objects/people  

 

Context 

 

Time

 

 

Figure 15: PPCT (Bronfenbrenner, 1994; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2007) 

i. Processes 

Processes are considered the most important in human development, especially those 

most immediate or what Bronfenbrenner refers to as proximal processes. The 

individual’s direct interactions with others and their learning experiences are vital to 

their development. 

ii. Person 

The second component of PPCT is the Person, which was formed to include the role of 
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the individual and their characteristics in their interactions and development. It 

explains three aspects of the individual. Bronfenbrenner identifies this component as 

demand, resource, and force characteristics. Demand characteristics are observable 

and possibly measurable dimensions such as ethnicity, age, gender, and health that 

may impact engagements. Resource characteristics are intrapersonal assets, for 

example, the student’s family wealth, status, and personal experiences. The last 

characteristic is the force characteristic, such as a student’s persistence and 

motivation. This characteristic explains the different outcomes of students with similar 

demand and resource characteristics. 

iii. Context 

Context includes the four-tier systems – microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, and 

macrosystem - from the initial bioecological model theory. In the PPCT, the focus is on 

the environment. 

iv. Time 

This last component is an especially important one. Bronfenbrenner (1994) describes 

Time as the interactions shaping the development of the individual happening on a 

chronological and measurable scale. Time impacts the individual’s lifespan and across 

generations and historical events that “can alter the course of human development” 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1994, p. 643). Bronfenbrenner (1994) expresses concerns that “the 

formation and stability of relationships and activities that are essential for 

psychological growth” will be affected by what he calls the “growing chaos” in the 

“everyday environments” (p. 644) in which we live. Bronfenbrenner (1994) looks at 

three different aspects of Time. The first is micro-time which is what is happening in 

the present, here and now. The second is meso-time which looks at the impacts of 

consistently occurring events that influence the student. The last is macro-time which 

is the length of the chronosystem. An example of an outcome of systemic interactions 

across an individual’s lifespan and across generations influenced by Time would be the 

cultural belief that good academic qualifications are most important to success in 

Singapore. 
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Bronfenbrenner’s development of the PPCT is holistic and considers other aspects of the 

person and, most importantly, the individual’s active role in their development 

(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2007; Tudge et al., 2009). The PPCT’s wide range of components 

covers all aspects of an individual’s life and considers the social construct of an individual’s 

life through their interactions within the systems. Therefore, it is an excellent framework to 

view, understand, and organise the participants’ experiences, behaviours, and outcomes by 

analysing the different interactions in their life. 

4.2 Theoretical Framework: Stigma Theory 

4.2.1 Stigma Theory 

Goffman (1961) constructed the stigma theory and defined stigma as the condition in which 

an individual is not accepted entirely by society. The history behind the term stigma 

originated from the Greeks, who used to identify slaves and criminals by marking their skin 

either by cutting or burning (Goffman, 1961). However, stigma is no longer just a physical 

mark - they are attributes that are socially disapproved of (Bos et al., 2013). Goffman (1961) 

proposed that the dominant or the “normal” in society stigmatises those who do not fit into 

conventional standards in three ways: physical, character traits, and tribal. Those stigmatised 

are not considered “quite human”, leading to alienation, discrimination, and obstruction of 

opportunities, which are all rationalised and justified (Goffman, 1961).  

In the past, individuals affected used to be relatively unharmed as they had their own identity 

beliefs and quite possibly held the same views of others as what the others had of them 

(Goffman, 1961). Goffman (1961) used the example of the Romani people who lived within 

their community and seldom interacted with others outside their circle. This isolation was a 

form of protection from the harm stigmatisation can cause. However, as human interactions 

proliferated, the stigmatised started having the same beliefs in their identity as what the 

others have of them. Shame arises from the realisation that they would never truly be 

accepted equally, resulting in an internalisation that they are indeed failures, as everyone else 

deemed them to be. As they encounter normal society in their daily life, self-hate and self-

derogation may also transpire due to the constant reminders of their failures (Goffman, 

1961). 
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The responses towards this lack of acceptance vary among individuals and contribute to their 

mental and psychological well-being. Some may directly or indirectly attempt to change 

themselves and correct their deformities and conditions, and they may even see their failures 

as blessings and learning experiences. Others may use these perceived failures as excuses to 

justify their lack of success and to criticise the normal (Goffman, 1961). However, Goffman 

(1961) theorised that the normal and the stigmatised would try to avoid each other, and the 

stigmatised would try to hide from the general society. When avoidance is not possible, the 

stigmatised would either cower or make hostile contact or move between the two. These 

attempts often increase anxiety levels, making them feel more self-conscious.  

Goffman (1961) laid out five key concepts surrounding his theory on stigma: Stigma and social 

identity; information control and personal identity; group alignment and ego identity; the self 

and its other; deviations and deviance. Most of these concepts can be used to unpack the 

human agency aspects of critical findings in this research. Goffman’s stigma theory presents 

the implications of stigma and its role in oppositional behaviour, academic 

underachievement, and future outcomes. This is the critical role of the stigma theory as it 

aims to provide a perspective to understanding some of the significant findings in this thesis. 

4.2.2 Developments in Stigma Theory 

Goffman’s Stigma Theory, which was developed over 50 years ago, has evolved over the 

years, and newer research and theories have expanded and branched it out into two 

overlapping areas of research, which are: the study of prejudice and the study of stigma (Bos 

et al., 2013; Phelan et al., 2008). Although there are overlaps in both research areas, there 

are also distinct differences. The first difference is the focus: studies on prejudice focus on 

processes driven by intergroup domination and exploitation, such as ethnicity, while studies 

on stigma focus on actions directed by norm enforcement, such as deviant behaviour (Phelan 

et al., 2008). The second difference is that prejudice is not a reaction to deviance, whereas 

reactions to negative deviance are an essential component of stigma. 

Stereotype Threat 

One of the recent advancements in Stigma Theory is Stereotype Threat. Stereotype Threat is 

broadly defined as the risk of an individual from a group confirming negative bias (or 
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stereotypes) attributed to their group through their actions or behaviours (Inzlicht et al., 

2012). Individuals affected are fearful of confirming those stereotypes, and the constant state 

of awareness of the stereotype and fear of confirming it then affects the optimal performance 

of cognitive functions, which ironically results in outcomes that confirms the stereotype 

(Inzlicht & Schamder, 2012). This is similar, if not the same, as a self-fulfilling prophecy.  

However, most pertinent is the intersectionality between stereotype threat, lower test scores 

and symbolic violence, most significantly amongst the poorest in society (Croizet & Millet, 

2011). Furthermore, a wide range of research has shown that individuals who belong to 

multiple categories, such as an individual who is poor, a minority, and also female, may be 

affected by stereotype threats at a more limited or magnified level; this phenomenon is called 

the double minority effect (Croizet & Millet, 2011; Gonzales et al., 2002). 

Conceptual Model 

Another recent advancement is a conceptual model by Pryor and Reeder (2011), who built a 

model based on other earlier theories (Corrigan, 2004; Herek, 2007) depicting four correlated 

manifestations of stigma: Public stigma, self-stigma, stigma by association and structural 

stigma (Figure 5). This model is used to help organise the data related to stigma for a better 

understanding of the kind of stigma experienced and the resulting impacts of experiencing 

that stigma. 
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Figure 16: Four types of Stigma (Bos et al., 2013; Pryor & Reeder, 2011) 

i. Public stigma 

Public stigma stems from perceived cognitive representations that people hold about 

those who have the stigmatised condition(s), which can trigger reactions that are 

negative both emotionally and in behaviours (Dijker & Koomen, 2003; Weiner et al., 

1988). There are several representations of public stigma; the first is onset 

controllability (Bos et al., 2013). An example of onset controllability is when there are 

high levels of personal responsibility attributed to the person for a deviant condition 

for cases such as a drug user who suffers from an overdose as opposed to low levels 

of personal responsibility attributed to someone who has been diagnosed with cancer 

(Bos et al., 2013). Each evokes different and opposite kinds of feelings. 

Perceived severity is another representation (Bos et al., 2013). The level of the 

perceived severity determines the level of anxiety and sympathy it evokes from the 

perceivers (Crandall & Moriarty, 1995; Feldman & Crandall, 2007; Van Alphen et al., 

2012). If the condition evokes anxiety and sympathy simultaneously, it can result in 

emotional uncertainty and uncomfortable interactions (Dijker & Koomen, 2003; Hebl 

et al., 2000; Katz, 1981). One example can be seen when someone has a perceived 

severely disabling or fatal condition, such as having Stage Four cancer or being in a 

wheelchair. A similar representation to perceived severity is perceived dangerousness, 

which induces fear and avoidance in the perceiver, which can be seen in the reactions 

towards those with mental illnesses and disabilities (Bos et al., 2013; Feldman & 

Crandall, 2007). 

Perceptions of norm violations are the last representation. It is closely associated with 

anger and social exclusion and negatively correlates with sympathy (Bos et al., 2013; 

Dijker & Koomen, 2003). The stigmatisation of those with HIV is an example of the 

fundamental role perceptions of norm violations have played (Bos et al., 2013). HIV 

was and remained associated with deviant traits such as homosexuality, intravenous 

drug use, and prostitution (Bos et al., 2013). 
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People would typically have reactions on a negatively implicit and explicit level. This is 

also known as the dual-process model of reactions to perceived stigma (Pryor et al., 

2004). Studies have shown that perceivers would have an automatic, uncontrolled 

adverse reaction to those with stigmatised conditions (Pryor et al., 2004). This is 

followed by measured and contemplative reactions, which could either palliate the 

initial adverse reactions or further aggravate them (Pryor et al., 2004). 

To better understand public stigma, it is crucial to examine the historical and cultural 

context in which it occurs. The reasons behind the formation of stigmatising labels 

(resulting in stigma) often stem from something that happened in the past in a 

particular location to a particular group of people (Bos et al., 2013).  

ii. Self-stigma 

An awareness of public stigma can have adverse effects on the psychological well-

being of stigmatised individuals (Meyer, 2003; Stutterheim et al., 2009). The social 

devaluation resulting from the conditions they held is often felt by those stigmatised 

(Bos et al., 2013). Self-stigma operates on both explicit and implicit levels (Rüsch et al., 

2011) and affects the individual in three ways: enacted stigma felt stigma and 

internalised stigma. Enacted stigma is the negative actions towards those stigmatised; 

Felt stigma is the experience or anticipation of stigmatisation by those stigmatised; 

and internalised stigma is when the stigmatised experiences a reduction of self-worth 

followed by psychological distress (Herek, 2007). 

An essential component of stigma, as theorised by Goffman (1961), is the ability to 

hide away the stigmatised conditions. Those who have chosen to hide their 

stigmatised conditions would experience significant psychological distress due to fears 

that they would be discovered and apprehensions with regard to whom to tell 

(Pachankis, 2007). These fears are anxiety manifestations due to “disclosure 

concerns”. One example is the case of the HIV-positive list leakage that happened in 

Singapore (Mahmud & Abu Baker, 2019). Mr Avin Tan, who has come forth about his 

condition, recalled the stress he faced for years before he finally revealed that he is 

HIV-positive (Mahmud & Abu Baker, 2019). Although people like Mr Avin Tan no 
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longer face these fears (as his condition has already been disclosed), they must still 

face the likelihood that he may be continually discredited by others (Stutterheim et 

al., 2009). 

Mr Avin Tan found a way to cope with the negative impacts of stigmatisation by being 

an advocate at AfA. This is one of the approaches that fall under the umbrella of 

problem-focused coping strategies, and these mechanisms adjust the relationship 

between the individuals and their environment (Bos et al., 2013). Another group of 

coping approaches that stigmatised individuals can employ is called emotion-focused 

coping strategies. (Bos et al., 2013). This group of approaches looks at regulating 

negative emotions through different techniques such as distraction, disidentification, 

denial etc. (Bos et al., 2013; Crocker, 1999; Major & O'Brien, 2005; Miller & Kaiser, 

2001). 

Researchers have also provided a more in-depth analysis of self-stigma and broken it 

down into several areas, such as the expectation or experience of stigma, the effects 

of ratified stigma, and the internalisation of the stigmatising reactions (Bos et al., 

2013). Studies have shown that while stigma mostly has negative effects, in some 

instances, it can be positive (Ilic et al., 2013; Van Nes et al., 2010). 

iii. Stigma by association 

Stigmatisation affects not just those with the conditions but others who are related to 

or have connections with the stigmatised individuals (Bos et al., 2013). Mr Avin Tan’s 

immediate first thoughts after the HIV leak went to his family as he was worried that 

he would be “disturbed” by others due to his condition (Mahmud & Abu Baker, 2019), 

and his experience is not an isolated one. The devaluation by association occurs both 

in relationships that have meaning and in relationships that are arbitrary or purely by 

proximity (Pryor et al., 2012). Like the other stigmas, the dual-process model of 

reactions to perceived stigma applies here. Explicit attitudes help temper the spread 

of stigma in close relationships, whereas implicit attitudes help to subdue the spread 

of stigma in close and arbitrary relationships (Pryor et al., 2012). 
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Those stigmatised by association may suffer from low self-esteem and psychological 

distress. These people are often family members of the individual with stigmatised 

conditions. Distress faced by those stigmatised by association usually results in the 

individuals hiding their relationship or asking the individual with the stigmatised 

conditions to conceal their condition, which can harm the individual (Bos et al., 2013). 

iv. Structural stigma 

Structural stigma is significant in this research study. Structural stigma refers to 

societal ideologies and institutions which perpetuate or exacerbate a stigmatised 

status (Bos et al., 2013). There are several possible reasons for stigmatisation on the 

societal level, such as exploitation, enforcement of social norms and keeping people 

away (Kurzban & Leary, 2001; Phelan et al., 2008). 

Recent studies and findings from this research show that stigma replicates social inequalities 

and is made worse by the social, economic, and political domination and control of those in 

power (Bos et al., 2013). Power differences play a massive role in the construction of stigma 

(Parker & Aggleton, 2003) and build social structures which afford privilege to certain people 

at the detriment of others (Bos et al., 2013). Other structural factors are culturally 

determined, such as the extent to which an individual is held responsible for their outcomes 

in life (Crandall & Martinez, 1996). 

Due to the different societal structures worldwide, the social context and local knowledge 

systems in which the structural stigma occurs must be examined (Foucault, 1977). As the 

participants of the study are Singaporeans who went through the Singapore education 

system, the researcher has provided a context in the form of historical, social, and cultural 

information throughout the thesis, particularly in Chapter 2. 

4.2.3 Stigma Theory as a Theoretical Lens to Understand Human Behaviour 

In this study, Stigma Theory and its related theories are focused on analysing and 

understanding oppositional behaviour and deviance as possible outcomes of stigma. It 

explores labels and stereotypes experienced by the participants due to the streams they are 

in and their ethnicity and the impacts these have had on the participants’ life courses and 
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outcomes. It also looks at some of the coping mechanisms employed by the participants with 

stigmatised conditions. 

Researchers in social psychology have shown a lack of interest in studying prejudice and 

discrimination, resulting in a gap in the current literature. However, stigma publications are 

growing (Bos et al., 2013).  This thesis aims to contribute to bridging this gap. Most of the 

participants in this study hold low socioeconomic positions, and most identify with one of the 

ethnic minority groups in Singapore. This is similar to the participants from other comparable 

studies done worldwide. This theory is utilised to analyse the impact of stigma and stereotype 

threat on the participants' perceptions, experiences, behaviours, and eventual outcomes, 

focusing on those from the lower streams. 

4.3 Theoretical Framework: Pygmalion Effect Theory 

The Pygmalion Effect Theory from Rosenthal and Jacobson’s (1968, 1992) Pygmalion in the 

Classroom highlights the general idea of social constructionism’s shared norms and 

expectations. It is related to stigma and stereotypes discussed in the last section. Rosenthal 

(2010) describes the Pygmalion effect as “the effects of interpersonal expectations, that is, 

the finding that what one person expects of another can come to serve as a self-fulfilling 

prophecy” (p. 1398).  

Rosenthal and Jacobson (1968, 1992) came to this theory after conducting a research study 

where they told school teachers that certain elementary students were “bloomers” based on 

their results from a pseudo-test from Harvard. However, these students were selected at 

random, and there was no such test administered; yet, the resulting outcomes were that by 

the end of the year, the “bloomers” made significant gains in their intellectual achievement 

when compared to their peers (Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1968, 1992). Rosenthal and Jacobson 

(1968, 1992) attributed this to teachers’ expectations and their resulting behaviour towards 

the students, i.e., self-fulfilling prophecies.  

Rosenthal and Jacobson (1968) explain the Pygmalion in terms of two mediators: leadership 

behaviours and self-expectations. Leadership behaviour is the teachers’ differential 

behaviours due to their subconscious and potentially inaccurate expectations of the students 

(Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1968). For example, teachers have been shown to give easier and less 
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challenging tasks to students they have lower expectations of while doing the opposite for 

students they perceive to be of higher ability (Harris & Rosenthal, 1985; Rosenthal, 1994). 

Teachers were also reported to have a warmer disposition towards the latter, thus creating a 

more favourable climate for their students (Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1968). The theory posits 

that this behaviour influences students’ self-expectations, contributing to their outcomes 

through self-fulfilling prophecies (Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1968).  

4.3.1 Advancements and Relations 

Since Rosenthal and Jacobson’s (1968, 1992) Pygmalion in the Classroom was published in 

1968, it has met with many criticisms over the last six decades for its questionable results and 

methodological errors (Trusz, 2018). However, as old and widely criticised as it is, the 

Pygmalion effect theory is still the critical theoretical framework for many recent studies on 

teachers’ expectations and students’ self-fulfilling prophecies (Jussim & Harber, 2005; 

Rosenthal, 2010). Many studies set out to test the theories have affirmed Rosenthal and 

Jacobson’s (1968, 1992) claims, while other studies have expanded the self-expectation 

component of the Pygmalion effect theory and delve deeper into the effects of an individual’s 

self-expectation (Blanck et al., 1993; Dusek, 1985; Jussim, 2012; Trusz, 2018; Trusz & Bąbel, 

2016). 

The educational self-fulfilling mechanism framework (Merton, 1948) helps clarify the effects 

observed from the Pygmalion experiment (Blanck et al., 1993; Dusek, 1985; Trusz & Bąbel, 

2016). For the self-fulfilling mechanism to come forth, it needs to meet the three following 

conditions (Merton, 1948): 

i. Inaccurate expectations of the object are formed by the observer 

ii. These inaccurate expectations are forwarded to the object by the observer 

iii. The observer’s inaccurate expectations are confirmed by the object through 

behaviours and actions that are aligned with the expectations 

More recently, Trusz (2018, p. 258-260) adapted Merton’s (1948) framework and laid out the 

updated educational self-fulfilling mechanism framework. This framework has aided in the 

study's organisation and analysis of data. The framework is as follows: 
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i. The teacher expectancy induction process 

Teacher expectancy is the view of students’ characteristics, such as intelligence, 

motivation, and diligence, from the professional and social views of the teacher. There 

are different types of expectations at different degrees of accuracy (Trusz, 2018), and 

the expectations are based on different information the teachers have about the 

students. The more accurate teacher expectations are target based, while the less 

accurate are category and stereotypes based (Trusz, 2018), and the latter is shown to 

lead to self-fulfilling prophecies (Babad et al., 1982; Willard & Madon, 2016). 

ii. The teacher expectancy communication process 

Teachers’ expectations are usually delivered in verbal and non-verbal behaviours 

(Harris, 1993). The behaviours are related to the four mediation factors - climate, 

feedback, input, and output - from the model of communicating interpersonal 

expectations (Harris & Rosenthal, 1985; Harris et al., 1986; Rosenthal et al., 1974). This 

model was eventually transformed into an affect-effort model, which stresses the 

importance of emotional and learning support (Rosenthal, 1989). 

iii. The teacher expectancy confirmation process 

The confirmation process can occur in two dimensions: real and perceptual (Jussim, 

1989, 2012; Miller & Kaiser, 2001; Snyder & Stukas Jr, 1999). In the first, students’ 

outcomes are in direct consequence of the treatment they received from the teacher 

(preferential or non-preferential); in the latter, the evaluations given by the teacher 

are biased due to the already formed thoughts he or she has of the students (Jussim 

et al., 1996; Snyder & Stukas Jr, 1999). 

iv. Factors affecting the strength and direction of teacher expectancy effects 

A few factors can influence the process and effects of teachers’ expectations (Jussim, 

1986, 2012; Peterson et al., 2016). Trusz (2018) identified three critical factors: 

students’ self-esteem, their self-expectancies, and the effort they put into learning (p. 

260). 
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Stereotypes and planned behaviour theory are other essential features of the Pygmalion 

effect theory related to this research. Stereotypes (which were explored in the last section) 

have also been theorised to be a source of accurate teacher expectancy as they show the 

different characteristics attached to the group a student is supposed to belong to (Jussim, 

2012; Jussim et al., 1996; Jussim & Harber, 2005). Another more recent theory related to the 

Pygmalion effect theory is the planned behaviour theory which suggests that behaviour 

intentions and behaviour can be predicted through attitudes, social norms, and perceived 

behavioural controls such as personal value systems (Ajzen, 2001; Lemrová et al., 2014). 

Bronfenbrenner’s (1986) bio-ecological model of human development also suggests the 

effect of interactions between an individual and their environment. 

4.3.2 Pygmalion Effect Theory as a Theoretical Lens to Analyse the Impact of Policies on Human 

Behaviours and Outcomes 

In the 1979 commission report (Albright, 2006), the Goh Committee declared, “the system 

has been structured such that only the brightest 12 to 15% of school children can cope” (p. 

2). The Goh Committee further justified the streaming system and different curricula for NT 

students so as not “to subject the less able students to the same regime of learning”, which 

they felt was “the chief defect of our educational system in the past” (Albright, 2006, p. 2). 

This means that the educational policies, the education system, and its curriculum had been 

designed to ensure these students would fail. One example of such a measure is high-stakes 

testing and the streaming and tracking system – an integral component of the educational 

journey in Singapore. The Pygmalion Effect theory is used to study several aspects of the 

education system to analyse if the design of the system forms teachers’ expectations of 

students, which then leads to or at least contributes to self-fulfilling prophecies and the 

eventual outcomes of some students. 

4.5 Conclusion 

Stigma Theory and its more recent developments, such as the Stereotype Threat, unpack and 

analyse this study's human agency aspect. It seeks to understand the processes and the 

systems that affect an individual’s behaviour and contribute to resulting outcomes. On the 

other hand, the Pygmalion Effect Theory studies the macro aspects of an individual’s life, 



125 
 

particularly policies that contribute to human behaviours and their resulting outcomes. 

Understanding human behaviour in a social context requires a different lens to view it 

compared to the lens used to understand the role of policies on human behaviours and 

outcomes. Therefore, there is an imperative need for both, as each theory explains how 

people live in a socially constructed reality, and they should be viewed as families of 

explanatory concepts. 

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1989) Bio-ecological Model of Development and PPCT as the 

principal methodological framework and social constructionism as the fundamental 

philosophy of this thesis help to ground the conceptual scope of this thesis. In addition, the 

Stigma Theory (Goffman, 1961) and the Pygmalion Effect Theory (Rosenthal & Jacobson, 

1968, 1992) provide a more profound and richer analytical posture and ensure more in-depth 

knowledge through the study of the constructed social interactions and social action can be 

obtained. The framework, fundamental philosophy, and abstract concepts provide a well-

rounded perspective to view and understand the participants’ experiences in relation to 

stigmatisation and meritocracy. 
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Narrative: The Continuation Part 1 

One day, someone came into Ahmad’s life and showed him something different. It took a 

while, but with his family banding together and people believing in him, he mustered the 

courage to try. 

With every single success, his self-confidence grew. He improved. He got better.  

It has never been easy for him. When his dad left him, his mom, and his five siblings with 

nothing, they barely had enough to survive, let alone be sent to kindergarten. He entered 

primary school with no basic knowledge of education. He couldn’t read or write. He didn’t 

understand anything. 

While he struggled to spell his name, his friends were writing short stories about what they 

did over the weekend with their families. Ahmad didn’t have a “proper” family. He didn’t know 

how to write. He left it blank. No one cared. 

Except for one teacher. A Malay teacher was kind enough to give him extra classes in Malay 

language whenever he needed it. She patiently sat with him and taught him the basics. From 

one sentence, he started writing ten. 

That helped Ahmad for a few years, but he was too far behind his peers. He had missed out 

on the early years of education. While his Malay was improving, he struggled in English and 

Math – the two most important subjects to get anywhere. Furthermore, all other subjects are 

in English, not Malay. Coupled with issues at home, he couldn’t concentrate, resulting in him 

being sent to the last stream – EM3 - after the Primary 4 streaming examinations. 

Students from the higher streams would not hang out with Ahmad and his friends from EM3. 

He didn’t think much about it at that time. He still had his friends from his class, and they were 

fun. His teachers were great, and because he behaved well, he was made class monitor.  

However, there were still some teachers who were not satisfied no matter how well they 

behaved. One day, while his classmates were talking loudly, a male teacher roared and called 

for the class monitor. Ahmad stood up and was taken by his collar by the teacher. It was 

frightening! He was small then, and the teacher lifted him off the ground! The teacher was 
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given a warning by the principal, but never once did the teacher apologise to him. He guessed 

he deserved it. After all, he was in EM3. 

Despite some of the negative events, Ahmad did well in EM3 and scored high marks for his 

Primary School Leaving Examinations. 

But doing well as an EM3 student did not matter. Once in EM3, you will almost definitely enter 

the Normal Technical stream in secondary school. That was when his life started unravelling. 

It was his fault anyway. He didn’t study hard enough to be in a higher stream in primary school, 

and he deserved what he got. 
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5. Designed to Fail 

The following two chapters aim to unpack Singapore policies and ideologies that have 

impacted students’ behaviours. The chapters look at the data through the Pygmalion Effect 

Theory (Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1968), the Stigma Theory (Goffman, 1961), and PPCT 

(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2007) lens to further analyse and discuss one of the effects of 

stigma garnered through school experiences and the resulting outcomes such as self-fulfilling 

prophecy. The Pygmalion Effect Theory looks at how teachers’ expectations affect their 

behaviour towards the participants, which has significant clout on the participants resulting 

in various outcomes. The Stigma Theory lens helps us to understand the experiences faced by 

low-stream students, particularly those from the Malay ethnic group. The Context (from 

PPCT) is the interaction between teacher and participant within the participant’s 

microsystem. At the same time, the undercurrent is the sociohistorical influences (Time) that 

play an essential role in the various interactions. 

This chapter first investigates the academic expectations imposed on students in Singapore 

and then examines the labels and the attached rhetoric of students from the lower streams, 

as well as unpack the experiences of Malay students in these streams. Both the Stigma Theory 

and Pygmalion Effect Theory look at how these labels, stereotypes, and stigmas lead to 

teachers’ expectations, their behaviour towards the students, the design of the curriculum, 

and class management and the impact of these on the students leading to self-fulfilling 

prophecies (Rosenthal, 2010), internalised racism, and in-group solidarity.  

Interviews were conducted in English, Singlish (colloquial English), and or/Malay language. All 

Malay words have been translated, but the grammar and syntax used by the participants have 

been kept as true and accurate as possible to retain their expressions. 

5.1 Teachers’ Expectations and the Pygmalion Effect 

5.1.1 Teachers’ Behaviour towards Lower Stream Students 

The narratives created about NT students in the 1979 report (Albright, 2006) paved the way 

for decades of negative expectations, not just on a teacher and institutional level but on a 

societal level. In more ways than one, the situation became an amplified version of the 
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Pygmalion Effect. The experiences shared by the participants point out that the Pygmalion 

Effect phenomenon is still thriving decades later.  

Many participants from the lower streams felt that their teachers were negatively biased 

towards them and their peers. They implied that their low academic achievements resulted 

from their teachers’ behaviour towards them. Phrases like “he’s very look down on us” and 

“they don’t care about us” were common responses by the participants and indicative of the 

type of attitudes the teachers were displaying to the students. Anuar shared that his teachers 

“never listen to people”, while other participants’ ignored experiences seconded Anuar’s 

experiences.  

(Anuar, NA) 

When going to Sec 3, it’s a bit worse off my entire education life. Because of my form 

teacher is a bit biased to other people. Means he’s very look down on people who 

can’t learn anything... like very disruptive. Never listen to people, you know. So, from 

there, my grades dropping down. 

Miller and Turnbull (1986) posit that “Teachers’ expectations influence students’ academic 

performance to a greater degree than students’ performance influences teachers’ 

expectations” (p. 236). This thesis is not claiming that teachers’ expectations are the direct 

cause of self-fulfilling prophecies; instead, the assumptions are that teachers’ expectations 

influence their behaviours towards the students, and these behaviours affect the students’ 

self-efficacy and contribute to self-fulfilling prophecies. Raziq and Farid reported experiencing 

and observing how their teachers’ expectations had impacted their academic performances 

and classmates. In Raziq’s opinion, some of his teachers reacted emotionally to his behaviour 

and treated him “bad”. Meanwhile, for Farid, “the teachers don’t care, so why bother to 

study”. Unfortunately, not studying would almost definitely have a direct negative impact on 

the students’ academic results. 
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(Raziq, NA) 

Yea, I had all kinds of teachers, but because, at that time, I was rebellious, so most of 

them treated me the bad way ah. But there were still teachers who motivated me and 

give me support. 

(Interviewer) Did they say... because you say it yourself that you’re quite good, right... 

and then were there teachers that actually saw your potentials? 

Yeah. The teachers that were good to me saw my potentials. Those who were bad to 

me were actually following their emotions.  

(Interviewer) Because they were angry at you? 

Yea, they were angry at me. 

(Farid, NT) 

They just don’t care about us. They are not firm, that’s why. So, students tend to they 

like, “ok, lah, the teachers don’t care, so why bother to study”. … Oh, very bad. Not 

(just) me but, in fact, the whole (class). I think the percentage of passes is like below 

30 per cent or maybe even lower. Usually, most of us fail lah. Not fail like fail. Like 

badly fail! Like one digit upon 100. That’s it. 

Teachers give differential treatment based on their students’ expectations level: students 

from the high-expectancy group receive more support, better feedback, more complex 

challenges, and overall, a better opportunity to hone their skills (Brophy, 1983; Harris & 

Rosenthal, 1985; Jussim, 1986; Pianta et al., 2007; Rosenthal et al., 1974). This is further 

intensified in systems where the entire system is streamed, as teachers would have 

expectations based on the stream of the students (Oakes, 1985, 1987, 2005), and these 

expectations shape their behaviour towards the students and the pedagogy of their teaching.  

(Interview question posed to all participants) 

What would you say were the... main differences that you see in teachers’ attitudes 

towards the students, like in express and normal academic? 
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(Raziq, NA) 

I would say they don’t care as much (about NA students). 

(Hadi, NA) 

For teachers, not so good ah. Not good point for teachers, ah, but… 

(Interviewer) Why do you think the teachers are not good? 

For last time because they… when you ask some questions, they look down on you. 

They think you can’t do anything. So, they just don’t care about you. 

Interviewer: So, your teachers were not very supportive? 

Not so supportive, ah. 

However, the differential treatment is evident in different streams and classroom settings 

where all students are from the same stream. As shared by Anuar below, teachers would 

choose the route of least resistance by showing preferential treatment to students who 

display better behaviour in class rather than making an effort to connect with and involve the 

disengaged students. 

(Anuar, NT) 

Anuar: She was biased in studies ah. In people who are studies… people who doesn’t 

study on her lesson.  

(Interviewer) Okay. So … she just looked at like disruptive and not disruptive?  

Anuar: (Those who) concentrate on her lesson. 

5.1.2 Feedback and Advice by Teachers to Lower-Stream Students 

Another type of teachers’ behaviour that is influenced by their expectations is through the 

provision of feedback and advice to students. Hallam and Ireson (2005) and Ono (2001) have 

found that teachers encourage students from their lower streams to enter the workforce 

early or provide what can be interpreted as an ‘easy way out’ for the students. These claims 
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are supported in this study as well, with the participants sharing the teachers’ biased 

behaviours towards different students based on the streams the students are in, resulting in 

lower quality task designs and “not very helpful” advice, which in turn affected their overall 

academic performance and future outcomes. 

(Farah, NA) 

Farah: During that point of time, there was some of the teachers was like telling me 

like it’s going to be quite hard when you want to take ‘O’ level right. Because there 

will be a big gap in the grade. So, she… some were like quite… how to say ah… like not 

quite helpful lah. Like they were just saying that… they… because we need to sign a 

paper from the teacher to like… how to say ah… notify is it? Something like that ya. 

But few of them was like, okay lah. Encourage us to like continue… like give us some 

confidence. But some not very helpful lah ya… 

Raziq, who dropped out of school eventually, and Anuar gave a glimpse of what might happen 

if teachers had tried to engage and encourage the students, as well as “treat them better” as 

opposed to just “ignoring”, displaying signs of “not caring”, and discouraging further academic 

pursuits. Raziq’s experiences further reiterate and affirm the impact teachers’ expectations 

and their resulting behaviour have on students’ performance in school. 

(Raziq, NA) 

(Interviewer) Do you think that if the other teachers, who were bad to you, if they were 

more like the good teachers like… saw your potential and encourage you… do you think 

you would have done better in school? 

Yea, I might have. I might have stayed and finished my studies. 

(Anuar, NA) 

(Interviewer) What role do you think your schooling life being in Normal Academic 

right, has played in your current situation? Your opportunities? Do you think that if you 

had gone to Express, you might have done better? 

Probably yes. Because I will get a better job what.  
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(Interviewer) Why do you think that if you went to Express that you would have had a 

better job? 

The teachers. Mostly the teachers. (They) treat the (Express) students better.  

(Interviewer) And that would have encouraged you to study harder? 

Yes. 

Economic outcomes of an individual are linked to the years they stay in school (Carnoy, 2005), 

and in Singapore, the type of post-secondary institutions they attend as well. Raziq and 

Anuar’s self-efficacy, school behaviour, and resulting life outcomes may be different if they 

had more positive experiences with their teachers, and the next section will unpack these. 

5.1.3 Self-efficacy and Self-fulfilling Prophecies in Lower Stream Students 

Madon et al. (1997) found that the effect size of self-fulfilling prophecy is more prominent for 

students considered to be low achievers as compared to students who are deemed to be high 

achievers, and self-fulfilling prophecies that develop in the first year often have long-lasting 

impacts (Jussim & Harber, 2005). In this section, we consider the implications of such 

experiences on the participants’ self-efficacy that may have contributed to self-fulfilling 

prophecies. When asked about how they felt about themselves academically during their 

schooling years, almost all the participants from the lower streams shared incidences or 

feelings of low self-perception using phrases such as “not so confident”, “low confidence”, 

“feeling stupid”, and “not that good”, and these feelings emerged during their schooling 

years, some starting as early as primary school when they were between the ages of seven 

and twelve. 

(Interview question posed to all participants) 

How did you feel about yourself academically when you were in school? 

(Farah, NA) 

Confident…? like 50/50 also. Not that really much confident ya... because of… because 

initially I failed ‘N’ level right, and then after that I need to take ‘O’ level. So, like after… 
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while I was doing my ‘O’ level it was like not much confident because I was like 

competing with the Express stream.  

(Farid, NT) 

Academically… Actually, I just feel stupid and school is too much for me. … Failure to 

me, is like us lah, from the normal technical stream. 

(Shafiq, NT) 

Insulted no doubt. Being an EM3 student, you know less educated cause the way we 

mix is definitely by tracking, you know, whereby the EM1 students sat and have their 

lunch with, you know… we were separated by our tracking. Ya… no doubt I was pretty 

low confidence because of my education level back then in primary school. Ya… 

(Hadi, NA) 

I feel like… last time I feel like not that good lah. 

 (Gene, NA) 

Actually, I always think that I’m not good in a lot of things lah. Other than my Chinese, 

ya. 

(Anuar, NA) 

Last time I (feel) like a piece of s***.  

From here, as well as in the previous section, it is evident that the teachers’ low expectations 

of the participants affected the quality of attention they afforded the participants, thus 

affecting their self-efficacy and confidence, impacting their academic performance. This 

performance contributed to their current outcome. Almost all the participants who were 

streamed into the lower ability groups held low-wage, low-prestige jobs at the time of the 

interview. What is more significant is the more considerable impact this has on minority 

participants, particularly those from the Malay ethnic group. 
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5.2 Designing Curriculum based on Expectations 

Teachers often justify the system by saying that the students get to excel in the lower stream 

curriculum, repeating the government’s reasoning behind streaming: that it benefits all the 

students as the focus and expectations are entirely different in each stream and are, therefore 

more aligned to the students’ perceived abilities (Ng, 2004; Ser, 2004). The lowered 

expectations and beliefs teachers have about NT students’ capabilities contribute to them 

designing an easier curriculum (Anderson, 2015). Former NT student, Rilla, summarised what 

the NT curriculum was like during her schooling years. 

(Rilla, NT) 

(Interviewer) You managed to take science, right? But you didn’t take any humanities, 

right? 

Nope. They don’t take (humanities). Science - Physics and Chemistry. But that one, I 

think very basic one lah.  

(Interviewer) The rest of your subjects? What subjects did you have? 

I have EBS - Elements of Business School. Learning about service skills… customer 

service skills. Then I have computer appliance. Learning about software. Like learning 

about websites and all that. HTML a bit and Microsoft word, the computer subject. 

Learning all that. Microsoft word, software, and all that.  

(Interviewer) Would you say they are more work skills subjects? 

Work skills… I think the two subjects lah. The computer subject and the business 

subject. That helps us for working. I feel it’s working skills all that. Because that 

computer subject really teach us how to use Microsoft word more in detail. 

The participants reported mixed views on this lack of challenges. It was really popular with 

one NT student, Sandra, who shared that one of the things she liked about a particular teacher 

was his spoon-feeding method of teaching. She saw it as patience and found the repetitions 

helpful for examinations. What made him especially popular with the NT students was the 

way he conducted his tests. He allowed open-book tests, which worked well for Sandra and 
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her classmates because they could still pass their examinations even though she claimed they 

did not pay any attention in class. 

(Sandra, NT) 

Every time during… let’s say those semester exams right because we don’t listen in 

class, and he will take his time to teach us and so on… and he will let us have open 

book test… to let us score. Then from there when comes to ‘N’ level right, we tend to 

be more good in studies lah. As in we will stay back and study for our ‘N’ level. 

Allowing them to have open book tests “to let us score” gave Sandra and her peers the 

confidence as indicated from “more good in studies”. It also motivated them to study as they 

“will stay back and study”. Sandra did what she perceived as “quite well” for her GCE ‘N’ Level 

Examinations and attributed it to the spoon-feeding teaching style. However, not all the 

participants shared the same sentiments. For some students, the curriculum did not reflect 

their wants and needs, one of which is “challenges”. Rilla, also from NT, shared the 

frustrations she faced in school due to the spoon-feeding methods and lowered level of 

difficulty in the stream.  

(Rilla, NT) 

And I feel we are lack of challenges... All our subjects, they put basic... We are trained 

to just do basics since sec (secondary) 1… there's no challenging subject for us... our 

mindset already set as basic, and it's simple, (so) no point to learn so hard… We can 

learn actually, but… how to say eh. But I feel like how to challenge ourselves when the 

test itself, the teacher really gives us the answer. And then after that, the test is exactly 

the same thing. It’s just memorising the same thing. There’s no hard work for that test. 

Like I mean success lah most of the time. To me, it’s good lah. I score well but behind 

it… like the knowledge, like the hard work of it… there’s no hard work. The teacher 

likes spoon-feeding us. The teacher’s mindset is to make us just score well but doesn’t 

really feel like whether can remember that thing throughout our life or not. 

While Sandra was happy with simply scoring well, Rilla, who also scored well, felt that the 

knowledge and skills gained through the spoon-feeding method are uninspired and 
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forgettable and, therefore, cannot be applied in real life, particularly in work situations. Rilla’s 

experiences and personal opinions agree with what educators in other studies (see Anderson, 

2015; Lim & Apple, 2015; Lim, 2016) have shared – that the focus of the Normal Technical 

curriculum is to get the students to be successful; however, the definition of “success” here 

is to pass examinations and complete the required years of compulsory education, even if it 

means the students are just memorising without actual learning. This “success” does not 

contribute to the proper development the students need for future success in life, and it 

would not translate to what Singapore society defines as “successful” life outcomes. 

In the long run, the spoon-feeding methods, such as providing answers, are likely to be failing 

the students as they are not given the opportunity to develop cognitively, and the personal 

growth that can be gained through learning to overcome challenges is taken away from them. 

Based on the participants’ experiences, the Normal Technical curriculum lacks challenges due 

to the teaching methods engaged by the teachers, the easier curriculum, and the education 

system. This lack of challenges influences their school and post-school behaviours and 

significantly impacts their outcomes, particularly job opportunities. The impact on outcomes 

will be further analysed and discussed in the next chapter. 

5.2.1 The Outcomes of the Lack of Challenges 

Several studies, such as those by Atkinson (1964), Clifford (1990), Csikszentmihalyi (1975), 

Danner and Lonky (1981), and Lepper and Greene (1978), have shown that students need 

challenges to thrive and be successful. These challenges contribute to satisfaction, 

motivation, and an improved ability to handle pressure and overcome hurdles, which are 

crucial for long-term success. Rilla’s responses regarding questions about the simplified 

curriculum for the lower stream students reflect this theory. Rilla felt that while the simplified 

curriculum may have benefitted her in terms of examination results, the adverse effects came 

much later. Rilla observed that even for her peers who did well in their GCE N-Level 

Examinations, it did not translate to better future outcomes as they did not get the 

encouragement needed, affecting their motivation to go further. 
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(Rilla, NT) 

Because what I see… I can say the ones that continue after their secondary school, the 

percentage very little lah. The one that go through. Like I said, the one that even score 

very well during her ‘N’ level, she only stopped studying until ITE. So… (They didn’t 

have) the encouragement to go far, I think. Wanting to learn more.  

Rilla saw that the lack of motivation to go beyond the “basic” resulted from the NT curriculum, 

agreeing with the theory that students are more motivated to go far when they experience 

some form of challenge (Atkinson, 1964; Clifford, 1990). Even though Rilla earned a perfect 

Grade Point Average (GPA) in ITE and went on to take a diploma at a local polytechnic, from 

which she graduated on the director’s list with an almost perfect GPA, she still felt that her 

NT background held her back in certain areas that require a better grasp of analytical, social 

and communication skills. 

(Rilla, NT) 

I feel the teacher teach us like really spoon-feed us lah. The teacher gives us answers 

very, very easily.  

(Interviewer) So, you weren’t given the opportunity to actually analyse or… 

No. 

(Interviewer) Ok. And does that have any effect on you right now? 

Somehow, yes, lah. A bit. I tend to… (it’s) hard to understand when people say certain 

things or to understand certain things. 

Similar experiences to Rilla’s have been documented in other studies on low-stream students, 

such as Anderson’s (2015). In Anderson’s (2015) study, teachers openly shared their opinions 

that low-stream students are not able to perform activities which require higher-order 

thinking skills, such as critical analysis and problem-solving, and due to these low 

expectations, they are reluctant even to allow their students the opportunity to try. The fact 

that NT students only need to sit for the ‘N’ Level examinations to qualify for any placement 
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at the Institute of Technical Education (Ser, 2004) indicates that the end goal is only to get the 

students to complete the necessary number of years for compulsory education in Singapore.  

Teachers are focused on getting them to pass the examinations, and this narrow focus is 

failing to develop and encourage students’ higher-order thinking skills, thus affecting the 

students’ future behaviours and outcomes. The lack of opportunities to learn a wide range of 

subjects for the lower streams removes the opportunity for students to take on subjects such 

as history or geography, which then eliminates the opportunity for students to pick up critical 

skills, such as the ability to analyse, which can be gained from these subjects. It also affects 

the students’ prospects as they have limited choices due to the stream and subjects they took 

in school, and entrance to tertiary institutions would be a long and arduous climb. 

(Farah, NA) 

If I were in Express, I think might be a bit easier lah.  

Reflecting on her current outcome, Farah, on a job hunt during the interview, felt that her 

prospects would have been better should she have qualified for the highest stream. Her views 

are not isolated, and many participants from lower streams thought that they would have a 

better future if they were in higher streams due to the economic and social opportunities 

gained from being in higher streams. Meanwhile, Rilla’s experiences and observations of her 

peers who went through a similar path show the impact of a non-challenging curriculum on 

future outcomes. One such impact, as Rilla shares, is her inability to fully grasp the content of 

what others are saying, which is essentially part of effective communication. Lacking this 

required skill leads to decreased economic and social opportunities. 

5.2.2 Classroom Management and Internalisation 

They versus Us – Disruptive Peers 

In addition to a simplified curriculum, participants from the lower-stream classes reported 

that their lessons were disruptive, and their teachers focused on controlling the class. Anuar 

recalled how unruly he and his friends were in school, and his experiences mirrored those of 

other NT participants such as Farid, Sandra, and Shafiq. Farid’s classmates would do as they 

pleased while ignoring the teachers. Sandra reminisced in amusement the many ways she and 
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her peers would antagonise their teachers - throwing a chair or throwing paper balls during 

lessons were regular daily events. Shafiq’s group of friends were “mischievous” and regularly 

faced punishments for various reasons. 

(Shafiq, NT) 

So back in secondary school when I was in Technical, you know... five of my good 

friends, so-called my “hang-out” friends, way back. They are very mischievous. At least 

once a month, you know? They get public caning. Don’t know for whatever reason, 

ah… cannot recall. 

Shafiq’s experiences reflect the experiences of other participants who were in an NT 

classroom. Although they were reluctant to assign blame to the teachers, these participants 

felt that the way their teachers handled the class resulted in negative outcomes. They even 

justified the teachers’ reactions no matter how ineffective and detrimental they were. 

Instead, they assigned the blame to themselves and their classmates, which is a sign of 

internalisation of stigmatisation. 

(Farid, NT) 

Basically, they all, how to say, I think most of them, they are all very naughty, I can say 

naughty and stubborn. They can just defiant to the teacher. Like anytime they want, 

they can do things. Like anytime they want, and they can just leave the class. It’s 

boring; they just left. Left the class and did not know where they went, just hung out 

at the canteen or what, or some of them skipped school, ran away, and went straight 

home. I can say they are very notorious ah. 

(Raziq, NA) 

I never thought like to blame the teachers or anybody else. And I can understand why 

the teachers are like that. 

(Interviewer) Why do you think they are like that? 

The students are giving them a hard time. 
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In both interviews, the participants used “they” or “the students”, distancing themselves from 

this behaviour even though they admitted to misbehaving in other parts of the interview. In 

the following section, we will notice a similar occurrence whereby the participants used 

similar terms when referring to others from the same ethnic group. Both occurrences are 

characteristics of the internalisation of stigma. 

I Am Not Good Enough – Reactive Cycle and Emotional Disengagements 

Another observation of internalisation of stigma in the participants was detected when 

Sharizal kept emphasising how “bad” he was and how he “can’t do good things” and “can’t 

excel in good things”. The reiteration of his views indicates he truly believes in his lack of 

academic ability. Although Sharizal may be correct in his opinions of his limited skills in certain 

things, the lack of confidence contributes to a lack of resiliency. Sharizal eventually dropped 

out of secondary school without completing four or five years and attempting the General 

Cambridge Examinations. 

(Sharizal, NA) 

I was really bad at my academics, and I was really failing at all my subjects. But I think 

the negativity that I get… whatever… because I can’t do good things. I can’t excel in 

good things. So, it’s either you excel in good things or excel in bad things.  

Sharizal continued the interview by sharing how he excelled in the wrong things. These 

reactive behaviours from both the teacher and students lead to an unproductive cycle which 

affects the students’ eventual outcomes. In the interview with Rilla, the subject of the 

negative reproductive loop was made evident. 

(Rilla, NT) 

The way they teach us is … not very encouraging. But I think not really the teacher’s 

fault, lah. Because most of the students also like very… like to disturb the whole class 

so it affects all of us lah.  
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(Interviewer) Okay. So, you had very disruptive classmates? 

Ya. I think is because the way that teacher can’t teach them, then they can’t 

understand, and that’s where they disrupt the whole class. 

Sharizal felt that the teacher’s naggings caused the students to switch off. Just like Rilla, he 

said, “the teacher can’t teach”. These are both hints of emotional disengagement to the 

teachers and, as a result, to the class. 

(Sharizal, NA) 

Sharizal: This Maths teacher especially, the way she teach is very naggy. Very one-way, 

you know. Wouldn’t ask a lot of questions. And she always… her famous quote is “Eh. 

You understand not? Understand not? Why don’t understand? I teach already; why 

don’t understand?” Ya, so that kind of like switch everyone off. So, because of that, 

the classroom behaviour was kind of in tune… or will change at different subjects, 

especially like Maths and Science. People will just switch off. And everyone will know 

that this subject is boring, the teacher can’t teach well… 

Both experiences by Rilla and Sharizal agree with theories by Rosenthal and Jacobson (1968) 

and Rosenthal and Jacobson (1992), and later researchers of the Pygmalion Effect theory, 

particularly Trusz (2018), who put together the educational self-fulfilling mechanism 

framework. The teacher expectancy communication process explains that teachers’ 

expectations are communicated verbally and non-verbally. The examples shared by 

participants are teachers being “naggy” and “not encouraging”. These behaviours would have 

negatively affected the former students and potentially contributed to their present 

outcomes.  

5.3 “The Malay Problem.” 

Studies on teacher expectations and self-fulfilling prophecies or the Pygmalion Effect (Jussim 

& Harber, 2005; Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1968; Rubovits & Maehr, 1971) observed that the 

groups most negatively affected are minority students and students from low-SES 

households. Teachers have lower expectations of those in lower streams and lower 

socioeconomic classes, and these expectations are amplified by their ethnic groups. As 
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discussed in earlier chapters, research studies such as Adzahar (2012) and Mutalib (2012) 

have found more significant evidence linking teacher expectations and students’ self-

prophecies to the students’ ethnicity and socioeconomic background.  

While teachers in Singapore are expected to curtail the effects of socio-ethnic inequalities, 

this does not indicate that they do not hold stereotypical views on students of different 

ethnicities that may affect their expectations. Previous chapters have demonstrated that 

stigmatisation and stereotypes happen on a societal level. These would affect the 

expectations and resulting behaviours of both the perpetrator and those on the receiving end. 

5.3.1 Internalised Racism 

Although stigma and stereotypes affect many groups in Singapore, the Malay ethnic group 

seems to be one of the most affected, and this phenomenon has been highlighted in studies 

by Adzahar (2012), Chua and Ng (2015), Chua et al. (2019), Mahmud (2013), and Mutalib 

(2012). Stereotypes and bias towards Malays started by the British and perpetuated by other 

races have impacted the group, leading to internalised racism, and there is evidence of 

systemic bias for minority groups, specifically for the Malays; this was observed by Githu 

Muigai (2010) who reported this in the 2010 UN Special Rapporteur. Even more, 

disenfranchising is the view some Malays have of others in the same ethnic group, particularly 

those who did not manage to break out of the cycle. The following interview with one of the 

participants, who are also Malay and was himself from the lowest stream, provides a 

fascinating yet widely known (by the Malay community) insight into some of the issues faced 

by the Malay ethnic group in Singapore. 

(Yunus, NT) 

(Interviewer) Do you think being a Malay has affected you in any way in school, 

especially? In terms of your opportunity? 

Okay. Actually… sorry to say this, eh. But I don’t like Malays. Ha-ha. 

(Interviewer) Why do you not like Malays? 
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Why I don’t like Malay? Just (that) Malays like to pick on others. They like to pick on 

others while they themselves are lazy. Ha-ha. Ya. So, like... 

(Interviewer) Do you think society has this perception that a lot of Malays are actually 

lazy? 

Not all… A number of them. 

Yunus’ comments that “they themselves are lazy” is a form of internalised racism. 

Furthermore, the pronoun he chose when referring to Malays is “they” instead of “we”, even 

though he does identify as belonging to the Malay ethnic group. This choice of words indicates 

that he was trying to separate and distance himself from the Malays. Pasha, another low-

stream Malay student who managed to move up the social mobility ladder, held similar views 

to Yusuf. While they classify themselves as Malays, they have negative opinions of their own 

ethnic group, and this is an explicit identifier of internalised racism and self-hate. 

 (Pasha, NA) 

Okay, the Malays normally don’t do very well. It’s harder for them to get a job. Because 

they don’t strive enough, that’s what I think. It’s not because they are Malay. The 

Chinese they do better because they strive better. They go for it. You know. I couldn’t 

say much about Indians because I didn’t really have that much Indian friends. Problem 

is, you know… a lot of Malays that I know are stuck in odd jobs like, you know, movers. 

You know. And… 

(Interviewer) Why do you think so? Are they not… you say that they don’t strive as 

hard? Do you think they are not motivated or… what? 

I think they are not motivated.  

(Interviewer) The Malays are not motivated. Do you think that there’s a reason behind 

their… the reason why they are not motivated?  

I really can’t answer you that question. Ya, but… okay for my experience, right, so I 

knew a lot of… okay, in primary school and secondary school, right, I hang out with a 
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lot of Malay kids. We like to have fun, you know… and we didn’t take… no one really 

takes studies seriously. 

Their views generalising Malays as “lazy” and “unmotivated” are common in-group 

stereotypes where the Malay population themselves holds stereotypical views of the “cultural 

deficiencies” of Malays (Adzahar, 2012; Aziz, 2009; Mahmud, 2013). Those in this group 

perceive the dominant culture and community as superior to their own culture and 

community, which usually holds a lower status in society and is underprivileged and want to 

belong to the dominant group (Allport, 1979; Lewin, 1948; Sherif & Sherif, 1953).  Some of 

the expected behaviours of individuals who experience internalised racism and self-hate 

include being highly sensitive towards the behaviour of their community and trying to 

disassociate themselves from behaviours, attitudes, and habits that are often perceived as 

belonging to the particular community (Lewin, 1948).  

(Farid, NT) 

(Interviewer) Why do you say you don’t like working with the Malays? 

Because of their attitude, and then their attitude. Actually, they are kind of lazy. I can 

see. I mean, I’m also lazy, but not to the extent. One thing is they want you there. They 

are just stabbing each other. 

Farid’s usage of the words “their” and “they” is yet another clear example of an attempt to 

disassociate himself from others in the group. Farid even provided a comparison to show that 

he was not like others in the group. This aligns with Goffman’s (1961) theory that the 

stigmatised would either hide or change themselves to fit the norm (non-stigmatised), and 

this would result in the formation of “self” and others”. Every single Malay participant who 

had strong opinions on the “cultural deficiencies” of Malays referred to Malays in a third 

person context using “they”, “them”, and “theirs” instead of in a first-person context using 

“we”, “us”, and “ours” – a clear signal that they are distancing themselves from their 

community.  

The phenomenon of internalised racism among Malays in Singapore is particularly 

problematic as it impedes efforts to address the socioeconomic disparities experienced by 
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the community. Individuals like Pasha, who occupy higher rungs on the socioeconomic ladder, 

as well as others holding prominent positions and qualifications, may be disinclined to assist 

their own community. Instead, they attribute blame to their fellow Malays, disregarding the 

role of structural, systemic, and institutional biases in creating and perpetuating inequality. 

In some cases, these individuals may even contribute to prejudice and actively uphold the 

status quo. Another example is Nisa, who has managed to break stereotypes and moved 

beyond the expectations of Malays from the Normal stream and low socioeconomic group by 

becoming a degree holder and successful professional. 

(Nisa, NA) 

I do agree to a certain extent (with meritocracy) because I don’t agree with the notion 

that, you know, sometimes people think that, especially for Malays, right they will 

think, oh you know… at the end of the days, we’re Malays, and people will still look 

down on us. You know you can’t take that as an excuse. Instead, you have to challenge 

yourself and prove yourself. I think if you’re good at what you do, people will see it, 

and people will reward you accordingly. So, I do believe in this meritocracy, and I do 

believe as umm... in education as a way out in whatever problems, like you have family 

issues or poverty or whatever right, I still believe education is the only way out. 

Nisa’s strong trust in Singapore’s meritocracy and her belief that meritocracy is a way out of 

poverty is a standard view many Singaporeans hold. However, the UN Special Rapporteur 

states that while “meritocracy has its merits … there are acknowledged historical inequalities, 

as is the case with Malay students” and “this principle may serve to entrench them” (Githu 

Muigai, 2010, p. 3). Modern Singapore is built on the narrative that a particular group of 

people are biologically inferior or have deficiencies due to their biological makeup. It began 

with the first Prime Minister of Singapore, Lee Kuan Yew, and was continued by the 

subsequent leaders. As discussed in Chapter 2, Lee Kuan Yew’s beliefs in eugenics, together 

with the earlier narratives, impacted the policies implemented and contributed to the 

formation of stereotypes and biases. The past, present, and future outcomes are harmful to 

those deemed genetically inferior, but these unequal outcomes are often legitimised by 

meritocracy. 
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5.3.2 In-group Solidarity 

Although many of the Malay participants demonstrated some form of internalised racism, the 

findings ironically show that most of their friends are Malays. This is consistent with Chua et 

al. (2019) findings that Malays often display in-group solidarity. 

(Farid, NT) 

(Interviewer) What about the friends that you had in school? 

Malays, except for a few Chinese, are all Ah Bengs; they are all gangsters.  

(Interviewer) So, there were more Malays in your class than there were Chinese? 

Yah, I can say majority are all Malays. 1 Indian and a few Chinese. 

(Pasha, NA) 

Unfortunately, in school, most of my good friends were just of a Malay race. So, I didn’t 

mix around with other races.  

(Interviewer) Do you see this phenomenon of sticking to the same race in other… 

amongst other students? Not just your friends but other students.  

Yes. So, (during recess), the Malay guys will end up with the Malay guys. The Chinese 

will end up with the Chinese. The Indians will just be one corner with the Indians. It’s 

really not helping. Ya. 

The other participants echo these observations: “A lot more is Malay ah” and “Mostly 

Malays”. These findings are significant because in a multi-racial and multi-cultural society like 

Singapore, only having friends and knowing people from one’s ethnic group would further 

stratify society. While reports have mostly been on elite schools’ students’ groups of friends 

(See, for example, Yong & Zaccheus, 2012), the other side of the coin reveals that low-stream 

students from neighbourhood schools, many of whom identify as Malays, tend to form groups 

consisting of peers from their ethnic group.  This in-group solidarity also appeared for the 

non-Malays - two of the three Chinese participants admitted to only having Chinese friends. 

However, it is also worth noting that one of these two was from an elite SAP school focused 
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on providing Chinese education, which would explain why he did not have friends from other 

ethnic groups. Nonetheless, the in-group solidarity and segregation of ethnic groups in school 

were observed by a Malay participant who acknowledged the racist aspects of self-

segregation. 

(Hadi, NA) 

To me, last time is like racist when one Malay one group, one Chinese one group, one 

Indian one group. So they can’t mix around together. If you mix around together, I 

think they will see like… it’s awkward, ah.  

(Interviewer) Why do you think they think it’s awkward? 

Not so sure … I think they think that we are trying to send some information to… let’s 

say from… okay. One Malay go to Chinese, then like they get some information, they 

will send to this Malay group. Then you know lah what happens. 

(Interviewer) Like gangs, lah? 

Ya. Like that. Haha. 

Another interesting factor that has been teased out is that the two Malays, Illiya and Nurul, 

who observed successful post-school behaviours, shared the ethnic diversity of their group of 

friends. This differs from the other participants who reported having friends mainly from the 

same ethnic group. For Illiya, the reason could be that she attended a Catholic convent school, 

and as Malays are almost exclusively Muslims, not many would attend a convent school. 

However, Nisa’s interview presented a significant point: 

(Nisa, NA) 

So, in Secondary 1, there’s about three (friends), then, you know, I got closer to more 

friends. I would say they are mixed of races. I had a very close... no. I had two close 

Chinese friends. So, one lives, like, just behind my block, so we’d usually study 

together. And then another one, she’s always getting, like, first in class, and she excels 

in Maths and Science especially. These two subjects are the subjects that I was very 

weak in. So, it was important for me to always study with her because… like, we 
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exchange knowledge in the sense that I’m okay with English, she’s not, like, the best 

in English. So, I would teach her English when I can, and she would teach me Maths 

and Science. So, usually, we would go to Tampines library together during our O-level 

years to really study. That was like or second home. So that’s two of my really good 

Chinese friends, and then the rest are Malay friends. They may not be ah... as 

academically... they may not be academically well, but they were such a big part of my 

teenage years in terms of moulding my character and making me who I am today. 

Nisa, almost apologetically, separated her friends based on ethnicity and awarded a purpose 

for each ethnic group. She used the word “study” in association with her Chinese friends and 

spent time with them for academic purposes. On the other hand, with her Malay friends, she 

reluctantly shared that “they may not be academically well”, and to compensate for that 

negative trait, she mentioned that they helped her to “mould” her “character” and attributed 

her current successful self to these Malay friends. According to Chua and Ng (2015), one of 

the pertinent attributes to Malays’ dismal position in the socioeconomic hierarchy is that they 

lack educated and Chinese friends; therefore, having friends who hold both of these traits 

could potentially bring them up in the socioeconomic hierarchy and thus, Nisa and Illiya’s 

outcomes support Chua and Ng’s (2015) arguments.  

Additionally, it was observed that Nisa displayed some form of guilt when she shared the 

above. This was not witnessed in other participants. The question that arose from this finding 

is, “Is Nisa feeling guilty because she managed to climb the social mobility ladder and leave 

the rest of the Malays behind?” This would be an understandable phenomenon, given that 

Malays are associated with in-group solidarity. However, more research needs to be done 

with participants who were top-performing Malay students for this to be a significant finding. 

5.4 Conclusion 

Teachers’ expectations play a prominent role in their choices of teaching methods and their 

class management style, which typically results in the students’ learning outcomes (Ireson & 

Hallam, 1999; Mallery & Mallery, 1999; Ng, 2004; Smith, 2008). When the goal is to ensure 

that all students succeed, yet the educators themselves do not consider these students 

capable of achieving typically, it leads to unjust and unfair behaviour towards the students, 
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such as designing a curriculum based on expectations. For students in the lower streams, this 

translates to a non-challenging curriculum. A simplified curriculum often translates to lower 

outcomes. However, we know from previous chapters that students from the lower streams 

are being trained to be hard-working followers (Lim, 2016). The lack of challenges is also a 

form of social control, as students who are not taught higher-order thinking skills are less 

likely to challenge the system and would continue the status quo, feeding the system of 

reproduction.  

To exacerbate the matter, educational inequality and inequity are interwoven with ethnic 

disparities. Once again, ethnic Malays, who form a large portion of lower-stream students, 

are significantly impacted. The lack of educational opportunities due to the expectations 

would eventually lead many of these Malay students to have lower access to job 

opportunities. In-group solidarity also sees ethnic groups sticking to one another. This 

translates to lower income and a smaller social capital which also feeds the system of 

reproduction.  

Additionally, low-stream students, particularly Malay students, are impacted by self-fulfilling 

prophecies, which could lead to non-conformity, oppositional behaviours, and lower 

academic achievements due to lowered self-esteem. The gap between Malays and other 

ethnic groups remains, and a further add-on to the already massive Malay problem is 

internalised racism which often leads to the legitimisation of the system by Malays who have 

managed to climb the ladder. Therefore, it is crucial to pay careful attention to the impacts of 

these behaviours on the future outcomes of the students to mitigate the negative outcomes 

and ensure a fairer opportunity for success for all students for a fairer and more equitable 

society. 
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The Narrative: Continuation Part 2 

Class was disruptive in secondary school. Ahmad’s friends didn’t care, neither did he. School 

was fun because they could do anything they wanted. The teachers told them that if they 

wanted to study, they could, and if they did not want to, they could sit behind. So, he did. He 

sat behind.  

Class was boring. The teachers were boring. Most of the time, his friends did not want to be 

in class, and he would follow them. It wasn’t as if he was going to learn anything in class 

anyway. To pass the time, they all hung out at the canteen or the neighbourhood area behind 

his school.  

Most of his friends were in the same Normal Technical stream as him. One or two students 

from higher streams would join them sometimes. However, most of those in the higher 

streams did not seem interested in being their friends.  

Sometimes he observed their behaviour in school. In hindsight, he should have probably been 

like them. They were always with their books and studying. He wanted to be like them, but… 

something stopped him.  

None of his friends was like that. His friends… they were defiant and rude to teachers. They 

didn’t pay attention in class. They didn’t even care enough to study for their exams. During 

examinations, they would write their name and sleep. If he were different, he wouldn’t have 

any friends.  

He didn’t care much back then though. Whenever they were caught for something, they were 

all in trouble together. It was something they looked forward to. If the school suspended them, 

it meant that they had three months of being out of school! No homework! No exams! And no 

teachers who checked up on them either! 

He wasn’t proactive in school activities. How could he be? He kept being kicked out of the 

activities. He didn’t blame the teachers. It was his fault. He and his friends joined the co-

curricular activities together and caused so much havoc that the teachers kicked them out. It 
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was only in Secondary four that a nice Indian teacher whom they adored started a CCA 

catering to students from his stream.  

The teacher was a Normal Technical teacher, and for some reason, his friends, who would 

typically be bullying the teachers or were downright defiant to other teachers, were really nice 

to this particular teacher. She was kind. She spoke to them nicely. She spoke to them with 

respect. She listened. Most importantly, she cared, and she understood. 
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6. Going Against the Grain – Stigma, Oppositional Behaviour, and 

Group Alignment in School 

This chapter views, analyses, and seeks to understand non-conformity and oppositional 

behaviour in students through the Stigma Theory lens and its related components. By 

unpacking and understanding the experiences shared by the participants, it delves into 

possible reasons behind these behaviours, one of the most pertinent being that it could be a 

response towards the different types of stigmas faced. This chapter overlaps with the 

previous chapter as well as the following chapter. In Chapter 5, through the lenses of the 

Pygmalion Effect, we have seen how teachers’ expectations have played a significant role in 

the participants’ self-efficacy and resulting behaviours. We have also seen how school as an 

institution and the experiences generated from the interactions in school have contributed 

to internalised racism and the formation of racially segregated groups through in-group 

solidarity. This chapter analyses the data through the PPCT lens. 

Stigma results from interactions between individuals and the objects and people within their 

ecosystems. One of the critical findings that emerged while analysing the data was the 

correlation between ethnicity, SES, stereotypes, and behaviour which are identified as 

Demand, Resource and Force under the Person component of the PPCT model. The 

interactions or processes within the different levels of the ecosystem (context) lead to 

participants experiencing different types of stigmas (Figure 16, Chapter 4). They might face 

one, a few, or all of the stigmas. The resulting outcomes of these interactions and the stigma 

experienced are presented with a section on the retrospective opinions of the participants.  

All the NA and NT participants in this study reported similar experiences in school – one 

fraught with disciplinary matters. Some felt that their teachers were targeting them because 

of the streams they were in. A common theme running through this chapter, a majority of the 

participants thought that the teachers displayed favouritism towards students from higher 

streams and treated students based on the stream they were in. The language used by the 

participants indicated feelings of injustice and neglect towards the observations. The 

subsequent reactions by some of the participants and their peers align with oppositional 

behaviour and are possible outcomes of public and structural stigmatisation. This chapter 
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explores this theme in more detail, highlighting the participants’ experiences and viewing it 

through the conceptual framework (Figure 16, Chapter 4). 

6.1 Stigma in School 

6.1.1 Oppositional Behaviour and Non-conformity as a Reaction to Stigmatisation  

Participants from all streams testified to observing or participating in some form of 

oppositional or non-confirmatory behaviour in school; this includes those from the higher 

streams and the one participant from the elite school. However, as discussed previously, the 

outcomes are very different for those in different streams and schools. This section explores 

oppositional behaviour as a potential reaction to the stigmatisation the participants may have 

faced when they were in school. 

Right at the beginning of interviews, when questioned about the behaviours of those from 

different streams, many were firm in their views of which stream was “better” or “worse”. 

These views are stereotypical and reflect the typical perception the general population has of 

students from each stream and Singapore’s societal and cultural values. Participants from the 

“better” NA stream mentioned discrepancies between students from the top stream 

(Express), themselves (NA students), and the NT students. For example, NA participant Farah 

felt that the NT students were “worse” in comparison to the NA and Express students. 

(Farah, NA) 

For Normal Tech, it’s like… they are more… how do I put this? They are more like 

slacked…? Ya, more playful. It’s different from the Express stream. 

These differences were perceived to be more apparent when the top-stream students were 

from “better” schools. Raziq felt that his schoolmates differed from his brother’s because his 

brother attended a “good” school that only took in Express students. He deemed his brother’s 

peers to be “better” because they were studious and academically inclined - a stark contrast 

to his friends, many of whom were in gangs. Based on Raziq’s experiences, even within the 

same low-ranking mainstream school, his NA classmates had different attitudes and outlooks 

on life compared to the Express students. This belief that “higher streams equate to better 

students” was shared by Raziq, who felt that the Express students were “better”. 
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(Raziq, NA) 

Express students are more focused. They play but don’t play as much, and they know 

what’s important and what’s not... what should be prioritised ah. 

However, Raziq has no experience being in what he stated was a “better” school and would, 

therefore, not know the ground reality. Similarly, Farah was neither from an NT nor an Express 

classroom and had no experience in either, yet she felt she was in a position to make those 

claims. The fact that both Raziq and Farah made blanket statements about NT and Express 

students reflects Singapore’s society’s general perception of students from different streams. 

Both of their views are a result of the labels and stereotypes formed based on academic 

achievements, and the types of schools and streams students are in.  

The attached labels and resulting stigma of being in the lower streams are deep-rooted due 

to the accepted negative rhetoric of low-stream students (Anderson, 2015). When probed, 

participants showed awareness of the exclusions, marginalisation, stigmatisation, and 

intellectual bullying they either faced or observed. Without the interviewer putting it the 

participants, some of the participants shared their insights on delinquency and disobedience 

either from personal experiences or observations of their peers - that the behaviours may 

have been a reaction and a form of coping strategy to the feeling of not belonging and 

exclusion. 

Non-conformity as Reactions towards Teachers 

Rilla attributed the non-conformity and misbehaviour of those from the NT stream to 

reactions towards the perceived quality of the teachers. In her opinion, her NT peers could 

learn well but would react negatively to teachers they felt were indifferent and not equipped 

to teach. 

(Rilla, NT) 

When I was in NT, most of my classmates, all can learn very well just that we showed 

attitude and don't want to know when we get s*** teacher who can't teach. 
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Like Rilla, all participants reported personal or observed negative experiences with the 

teachers - especially NT students. Hadi, who is from the NA stream, witnessed what he 

perceived as the teachers not only ignoring the NT students but also looking down on them. 

(Hadi, NA) 

(Interviewer) How did the teachers treat the Normal Technical students? 

Most of it, they treat Technical (students) leniently, but some take it seriously. They 

think that Technical people all cannot do anything.  

(Interviewer) Do they act that way? That make you think that way. Like always scold 

or…? 

No. They ignore you. 

(Interviewer) They ignore the technical students? 

Ya. They just do their job. Just teach, but most of it just ignore lah. 

Farid’s personal experiences validated Hadi’s observations. Farid, who was from the NT 

stream, shared his first-hand experiences of being ignored by teachers throughout the whole 

school year. His words and tone of voice reflected what can be construed as feelings of 

neglect. 

(Farid, NT) 

I was from Normal Technical stream, so teachers are not focused on students. They 

would like usually, if there is class, they would just say, “If you don’t want to study, 

please don’t disturb the people who want to study. You can do your own stuff or sit 

at the back. Let the people who want to study, study.” And basically, like all of us are 

sitting at the back and one or two are studying but the teacher did not care. Usually, 

they just continue teaching. And that’s the worst thing that I remember because it 

happens like every day… every day, until the mid-year exams, and then until the final 

exams, it happens all the way. 

(Interviewer) And how did your teachers make you feel? 
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It sucks, actually, because they don’t really care about us. Like I said just now. Whoever 

wants to learn sit in front. They just don’t care about us. They are not firm, that’s why 

so students tend to they like, “ok lah since the teacher does not care, then there is not 

a need to study”. 

The choice of words by Farid, such as “sucks actually” and “they don’t care about us”, 

indicates that Farid was negatively affected by the experience. His tone of voice during the 

interview was one of dismay, showing that he was still affected by it at the time of the 

interview, even though it has been a significant number of years since he left school. 

Moreover, we can see one of the probable causes of non-confirmation “since the teacher 

does not care, then there is no need to study,” highlighting teachers’ important role in their 

students’ emotional well-being. This is a significant finding as the future outcomes of students 

are directly affected by their educational achievements, which is affected by the teacher’s 

behaviour towards the student, further showing the intersectionality of teachers’ 

expectancies and behaviours, and students’ outcomes as discussed in Chapter 5. 

Oppositional Behaviour as Social Acceptance 

Additionally, according to Goffman (1961) and Willis and Willis (1981), oppositional 

behaviours may also be a way to gain some form of social acceptance. Engaging in non-

conforming behaviours was a positive experience for some participants, and their answers 

provide insight as to why this is so. For example, one participant, Sandra, reported affirmative 

feelings towards her delinquency. She expressed her desire to go back in time and experience 

it again, even if it meant facing the same consequences leading to the same outcomes. Her 

reason for these feelings of nostalgia was poignant - she felt accepted. Her choice of words 

such as “group”, “not one person”, and “together” indicated that the behaviours were 

reactions towards feelings of alienation and exclusion. 

 (Sandra, NT) 

(Interviewer) Did you get into trouble a lot? 

Ya, quite a lot. 
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(Interviewer) And how do you feel about them? And that point of time, right, like you 

do all these things, what do you feel?  

Happy… It’s like very excited and happy because it’s not only you alone. It’s a group of 

your friends together, so if you get punished right, it’s not one person. It’s the whole 

group.  

(Interviewer) So together…? 

Together ya… everything also together. You won’t think about the consequence of 

what will happen next you see… so you just do it lah. 

To many students who were or are in the same shoes as Sandra, feeling like they belonged 

was worth the price that had to be paid for resistance and rebellion. In a system where they 

feel like outcasts, being rebellious and displaying oppositional behaviour were ways of 

shouting out to the world and feeling heard by society, even though it is the same society that 

had systematically excluded them. However, these cries have consequences, and the price 

one must pay for non-conformity can be hefty, as derived from the participants’ views of their 

outcomes which are discussed later in this chapter. 

6.1.2 Group Alignment – Elites and the Others 

In Chapters 2 and 5, we have learnt that students from similar backgrounds form closed circles 

and how some of these closed circles would eventually form the group of “elites” in society. 

Students from non-elite neighbourhood schools are aware of the negative perceptions 

surrounding the schools they attend, and this is observed in the participants’ responses in the 

interview. The following is a response by Nora, who, although from the highest stream, 

attended a non-elite school. 

 (Nora, Express) 

Let’s say you are from Broadrick and see someone from Raffles, they will be, like… 

their nose up in the air so high. 

(Context: Broadrick is a low-ranking mainstream secondary school, while Raffles Girls 

and Raffles Institution are the top two highest-rank independent schools.) 
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This formation of “us” and “them” is not only based on the type of schools. It runs so deep 

that it happens internally within a school itself. Nora, who felt looked down on by top school 

students, ironically replicated the same behaviour she experienced towards students in lower 

streams.  

(Nora, Express) 

We were streamed according to how well we did by our marks. Express, Normal 

Academic, Technical, and mainly there was a… how do you call it… grouping. So, like 

Express, don’t mix with Normal Tech, but we can mix with Academic. And Technical, 

you can’t speak to them at all like, you know… way below you. You speak to them, you 

are like… loser! We are considered like not allowed to talk to them because they were 

like less clever than us and we are like the “cool, bring it on” ones.  

(Interviewer) Is it because of the kind of behaviours that they portray? 

Not really. It was more of the education system Normal, Express, Technical. 

Nora’s experiences on the treatment of low-ranking mainstream school students by elite 

school students and her initial perception that students from lower streams are “losers” 

reflect the high probability that the effects of segregation could have begun at the lowest 

structural level in school and at an early age. Nora felt that the NT students were not worthy 

of her friendship because they were in the lowest stream, and in Nora and her Express peers’ 

views, being in the NT stream makes one a social pariah. 

Nora and her peers’ behaviours can be explained through stigma theory and the formation of 

“us” and “them” or the “self” and its “other” – one being the “normal”, the other being the 

“stigmatised (Goffman, 1961). Nora was both stigmatised due to her being a student from a 

non-elite mainstream neighbourhood school, and the one stigmatised because she was an 

Express stream student. Segregation, such as that experienced by Nora, was felt as far back 

as when the participants were children in primary schools. Shafiq, for example, started 

realising his perceived difference when he was segregated from other students in primary 

school. 
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(Shafiq, NT and lowest stream [EM3] in primary school) 

When I was in EM3, no doubt the kids we know our differences… we were separated 

by tracking. You know, EM3 students with EM3 students… EM2 students and EM1 

students are together because they learn Malay language the same, they were taught 

higher Malay, so they sat at the same class. We were not chased by them, but we were 

separated by maybe the school’s systems of separating us away from them. So yeah… 

it’s our differences lah back then. 

Shafiq’s admittance that “we know our differences” once again sends a powerful signal that 

school stratification starts early in the schooling years. Along with the labels and 

stigmatisation attached to the streams they are in, they also experience some form of 

rejection and exclusion from their peers at a very young age. However, rejection from their 

peers within the confines of their school is only the tip of the iceberg. The rejections they face 

within the school and the teachers’ behaviours towards low-stream students reflect the 

general sentiment of Singapore’s wider society. These students also face rejection in society, 

and the knowledge of how one is perceived by society and the experiences resulting from 

interactions within society would play a prominent role in influencing their behaviours. 

6.1.3 Biased Disciplinary Measures 

The participants presented substantial evidence of the discriminatory treatment of students 

from different streams. In Chapter 2, we learnt that while MOE offers guidelines for 

disciplinary measures, schools are left with the autonomy to decide on the punishments. A 

participant, Farid, felt that he and his peers were unfairly penalised for minor offences. He 

attributed it to the stream he was in and compared it to what he perceived as favouritism 

towards those from the higher streams. Farid believes he was targeted and picked on because 

he was from the NT stream.  

(Farid, NT) 

The bad stuff are a lot more than the good stuff because from sec (secondary) 1 to sec 

4, a lot of us… at least most of us, experienced suspension. 

(Interviewer) Can you explain to me more what suspension means? 
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It depends. Ok, suspension is… depends on the things you do, lah. Usually if… I think 

they aimed us a lot. Even if you don’t throw your litter, like, say, if you eat nasi lemak 

(coconut rice, a traditional Malay dish popular in Singapore), that packet you didn’t 

throw, they will punish you really badly. Yah, like if that happens to the Express 

students, nothing would happen. But for us, usually caning. If like defiant to teachers 

if get caught, it is usually one week of suspension. I experienced that. Yah, that’s about 

it… Usually, the most longest suspension was three months because he stole 

something from the school, so he was caught and then three months suspension. 

Farid’s experiences implied that there were different disciplinary measures for the same 

offence depending on the stream one was in – Express students who did not clean up after 

recess break were let off, and “nothing would happen”. In contrast, those from NT were 

punished, which means “usually one week of suspension”. Meanwhile, even the non-defiant 

and well-behaved students from the lower streams may get penalised for no reason except 

for being “guilty by association” – a condition of stigma by association – and this was observed 

by Shafiq. 

(Shafiq, NT and EM3 – the lowest stream in primary school) 

Actually, when I was P5 (Primary Five, 11 years old), this teacher came to my class. I 

was a monitor back then when I was P5, so basically that… I guess the language teacher 

didn’t appear. She’s on MC (sick leave). I think so. I was the monitor, and the class was 

very messed up, you know… making a lot of noise. Then this Mr Tan, I think if I could 

recall, came into class and asked for, “Who’s the monitor here?” and I raised my hand 

no doubt. The next moment he came towards me and grabbed my shirt, you know… 

ya… grab my shirt and lifted me up high, you know… where I can wiggle my toes. Ya… 

(Interviewer) Why? 

I’ve got no idea. 

Shafiq’s experiences of being stigmatised simply by association due to being in the lowest 

stream and having peers from the lower streams affected his self-confidence in school, as 

evidenced by his later sharing whereby he said, “no doubt I was pretty low confidence 
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because of my education level back then in primary school”. Several other participants from 

the lower streams echoed Shafiq’s sentiments. One participant shared that she felt she was 

punished for something she did not do. While it is arguable if there was actually racial 

discrimination at play, the participant’s perception that it did was enough to have affected 

her.  

(Illiya, NA) 

I remember having my first… RTC, they call it ah. Responsible Thinking Classroom. I 

had that when I was… we have this… some schools call it detention. … I was protecting 

someone. I was protecting my girl friend lah. She wanted to copy me during my bio 

classes. I did not allow her because I felt that it was not ethical. So, I just covered my 

answer. And my biology teacher, which is, of course, a Chinese, I don’t mind saying it 

out loud; she did not do anything. I thought that was about it. I thought she’d just 

brushed it off, but little do I know that actually she went back to the office. She told 

my form teacher. And I was being called out. And the news or the perception that she 

had was… I was copying someone. … Which is ridiculous. Because back then, I had too 

many positions to really… as young as that, I really knew that if I were to do something 

funny in school, all my positions would be stripped off. And at that point of time, it 

means a whole lot of things to me. 

(Interviewer) Was your friend a different race?  

Yes. Indian. 

(Interviewer) Even though she was the one who wanted to copy you, you were the one 

that was blamed for that situation. So, do you think that race actually has a part to 

play in that? 

Yes. 

These experiences by the participants agree with the Stigma Conceptual Framework in 

Chapter 4, which states that those who experience stigma by association may suffer from low 

self-esteem and psychological distress, and feelings of injustice can have debilitating effects. 

Teachers’ expectancies, together with stigmatisation faced on a societal level, as well as 
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systemic bias where any individual or group whose environment, beliefs, circumstances, and 

values are different from those of the system is viewed as abnormal, can contribute to non-

conformity and internalised racism. 

To further aggravate the situation, one of the participants, who both experienced suspension 

and observed his peers being suspended from school, reported that they were left to their 

own devices while serving their suspension period. When asked if there were any “check-in” 

measures, such as reporting to the school every day or submitting academic work, the 

participant, Farid, said there was no contact with and from the school during these suspension 

periods.  

(Farid, NT) 

From sec 1 to sec 4, a lot of us… at least most of us experienced suspension. 

(Interviewer) What is the kind of suspension you have in school? Do they go to school 

and sit in front of an office, or can’t come to school at all? 

They can’t come to school at all. 

(Interviewer) So, they have to stay at home? 

Yah 

(Interviewer) Does anyone check whether they’re at home or the school just don’t let 

them come to school for three months? 

The school just don’t let them come to school for three months. 

This is not only a non-conducive way to meet an aim, but it would most likely have severe 

implications on the students’ academic performance and mental well-being as they were 

systematically excluded for an extended period of “three months” from their rights to receive 

an education. Aside from suspension, the participants shared various other punishments they 

received during their schooling years, such as Sharizal’s and Shafiq’s experiences with 

receiving “caning” and Anuar’s experience of “being kicked out of school and then nearly also 

being retained again”. Hence, it is not surprising that the participants most affected by 
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deterrent measures reported almost no improvements in their behaviour and academic 

results. Most participants on the “receiving end of the stick” continued doing what they did; 

some, like Sharizal, even saw the punishments as “badges of honour”. 

(Sharizal, NA) 

Classroom caning… I mean, back then, 15 years old… you know, when you get caning, 

it’s like kind of like “honour”, you know. Because it’s your DM, she’s about to whack 

you. The most painful whack ever. Solid thick brown cane. So, to me, at the point of 

time, it’s a test of my “macho-ness”. So, if I got caned and I smiled, then wah… people 

say, “Wah Sharizal is really strong. He can take this.” It’s weird, but I kind of like it. It 

sounds so wrong, but… hahaha. It’s like a… something like… it’s an honour lah you 

know.  

Sharizal’s usage of the word “honour” to describe an event that can be considered humiliating 

is potentially a way to try and react positively and appear “macho” in a situation that was 

both a result of stigmatisation and a stigmatising event in itself.  

All participants who had experienced harsh disciplinary measures in this study were from the 

Normal streams and mainstream neighbourhood schools. They also indicated that they 

believed the stream they were in contributed to receiving what they felt were biased 

punishments compared to their peers from the higher streams. This finding is significant and 

provides further evidence, adding to Chapter 5 and global research (Heng & Atencio, 2017; 

Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1968, 1992), that teachers do have biases, and these biases not only 

affect their expectations and attitudes towards students, they may also affect the disciplinary 

measures imposed on different students. These, in turn, would have adverse effects on low-

stream students from low-ranked schools who are already experiencing negative bias outside 

of school. 

6.2 Future Outcomes of Stigmatisation 

6.2.1 Educational and Economic Outcomes 

The participants’ behaviours and attitudes in school led them to what they perceived as 

disappointing outcomes. The importance of high educational qualifications for perceived 
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desirable results, such as landing high-paying jobs and climbing the social ladder, is a 

knowledge shared by all levels of Singapore’s society, and this mindset reflects a meritocratic 

society (Jencks & Phillips, 1998; Lim, 2013). As we have learnt from earlier chapters, one’s 

success is gauged by their economic capabilities and monetary achievements, which, in 

Singapore’s labour market, is highly dependent on educational qualifications. Most 

participants acknowledge this fact, and one example is Shafiq. 

(Shafiq, NT) 

To be frank, in Singapore, you need to have education in order to earn or even have 

the status of the salary range because I think if you ask most of the Singaporeans… if 

you are diploma holder, you know what you are getting. Between about starting pay 

$1900 to $2500? As a diploma holder, so… if those degree holders, basically minimum 

2.5 (thousand) onwards. So, from there, you know where are your stands ah.  

Non-conformity to Singapore’s Expectations of High Academic Achievement and Feelings of 

Hopelessness 

The participants were likely to have been aware during their schooling years of the 

importance of doing well academically and conforming to the system and may have well 

shared similar aspirations with their peers from higher streams (Ong & Cheung, 2016). They 

would have also known the repercussions of behaving otherwise. However, while most 

former students from the higher streams have the option to pursue a degree qualification 

either through the polytechnic route or the junior college route, those from lower streams, 

especially the Normal Technical stream, are less likely to receive that opportunity. For others, 

this shared knowledge was not enough to motivate them and their peers to conform to the 

expectations for higher academic achievements during their schooling years. Similar to 

Adzahar’s (2012) and Cohen’s (1955) studies, participants in this study displayed signs of 

losing hope, and some had even ceased trying as they had already accepted themselves as 

failures. A few, like Farid’s classmates and Raziq, did not even bother attempting their 

examinations paper. 



166 
 

(Farid, NT) 

I remember… Ok, I talk about my N (GCE Normal) levels (examinations). I studied for 

my N levels the day before my N levels. Ok, I actually don’t want to study. But I have 

this feeling of fear… fear… Cause I was scared of failing, also. But at the same time, I 

don’t want to study. So, the day before, I don’t really study, but I flipped through. I 

just flipped through, flipped through, and absorbed whatever I could absorb. And the 

next day just sit for exams lah. But all my classmates, they did not study. So during the 

exam, I think I’m the only one, I’m the only person that do the papers. The rest all, 

received the paper, wrote down their names and sleep. That’s all. 

(Raziq, NA) 

Yeah, I almost dropped out of school, but then I decided against it. But still, during the 

papers, I fooled around. 

(Interviewer) So, you didn’t do N (GCE Normal Level), and what were the reasons? Why 

you think that you didn’t do that… were you not interested? 

Yeah, I just lost interest in studies. 

The lack of motivation to conform to societal expectations for high academic achievements 

can also be seen when the participants talked about their ambitions or lack thereof. Some 

seemed to have defeatist attitudes and low aspirations. 

(Farid, NT) 

Actually, I have nothing. I didn’t think about the future. I didn’t have any goals. I didn’t 

have any dreams. I had nothing because I got suspended, and my friends got 

suspended. We were just like spoilt brats, and there was nothing for us. 

Farid’s usage of the word “nothing”, which was repeated thrice, indicated a feeling of 

“worthlessness” and defeat – like they have lost and there was “nothing for us”. Meanwhile, 

low ambitions are demonstrated in some of the participants’ future goals when they were in 

school who just wanted “a normal life” and “a pay to survive”. 
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(Sandra, NT) 

Just a normal life. Work in a company as an assistant or… Just as in what cert 

(certificate) I get, then I will work in the industry lah. 

(Shafiq, NT) 

A pay which I can survive, and I didn’t foresee myself as what I am now. I even have a 

friend; he was in Express. He had a vision way back when he was 15, you know… he 

know what to think or what to do or what to work in 10 years’ time. I don’t have the 

mindset back then. 

One of the participants was so fearful of even having an ambition. He refused to have one as 

he felt that he might not achieve them and “it’s not good to have an ambition that you cannot 

achieve”. 

(Yusuf, NT) 

I don’t want to set an ambition which I cannot come to and just disappoint myself. 

Because I find out… for example like some people want to be a doctor. But they end 

up become an… police. Example ah. Oh, some people want to be a pilot but end up 

being a… you know, manager or something. So, to me, when I was young, to me 

there’s no like… it’s not good to have an ambition that you cannot achieve. So, just 

play along ah. 

The Internalisation of Stigmatisation Leading to Oppositional Behaviour and Self-fulfilling 

Prophecies 

One possible explanation for these low ambitions and defeatist attitudes is the internalisation 

of negative stereotypes and expectations, which leads to anti-social behaviours and self-

fulfilling prophecies. An example of such an occurrence is seen through the experiences of 

Farid. 
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(Farid, NT) 

(Interviewer) So, you said you looked up to the express students. Why didn’t you be like 

them? I mean, you saw them. They were in the same school as you. Why didn’t you be 

like them since you looked up to them or followed their lead? 

Farid: Because I think I can’t be like them because they are like too smart for me. So, 

during that time, I just be me lah and enjoy. Peer pressure… peer pressure ah. I mean 

the gangs I hang out with. I don’t usually hang out with express students. Yah.  

Farid’s refusal to “hang out” with the Express students is an example of internalised 

discrimination. His belief that he is not intelligent enough indicates that he has possibly 

internalised years of implicit bias. This led to his voluntary exclusion from the group he felt 

was more intelligent than him. It also led him to choose peers that he felt were more similar 

to him in terms of intellectual level, and in Farid’s situation, these peers were gang members. 

The eventual outcome, which was to be a failure in school, was an expectation already placed 

on him way before his enrolment in school because of his social class, ethnicity, and academic 

group. Farid’s situation shows how there could exist a negative cyclical effect. Even though 

Farid’s experience is not an isolated one, and many research studies have demonstrated the 

existence of internalised discrimination, these stereotypes and stigmatisation still exist and 

with dire consequences. 

Stigmatisation Post-School and Preferential Treatment 

The stigmatisation one faces in school contribute to further stigmatisation later in life. For 

example, Nora, who managed to upgrade herself from a certificate to a diploma and finally a 

degree, shared her experiences with the treatments she received at work just as she was 

about to graduate. 

(Nora, Express) 

Different treatments… because once you have a degree, people will like think, “Okay, 

she’s going to be our supervisor soon… you got to treat her right”. 
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In Nora’s comments, she used the phrase “different treatments” and “treat her right”, which 

indicate that she had different experiences before she had a degree and after she became a 

degree holder. She believed that the differences in how she was treated resulted from 

“brainwashing”. 

(Nora, Express) 

I think they perceive success as someone having a degree. Right now… Last time it was 

Diploma. Now it’s Degree. And failure is like ITE. But I know the Ministry of Education 

is doing something to change that ITE perspective, but it’s not really helping at all. 

(Interviewer) Do you think it’s because of the years of… 

Brainwashing. Ya. 

This contributes to what we already know about Singapore: educational qualifications 

determine one’s position in society, the level of respect one is given, and how one should be 

treated. This is significant because we have learnt from this chapter that lower-stream 

students experiencing stigma often do not do well academically. This eventually affects their 

job prospects and economic outcomes, which only positions them in society to experience 

further stigma. 

6.2.2 Retrospection 

Retrospectively, most of the participants would have made some changes if they could turn 

back time. They mentioned that they would have changed their behaviour, studied harder, 

worked harder, and kept better company. They perceived that these would have helped them 

achieve different and much better outcomes in life. Somewhere between leaving secondary 

school and at the time of the interviews, their mindsets have conformed to societal norms. 

Many expressed disappointment in themselves and shared regrets. 

(Farid, NT) 

(Interviewer) In primary school, you went to EM3, right? 

EM2 and then EM3.  
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(Interviewer) You moved from EM2 to EM3? And then after that, how do you think that 

being stripped to EM3 has affected your life now and then being stripped to normal 

technical has affected your life, your job, your opportunities and where you are in your 

current situation? 

It affected A LOT, actually. I don’t get a lot of opportunities outside or privilege. I don’t 

get that. Even if I go inter-department, recently also… not recently la… a few years ago 

before I started school they say cannot because of my qualifications. And… it’s really 

like… it’s depressing. It’s really depressing, but I don’t know what to do because I made 

myself that way, so I just have to… never mind, lah. 

(Interviewer) So, do you blame yourself? 

I blame myself for that. 

(Interviewer) Why do you blame yourself? 

Because I actually regret that when I was younger… not too young, during my 

secondary school life that, I didn’t concentrate on my studies… ya. Really regret. … If I 

could turn back time, I would like study hard for my PSLE, eh no, my EM2. So, I can 

maintain in EM2 and go to at least Normal Acad (Academic) or Express. I think Normal 

Acad (Academic) would be okay, and I can study all the way there… take my ‘O’s (GCE 

‘O’ Level Examinations). I would have been better. 

(Interviewer) And after ‘O’s, what do you think you would have done differently? 

After ‘O’s, I think I would have gone to poly. And then from there, I think I would have 

a better future prospect. Yah. 

(Yusuf, NT) 

Because if I can turn back time, I would like to go to primary five, where I go to EM2 

from EM3. Because if I go there, I can be… follow up with my friends. Just follow ah. 

They go poly (polytechnic), I go poly. If they work, I work. 
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(Context: Yusuf’s friends were from higher streams and attended polytechnics without 

needing to go the long route through the Institute of Technical Education. Refer to 

Chapter 2 for the educational path). 

Farid and Yusuf shared that if they could turn the clock around, they would have gone back 

to primary school and tried to retain their positions in EM2 or move from EM3 to EM2. Being 

in EM3 meant they had no more choices left and could only enter the Normal Technical 

stream, which almost eliminated their prospects of entering university as the route they had 

to take was much longer and harder, leading to lowered job opportunities. However, if they 

were in EM2, it would have allowed them the chance to go on to Normal Academic or Express, 

which would have provided them with an opportunity to sit for the GCE ‘O’ Levels, and with 

enough points, they could enter polytechnic or junior college, and eventually university. Farid 

felt that being in a higher stream would have been better for his future prospect as it would 

have allowed him to take his GCE ‘O’ Levels, which was implied by Yusuf as well when he said, 

“go poly”. Yusuf and Farid were automatically excluded from being able to sit for the GCE ‘O’ 

Level examinations in secondary school about six to seven years before the examinations just 

because they were streamed into EM3. The only way to change that was if they did 

exceptionally well and moved to a better stream. However, Anderson (2015) noted that 

lateral movements are rare.  

This is a significant finding as it demonstrates how unforgiving the education system is and 

how it does not make any concessions for mistakes and delayed growth. Students’ future 

opportunities and outcomes, as shown by Farid, are reliant on their academic achievements 

in primary school, where the students would only be between the ages of 6 and 12. Other 

participants, such as Sharizal and Raziq, shared the same experiences about wanting to return 

to the past and, this time, doing it “right” as defined by society. 

(Sharizal, NA) 

I always wanted to turn back time and to get to where I was in sec 4, right before my 

‘N’ levels (GCE ‘N’ Level). And I would always… I would tell myself to persevere and 

just finish with my ‘N’ levels. And eventually, get the qualifications. 
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 (Raziq, NA) 

I would have not dropped to Normal Academic and stayed in Express, finish my school 

and go on to Poly (polytechnic). 

Meanwhile, Anuar and Hadi indicated they would change their behaviour. Anuar said that his 

disruptive behaviour was the reason for his current outcomes. Hadi mentioned the 

behaviours of those he deemed successful and indicated that he would turn back time, 

possibly to emulate these behaviours. 

 (Anuar, NT) 

I would change my behaviour. Because last time I was very… kind of disruptive. 

(Hadi, NA) 

… the successful one is always sits in front of the class ah. They will always listen to 

the teachers what they are talking about and everything. So, if for me… if I can turn 

back time, I just want to start back everything ah. 

Retrospective Regret due to Job Prospects 

The strong sense of regret emanating from many participants during the interviews could 

primarily be due to their employment experiences and outcomes. For some, it was not easy 

to find a job even when they have a certificate for various reasons. One of the reasons could 

be that the certificate they had were not the right qualifications needed for the position 

available, while others cited the competitive job market in Singapore. 

(Gene, NA) 

Ya, sometimes I think back if I have a… as in higher cert lah, I can get a better job. 

 (Farid, NT) 

I can say it’s really hard. After NS (national service), I got a job, then basically just 

freelance, part-time… and then I realised that to find one is really tough, it’s crazy 
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tough. Even though I have an ITE cert (certificate), but my ITE cert is not in demand. 

So, I worked, and then I got my current job. 

(Hilmi, NA) 

Okay, to me, in Singapore, it’s not easy cause I’ve been like sending resumes, like 

maybe 20 per week and... I’ve been doing that for the past month lah, and all I get is 

only two calls, and it’s not even an interview. It’s just the recruitment agency 

acknowledging that they received the resumes and all lah... 

Low educational qualifications may also translate to a mismatch between qualifications, job 

scope, and the wages that employers are willing to give. An Institute of Technical Education 

(ITE) certificate holder, Sandra noticed the discrepancies between those with higher 

qualifications and herself. Her colleagues, who held the same position as her, were paid more 

just because they had higher qualifications, even though she felt they had lesser duties.  

(Sandra, NT) 

(When) there is a lot of work, then you can see they differentiate between diploma 

and normal. We have a few which is holding diplomas, and they are doing admin 

assistant also, and their pay is much more higher than us. And the work we do is more 

than them.  

(Interviewer) So, they do lesser work, (but) higher pay?  

That’s right. 

This reflects the situation for many graduates with only ITE certificates or lower. 

(Hadi, NA) 

After NS, when I try to get a job, it’s very hard. It’s very hard then I try to send my 

resume and everything. Most of it, they didn’t reply. And some reply but when I come 

for interview and everything like they offered me it’s not that interesting. The pay and 

sometimes the position that they give me is not the one that I want. 

(Nisa, NA) 
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(Interviewer) What about your friends? Okay, we’ll touch on that friend, the one that 

failed her Maths and could not get into Polytechnic? Are you still in touch with her? 

Yah, of course. She is like one of my closest friends. 

(Interviewer) And... did she tell you any stories about her experiences in finding a job 

after ITE? 

Yah, it was very difficult. So, she took a design course, if I remember correctly, in ITE 

then after she graduated, it was very, very hard for her to get a job. She’s not working 

anything design related. She’s doing admin. 

There was evidence of other policies that the participants found unfair such as the 

prioritisation of level of qualifications over specialisation. From Sandra’s observations, she 

had noticed that a diploma holder from a non-related discipline would be paid more than an 

ITE graduate who holds a Certificate in Office for an administrative position, a more related 

qualification. Similarly, a non-related high qualification is more valued than skills gained from 

experience, as shared by Gene. 

(Sandra, NT) 

Actually, I don’t think it’s fair because right now, right? Some of them who holds a 

diploma, let’s say, in IT or other things; actually, they are working in an office as admin 

executive or marketing executive, which is not related to the work they are doing right 

now. And the boss still sees the people as a diploma rather than what industry they 

are working. So, it’s quite not a good benefit for us, for some of us ah which we actually 

look into what we want, what we love to do than the cert that we got is what we want 

for the industry that we work in. And they don’t look into that. 

(Gene, NA) 

Now, I face the difficulty. Because of the… maybe the pay that I want. As in, cause I 

work for seven years. So, the pay is actually increasing lah. Ya, so I am holding the ‘N’ 
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level cert. I went to look for jobs. I look at the cert… Wah, you get this cert, and you 

want this pay? Ya… 

(Interviewer) So, they don’t look at your experience, your number of years of 

experience? They only look at your…? 

Pay and your cert. 

The experiences shared above indicate that there is even a stigma attached to the level of 

qualifications one has, and this future outcome of being in the Normal Stream is oppressive. 

Like Gene, those who did not further their studies beyond secondary school or ITE found 

themselves stuck in low-wage jobs with little increment or future opportunities. Many 

participants, such as Farid and Raziq, realised this trend. 

(Farid, NT) 

I think education plays an important part because they value paper more than 

experience nowadays. So, I think a lot of young students are continuing their studies. 

I think they also realise that… I think they realise that papers are more important 

nowadays. 

(Raziq, NA) 

To me, the paper just reflects on what you can do, what you know. There are ways 

you can (be) exposed, like introduce your skills and let people know, but apparently, 

in Singapore, they don’t look much on that. 

Farid’s statement that “papers are more important” and Raziq’s use of the phrase “in 

Singapore, they don’t look much on that” in reference to having skills, but no paper 

qualifications are significant observations showing the overreliance and importance attached 

to paper qualifications in Singapore. Farid and Raziq’s tone of voice and choice of words 

revealed that they felt a sense of injustice. For some financially abled participants, such as 

Illiya, this feeling of injustice led them to pursue a higher qualification. 
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(Illiya, NA) 

(Interviewer) Okay, so what made you decide to pursue your degree? 

Illiya: Because of the injustice feeling that I was out of job. 

For these participants, pursuing higher qualifications seems to be the only way to get out of 

their current position in society - a necessary sacrifice to climb the social ladder and be 

someone “worthy” in the eyes of society, even if this means spending more time and money 

when they could be working and starting a family. Goffman (1961) theorised that those with 

stigmatised conditions would attempt to change to fit the norm. However, unlike Illiya and 

some participants, others, such as Rilla, do not have the social and economic capital to do so. 

This issue with lack of resources and its implications are discussed in Chapter 7. 

6.2.3 Rebellion is not a Rejection of Education 

The participants’ oppositional behaviours and low ambitions are not indications of a total 

rejection of school. Many of the graduates reported some positive memories from their 

schooling lives, centred around their co-curricular activities (CCA). The CCAs provided some 

students with skills such as leadership and discipline that they felt benefitted them long after 

compulsory schooling ended. 

(Gene, NA) 

Cause I’m the leader in the art club lah so when I came out to work, I more… as in, 

more independent lah I can say. 

Gene felt that her independence was due to her position as a leader in school. Meanwhile, 

Nisa felt that her CCA taught her resilience, and this lesson “spills over other aspects of your 

lives”. 

(Nisa, NA) 

I remember in Primary school; I would play the recorder in front of my uncle and aunt, 

played them a song and in secondary school, my parents like my Chinese dance most. 

I think it helped me discover different parts of myself that I could be equally… I mean, 
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I may not excel in it, but it was something worth trying, and I think it's important to 

instil that in kids as well. Like you may not be excellent at something, but once you try 

something, you will always learn things from it. So, this learning journey is never-

ending, not just about studies, but it spills over to other aspects of your life. 

Others like Hadi, who had earlier shared retrospectively that he was disruptive, felt that being 

part of the soccer team taught him discipline and made him try “to listen to people” and 

“instructions”. These are essential characteristics and skills that one would need as an adult 

in the working world. 

(Hadi, NA) 

Soccer helps me in a physical way. Discipline and trying to listen to people ah. People, 

instructions. 

For some other participants, they looked forward to their CCAs as it gave them a boost of 

confidence, and the activities may have been a necessary reprieve from issues that they faced 

external to the school. Even those who did not actively participate in the CCAs due to 

disciplinary actions taken against them wanted to. 

(Shafiq, NT) 

Ya definitely. Playing soccer, which is my hobby, did feel way better lah personally. 

Cause I like to play soccer… no doubt makes me feel happy lah. I mean, I know where 

I’m from, I know my capability on… I’m more physical in sports rather than education. 

Ya… 

(Yusuf, NT) 

It (rugby) lets me release my anger ah because I can tackle… ha-ha. 

The participants were participating in school activities, and despite some truancy, almost all 

reported regular attendance in school, with a large proportion attributing it to these activities. 

Based on these findings, an assumption can be made that they possess some form of 

motivation, which, if nurtured correctly, could have yielded different outcomes. If their 
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experiences in school were more conducive and encouraging, these participants might be in 

better current positions.  

6.3 Conclusion 

This chapter has explored how students display oppositional behaviour and rebellion due to 

stigmatised conditions and the interactions the individuals have with their peers, their 

teachers, the school, and the wider society. These oppositional behaviours are responses to 

what some deem as unfairness or as a form of coping mechanism. The outcomes of 

stigmatisation are long-term and are felt long after the students have left school. We now 

know that lower-stream students tend to hold positions in multiple stigmatised groups, such 

as being Malay and being in a low-stream or being in low-stream and being from a low-income 

household, thus experiencing the double minority effect (Croizet & Millet, 2011; Gonzales et 

al., 2002). This means they would have to spend an extensive amount of energy and effort to 

cope with the resulting stresses, leaving them with almost none for self-control. The lack of 

self-control then results in maladaptive behaviours, one of which is aggression (Inzlicht et al., 

2012), and this explains the constant deviance and oppositional behaviour in the lower-

stream students. 

Data from this chapter also shows that these behaviours are not inherent, and based on 

participants’ retrospective accounts, many were able to identify “where they went wrong”. 

Many expressed regrets and a desire to “turn back time” so as to be able to do better. 

However, what has been significantly highlighted is the unforgiving nature of Singapore’s 

education system, which pigeonholes students and removes future opportunities through 

streamlining during their prepubescent period. As demonstrated by the participants’ 

experiences in these last two chapters, school and the education system play a significant role 

in the segregation and formation of groups, which later form the social and economic 

hierarchy of Singapore’s society. Nonetheless, school and the education system cannot be 

entirely blamed, as the root of the problem lies in Singapore’s geopolitical history (Chapter 

2). Using the PPCT lens, the following chapter will delve deeper into other contributing factors 

that can help us better understand the experiences of low-stream graduates. 
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Narrative: The Continuation Part 3 

Then came the dreaded ‘N’ levels at secondary 4. They had an opportunity to move up to the 

Normal Academic stream, but none of Ahmad’s friends seemed interested. He wasn’t either. 

They did put in a little more effort for this examination as it would determine the course they 

would get at the Institute of Technical Education. No one wanted to have to retake their ‘N’ 

levels and stay another year in secondary school. Especially not him. 

With five other siblings, money was hard to come by. He had to work. He started working at 

14, the legal age to work in Singapore, to help his mother. He also wanted what every other 

kid had – a mobile phone and a normal life. To do that, he had to work to get the money.  

“All this and school too!” he despairs. 

He put in a little more effort in ITE. His useless father told his mother that he believed that son 

of theirs would never make it. That motivated Ahmad a little more. Nevertheless, no matter 

how hard he worked, he couldn’t help but blame himself for the situation he was in. He should 

have put in more effort in primary school. He didn’t know better then, but that should not be 

an excuse. 

ITE was just like secondary school. The teachers would only pay attention to those they 

deemed to be good. It was demoralising, but he was one of the lucky ones. Only two Malay 

students in his class made it to polytechnic, and he was one of the two. 

It was a longer route, but that is okay. He had to prove to his father that he could do it. 

Life was difficult. He was already 21 when he started polytechnic after the compulsory national 

service all Singaporean males must undergo. He had to work. He has younger siblings. His 

mother had just been diagnosed with cancer. The lecturers and tutors did not seem to 

understand. They seemed to only care about students who were already good. They left him 

behind. 

After graduation, he applied to enter the prestigious Nanyang Technological University on a 

part-time basis. But they rejected him. His GPA was too low. 
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7. Impacts of Bio-ecological Factors in a Meritocratic Society 

This chapter aims to analyse issues that have yet to be addressed in the previous chapters to 

understand the impacts a meritocratic system has had on society and its members, 

particularly students from low-streams. Bronfenbrenner’s Process-Person-Context-Time 

(PPCT) model (Bronfenbrenner, 1994; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2007; Figure 6) helps to 

illustrate and assist in the understanding of the different systems in an individual’s life that 

influences their outcomes in Singapore’s meritocratic society. This chapter also brings 

together the other theories when necessary and embeds them into the PPCT model to 

provide a greater depth of understanding of a very complex subject. 

Person 

 

Process 
Direct interactions between individuals 
and objects/people  

 

Context 

 

Time

 

 

Figure 17: PPCT (Bronfenbrenner, 1994; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2007) 
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7.1 Process 

To recap Chapter 4, Bronfenbrenner describes Process, in the Process-Person-Context-Time 

model (PPCT), as the first component, and the direct interactions here hold the most 

significant influence and are critical to an individual’s development (Bronfenbrenner & 

Morris, 2007; Bronfenbrenner & Vasta, 1989; Komives & Tan, 2016; Tudge et al., 2009). He 

specified Process as proximal processes, which means direct interactions the individual has 

with their most immediate surroundings, and emphasised that genetics do not produce the 

individual, but instead, they are a product of their interactions (Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994). 

In Chapter 4, we learnt that the most immediate interaction is between a child and his family. 

Parent-child activities and different types of play (solitary or group) are some examples of 

“enduring patterns of proximal processes” (Bronfenbrenner, 1994, p. 620). Suppose the 

interactions are positive and without taking anything else into account. In that case, the 

theory is that the child’s development would be healthy, yielding a healthy outcome in 

adulthood. However, if the interactions are negative, the opposite would be true. The role 

proximal processes play in an individual’s outcomes is significant and can be seen in the 

participants’ experiences with regard to their relationships and interactions with those closest 

to them. 

A few participants shared positive stories about their parents and spoke of support and 

motivation. The translating outcomes are typically positive for these participants who 

reported positive interactions. On the other hand, participants who reported negative 

experiences also reported adverse effects. It is imperative to look at both sides to show how 

vital the process is. Sharizal, Pasha and Nisa were from the Normal Academic Stream and had 

similar SES (middle-low) backgrounds. However, their home and school experiences were 

vastly different, and the following paragraphs will help elucidate these differences. 

The support and safe environment Pasha received from his family contributed to a positive 

outcome for him. He used variants of the word “support” more than once when he discussed 

his parents. His positive direct interactions developed him, which has helped his current 

outcomes: he is now a co-founder and co-owner of a business specialising in fitness and 

martial arts – something he is passionate about. 
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(Pasha, NA) 

My parents were supportive. But they have expectations. Their expectations were 

high, but they were fine with what I have, you know. They were very supportive, they 

were very understanding, and I did what I could. So, I didn’t have any problems with 

my parents. 

Yes, we (in the Normal stream) are failures. But the way I see it because I really like to 

study, and I really wanted to do what I want, you know… I saw it as a blessing in 

disguise because my mum supports me in pursuing what I wanted to do. There’s a… 

the thing is I have like… it’s always in my mind this saying… it’s only interesting when 

you’re interested. So, I… if I’m not interested right, I’m not going to put a lot of effort 

doing what I… doing the things I’m not interested in. So, when I got into mass 

communications, I was really interested in doing what I wanted to. And I really scored 

really, really well. And everyone in my class I find that people who go for private 

education right do better than the ones who go for government (education). 

Similarly, Nisa talked about the support she received from her family. Most important for Nisa 

was the conducive and safe home environment provided to her, which she felt allowed her 

to excel in her studies. She eventually went on to do a degree and is now holding a top 

position in public relations in the media industry. 

(Nisa, NA) 

I think my mom helps like in her little ways. Right. She also has her part to play, like 

she’d help me make coffee. Yah, you know, like really small but really sweet things... 

she was, like, supportive in her own way, and I did really well in the first year and the 

subsequent years in secondary school. I was a top ‘N’ Level student in my school, and 

then I went to do fairly well for my ‘O’ level and so on yah. 

On the other side is Sharizal, who was not as fortunate and did not have what he felt was a 

healthy home environment. Due to the constant stresses at home and bullying by his brother, 

Sharizal did not feel like he belonged in his family. Unlike Pasha and Nisa, Sharizal often faced 

tense situations at home. Tense situations between family members and conflicts at home 
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often lead to students staying out of their homes and hanging out with peers who are likely 

to be in similar stressful situations. This then affects the students’ educational achievements 

as staying out usually means not studying and engaging in activities that may be deemed as 

anti-social, and these contribute to eventual outcomes. When Sharizal shared about his 

stressful home situations, he used words like “hurt”, “gap”, and “searching for love”, giving 

us an insight into his frayed relationships with his family. 

(Sharizal, NA) 

There are other underlying factors, I would say, that really impacted me a lot. One of 

it is issues back at home lah. I was a victim of bully. And the thing is, I’m not bullied by 

anyone outside. But I was bullied by my own elder brother. And it is really that worst 

until… I just give one scenario that really hurts me the most. … I have a brother, but I 

never feel any brotherly love. And that was one gap in my life back then. … I was 

hoping that my elder brother protects me in school, gives me the attention, honour 

me, blah blah blah, but I received the opposite treatment. Because of that, I was 

searching for the brotherly love, but I don’t receive it. Then I found it somewhere else.  

As Sharizal did not have the kind of healthy relationships from his immediate surroundings – 

his family – he searched for it somewhere else and found it in his peers. 

(Sharizal, NA) 

It was with a gang back then, after school we had an… we often go to the street soccer 

court, and there was a group of… I would say much more older than us, lah. The guys 

are much more older than us. They were hanging out and stuff. They somehow 

acknowledge my presence. They see what I’m good at, and… they recruited me to the 

gang. And I felt belonged there. So, that’s another factor to why I dropped out from 

school.  

Sharizal usage of the word “belonged” is repeated more than once throughout the interview 

highlighting its significance to his psychological well-being. His feelings of lack of belonging 

extend beyond the home and into school. He was not doing academically well in school and 
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was not feeling good about himself, and Sharizal’s gang affiliations were his way of searching 

for the elusive feeling of “belonging”. 

(Sharizal, NA) 

I feel more belonged outside than in school because, you know, I was really failing a 

lot of subjects right, in school. And my self-esteem was really low at that point of time. 

But when I’m with this group of boys… you know, this group of abang-abang (older 

brothers or older males) they call it. They respected me, they honoured me, and 

suddenly I feel that I think I should be here because I feel a sense of success here. They 

managed to bring me up to a level that I feel respect and honour. I think I should be 

there.  

The older members of the gang “respected” and “honoured” him, and these feelings gave him 

a “sense of success” that school did not provide him. The complex interlacing of the different 

agents in Sharizal’s microsystem, from family to school, to peers, played a large part in his 

self-efficacy, affecting his future outcome. His interactions with those closest to him 

influenced his life decisions. Where the interactions were negative (family), he tried to make 

up for it through what he deemed as positive interactions (his peers outside of school and 

gang members). Joining gangs and subsequent anti-social behaviours were his response and 

reaction to the negative situations in his life. 

However, Bronfenbrenner (1989; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2007; Komives & Tan, 2016; 

Tudge et al., 2009) argues that while Process plays a role in the development and thus 

contribute to the outcomes of the individual, other components need to be considered such 

as the individual’s traits (Person), the environments the individual is in (Context), and the 

events during the lifespan of the individual and the characters and groups in the individual’s 

life (Time), and these will be discussed in the following few sections. Understanding these 

factors would assist in finding solutions to a more equitable education system. 

7.2 Person 

The second component of Bronfenbrenner’s PPCT model is Person. Person includes the role 

of the individual in the interactions and development. Bronfenbrenner and Vasta (1989) 
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further broke this down into three characteristics: Demand, Resource and Force.  The 

participants’ measurable traits or Demand, particularly ethnicity, was discussed in Chapter 

5.3. At the same time, their Force characteristics, such as persistence and motivation, 

motivation (or lack of), have been noted several times and discussed extensively throughout 

Chapter 5.  

These chapters have shown the intersectionality of the frameworks in this study, and the 

findings can be explained through these different frameworks. However, each framework has 

its strengths, and a specific framework was chosen to explain each finding for the best 

possible outcome. This section discussed findings through Bronfenbrenner’s PPCT model, in 

particular the Resource trait, the third of the characteristics that have yet to be addressed. 

Resource is the intrapersonal assets of an individual, such as their family wealth and 

socioeconomic status. This section will further explore the impact of an individual’s resource 

trait on their outcome. 

7.2.1 Resource – Intergenerational Struggle, Family’s Socioeconomic Status, Wealth, 

Connections, and Professions 

There is evidence of a correlation between the parents’ situation, their social and economic 

wealth, and their children’s development. One of the participants shared how she had to go 

through a pathway similar to her father, while another described the difficult journey his 

parents went through. 

(Nora, Express) 

So, my mum has education until Sec 4. My dad is Primary 6. Unfortunately, he had to 

stop his studying because my grandfather passed away. I have no siblings. I’m an only 

child. I went through the hard way in my studies from Express to ITE, ITE to a Private 

Diploma, Private Diploma to a Degree. 

(Hilmi, NA) 

My parents came from... can say quite a difficult background, come from a not well-

to-do family. So, yah... think once they start to finish school and everything, they did 



186 
 

not study that far, maybe because of family issues and stuff. 

Nora and Hilmi shared the difficult lives their parents had growing up. For example, Nora’s 

grandfather’s early death contributed to her father’s low education level as “he had to stop 

studying”, while Hilmi’s parents came from “a difficult background” and “a not well to do 

family”, and they too “did not study that far”. The parents’ responses to their experiences 

would impact their behaviours and circumstances, inevitably influencing their parenting 

styles and what they can afford to provide to their children. 

The government has acknowledged this intergenerational struggle, and they have put in place 

some help to encourage all children to stay in school. However, what widens the gap is the 

ability or lack of access to educational opportunities beyond public education, such as private 

tuition and enrichment programmes, as shared in Chapter 2.4. Although the Singapore 

government is trying to de-emphasise focus on academics, Singapore still has a pertinent 

tuition culture. According to Tan (2017), parents with higher educational qualifications and 

incomes invest more monetarily in academic enrichment classes, such as tuition and non-

academically. The dichotomy in investments by parents from different SES would translate to 

a paradox in outcomes for their children. 

The Privilege of Monetary Investments in Quality Tuition and Other Educational Opportunities 

Access to educational opportunities such as tuition requires the parents and caregivers to 

have the necessary resources, such as wealth and connections (Chua et al., 2019; Lim, 2016; 

Teo, 2018), and lack of access translates to a lack of opportunities leading to less desirable 

outcomes as shared by Gene and Pasha. 

(Gene, NA) 

(Interviewer) So, say like, example, your mum is a lawyer, and your dad is, like 

accountant or something ah, you think you would do better? 

Ya, of course.  Because to me… okay. English is very important in Singapore. If my 

parents know how to speak English, as in they might talk to me in English lah since 

young, but they didn’t lah because they don’t know English mah.  
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(Interviewer) Ya, then what about the wealth? Like money… if they had more money, 

what would that have changed your education? Would that have changed your 

educational opportunities? 

Ya, they can actually send me to... as in private school. As in for… after I out from 

secondary school, they can, if they have money, they can actually provide me. As in 

send me to school, private school, and so lah. Ya. 

(Pasha, NA) 

It’s how their parents plan out their future for their kids. So, fortunately, my parents 

they started out early. So as soon as I was born, they already put in money for… savings 

for my education for rainy days. You know, if I happen to need the money to actually 

study abroad or anything. So, in that sense, I was very fortunate. 

(Interviewer) What did you notice about your friends?  

A lot of my other friends, they didn’t have that… they were not fortunate as I am. So, 

their parents didn’t think about it as early as my parents did. So, some of them would 

have struggled, you know to… they had to look for a job first. Then once they found a 

job, then they, you know… did like night classes and stuff like that. And part-time 

classes to actually graduate. Ya, to me, you know, wealth has a lot to do with it. … I 

feel like if you are rich right, you are exposed to more things. More… I mean, your 

parents would have fed you a lot more than others. The rest of us would… we are 

strugglers, right. So, we know how we feel for each other. So, we have more to talk 

about rather than, you know… the richer ones. 

In order to gain a comprehensive understanding of how financial and social disparities can 

lead to educational inequality and inequity, it is necessary to compare the experiences of 

students from low or middle-low socioeconomic status (SES) families to those of their high-

SES counterparts. By juxtaposing these two groups, a clearer picture of the gap in educational 

outcomes and opportunities can emerge, revealing how socioeconomic status influences a 

student's chances of success in the education system. Unlike all the other participants, 

Zhengyang is from a high-SES family and an elite school. He also identifies as being from the 
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Chinese ethnic group, which forms the majority of Singapore’s population. His experiences 

were a stark contrast to the experiences of the other participants, who are primarily from the 

Malay ethnic group and are all from low and middle-low-SES families. 

Zhengyang comes from a family of high-income earners from whom he gained economic and 

cultural capital. He attended an elite Special Assisted Programme (SAP) school in both primary 

and secondary where the primary school is the feeder school to the secondary school. As 

stated in Chapter 2, SAP schools focus on the Chinese language and culture, and their 

population is predominantly Chinese (above the average national population). To enter these 

schools, Zhengyang’s parents would either have had a high income and wealth to stay in the 

area the schools are located, be a volunteer or donor, be an alumnus, or all the above (See 

Chapter 2). In other words, Zhengyang’s parents had the necessary resources, such as social 

and financial capital, to give Zhengyang an advantage over his peers. These advantages were 

provided not just to him but to his sister as well. His sister, who is currently an accountant in 

a top firm in Singapore, was sent to Canada to further her studies, an investment that typically 

only the wealthy can afford. Zhengyang, now a banker, shared that he used to attend 

additional classes and was not paying much attention in class. 

(Zhengyang, Express) 

We played throughout the whole freaking time, and then when it comes to exams, 

“Oh s***! I haven’t studied!”  that kind of thing. It may be (because of) the support 

that we have actually. Because I do have tuitions and outside-school support. So, I 

could afford to be less attentive during school and things like that. 

Zhengyang’s admission that he “could afford to be less attentive during school” because he 

had “tuition and outside school support” is one of the privileges awarded to high-SES 

students. Additional external academic support, such as tuition, is a means of resources and 

opportunities high-SES parents provide for their children. The unfairness does not go 

unnoticed by those from the low-SES group. 

(Farid, NT) 

(Interviewer) Do you think social class has any effect on the education of anyone? Not 
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just yourself. 

I think yes. I think this happened to most of the Chinese, I think. Because they – (the 

Chinese) have lots of money and they will, like, invest a lot of things for their children. 

Like one of my classmates lah last time also. Invest this, study this, study this, study 

this, study this because they have money. So not like certain of us. What we have is 

just enough. They have money. I think it’s unfair also lah because they have money, 

they can do anything. 

(Interviewer) For their kids? 

Yeah, for their kids. 

(Interviewer) What kind of investment? 

I think from their studies, from their any activities or … A lot of things for their kids. 

Tuition. I think it’s unfair. 

While the wealthy are able to invest in their children, for those from households that struggle 

financially, quality and exclusive tuition and further studies, even within Singapore, is not an 

option.  

(Yusuf, NT) 

You can say ya, it’s equal because everybody is given the chances. But then again, the 

chances is not for everybody.  

(Interviewer) Why? 

Because you see ah, some people come from a rich family. They can give their son 

tuition. Like really good tuition. One-on-one tuition. And some cannot afford tuition.  

(Interviewer) I understand, ya. That’s a very, very good point, actually.  

For me, my tuition is from my auntie, which is okay lah. Not that professional, but still 

okay ah. Managed to give me good (enough) result to be here.  
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Most had seen their parents or single mothers struggle with extra jobs to ensure they could 

pay the school fees and for their children to receive additional help through budget tuition 

classes when they see their child facing difficulties in school. Unlike Zhengyang, they could 

not “afford to be less attentive during school”. 

(Hilmi, NA) 

As you grow up, sometimes money is an issue to further my studies and stuff. So, I’ll 

do with what I can first. To me like I can even take up a degree when I’m at the later 

age when money isn’t any issue lah. 

(Rilla, NT) 

Maybe I could have gone to a lot more tuition during primary school. Ya, but my family 

situation during that time… they don’t really give me a lot of (financial) support in 

terms of my studies and all. They just sent me to school, that’s all. 

(Nora, Express) 

(Interviewer) What role do you think social class meaning wealth, and background of 

yourself and your parents have played in your educational opportunities and current 

outcome? 

It’s played a very large role because if, let’s say my parents were well off, I think I’ll be 

like, not even here. I would be in Australia, studying… taking my Master’s… which is 

what I want to do. But unfortunately, my parents are old, so even my degree, I had to 

fork out the money for myself. So, it took me quite a while to get here. So, I think if 

my financial situation was different, I would get my education faster; I won’t be where 

I am now. 

(Farah, NA) 

If (my parents have) more money, I could probably continue my study degree or 

further study… ya.  
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(Interviewer) So right now, because you are not continuing to further studies… is it 

because of financial situation? 

I would like to like… pay for myself. 

The findings above agree with Tan’s (2018) observations that educational opportunities such 

as tuition and other enrichment classes are a form of personal investment. These investments 

are essential in ensuring that a child not only does better in examinations but also develops 

in other critical areas, such as social and language skills, which play a huge part in future 

outcomes. Therefore, for students from low-SES households, their parents’ lack of resources 

is a barrier to full access to educational opportunities, thus affecting their academic results 

and future economic and social opportunities. 

The Privilege of Feeder Schools 

Aside from the privilege of tuition and enrichment classes, another privilege generally 

afforded to the wealthier class exists in the Singapore education system in the form of feeder 

schools. Feeder schools are primary and secondary schools with direct affiliations to elite 

secondary schools and junior colleges. Students from feeder schools are able to enter elite 

secondary schools on lower cut-off points compared to others from non-affiliated schools. 

The advantages high-SES parents can afford are not just in prominent academic activities such 

as additional classes or by providing security; they can also subtly transmit their advantages 

through cultural capital, and often, this is done through the type of schools they send their 

children to, as demonstrated by Zhengyang. High-SES parents not only have the knowledge 

of the cultural capital their child can gain through attending such schools, but they can also 

afford to move to affluent areas where elite schools are often located. They are also usually 

well connected through alumni status, which helps secure their child’s position in the school. 

(Nisa, NA) 

I think usually for elite schools, most of the families... as in most students, would come 

from pretty well-off families. I noticed, and… okay, I wouldn’t say that they are all from 

well-off families, but I would say that majority of them are from well-off families. 
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The students’ enrolment in these elite schools is significant as it almost directly influences 

their social and economic outcomes. Students from high-SES and advantaged households mix 

and socialise with others from similar backgrounds. With this, they share their resources and 

opportunities within their own social group – the closed elite circle. To further understand 

the situation, it is essential to delve even deeper and analyse the Context of the participants’ 

situations. 

7.3 Context 

Context is the third component of PPCT and is the core of PPCT. It includes the elements of 

Bronfenbrenner’s (1974, 1976, 1977, 1979) earlier bio-ecological model of human 

development. Context covers four of the five-tier systems – microsystem, mesosystem, 

exosystem, and macrosystem. This section explores the context in which the participants 

were situated and how these played a role in their development and future outcomes. 

7.3.1 Microsystem – Roles the Child Plays in the Family when in School 

The reality of one child may differ from another due to family circumstances. In some 

instances where the family is facing tremendous hardship, the child may be burdened by the 

responsibilities and expectations placed on them. Some children may need to take over the 

role of the parent(s) for their siblings while their parent(s) is(are) working or if they are away 

for other reasons, for example, due to incarcerations. One such case is Illiya, who had to juggle 

schoolwork while taking care of her siblings, especially during crucial times such as the PSLE 

examinations.  

(Illiya, NA) 

Back then, I was in my primary school stage. And I have younger siblings. So, when I 

was studying, I still have to take care of my younger siblings. I always have to do that 

because I’m the eldest. I always have that kind of memory whereby when I’m studying 

for my PSLE, at the same time, I have to take care of my siblings. 

The onus and expectations were on her as the “eldest” child, and Illiya’s experience is typical 

of those from large low-SES families. Due to financial constraints, many low and middle-low-

income families are not able to afford childcare while they are at work. If they do not have 
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the support of other family members, such as their grandparents, to care for them, the 

children are not only left to fend for themselves but they are also often roped in to help their 

parents care for their younger siblings. Illiya was only 12 years old when she was sitting for 

her PSLE examinations. At that age, she was still a child, yet she was in charge of other 

children. This reality is, unfortunately, true for many who cannot afford other options. 

Meanwhile, others may feel the need to work to help their family’s financial situation; for 

some, the family may place expectations on the child. One such case is a Polytechnic 

Director’s List graduate, Rilla, who could not enrol in a university course despite being 

qualified due to filial piety. She felt the need to enter the workforce immediately and was also 

expected to do so by her family. 

(Rilla, NT) 

Especially like really… really changed my mindset lah. Like after poly, I just 

straightaway want to work. I didn’t even think like to try to apply for uni. And I think 

not only finances lah. Because during that time, my dad just passed away also. And 

my mindset is just like to think… is just give the best for my mum lah. For now, until 

like she passes away. So that, at least, I give something back to her because I didn’t 

get the chance to do that to my dad, right? Because I’m still schooling. But to think 

back, I still need to think far. I still have to. 

Responsibilities (stopped me from going to university). Even though I have siblings and 

all, but they put me to… take responsibilities. To take care of the family like that. Even 

though they are working, but they want me… because they know I’m the only one that 

is working very well right now, like good pay and all. So, to them, it’s… to them, I’m 

already ready to go out there and just work all the way lah. But that’s not what I want, 

lah. I actually want to learn. I still want to study, actually. 

Aside from being unable to continue her studies and feeling trapped by her family’s 

expectations of her, Rilla had to take up part-time jobs while still in school to ensure that she 

had some pocket money. When juxtaposed against Zhengyang’s, Rilla's situation shows the 

great polarity between the realities of high-SES and low-SES families, and families form the 

microsystem and the mesosystem in a child’s life. It is a standard expectation for a child to be 
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dependent on their parents and for the parents to provide for the child, especially in relatively 

traditional societies such as Singapore. This expectation, however, differs for many low-SES 

families.  

7.3.2 Exosystem – Policies and Geo-political Interactions 

Impact of Policies on Child 

One of the most significant external factors that have substantial impacts on a child is the 

policies that are in existence in a country. One of these policies is the housing policy in 

Singapore, which is integrated into the socio-political sector of Singapore, as discussed in 

Chapter 2. One cannot separate the child from the parent or the parent from the child, as 

suggested by Bronfenbrenner and Vasta (1989); therefore, the difficulties in securing a roof 

over one’s head do not only affect the adult, it also affects all the children under the care of 

that adult. This is an example of how the various systems interwoven with each other directly 

impact the individual, and Rilla was and still is affected by the policy. 

(Rilla, NT) 

I have five siblings. I have one brother and three sisters. Last time my dad was working 

alone, supporting my family, my five siblings. He’s the only one working. And my mum, 

she’s a housewife. Last time I was staying at quite a good house lah. We were staying 

in an executive house, but after my dad fell ill, we stay in a rental flat. Because that 

point of time, no one supporting my family. I was schooling… sec (secondary) 4. I 

remember I was in sec 4 when we need to shift house and my dad can’t work anymore. 

Rilla and her family’s dire financial situation were further aggravated by the Housing 

Development Board’s (HDB) complex and stringent policies. Rilla, together with one of her 

sisters and her mother, is technically still homeless. They move between two 1-bedroom 

government-subsidised flats rented by their other siblings who have children. On a full day, 

the 1-bedroom flat houses a total of nine people, half of them are toddlers, children, or 

school-going children and teenagers. Rilla had no other option but to work – it was the only 

way to keep her family alive, especially her sick mother. Going to university was not an option, 

even with scholarships and allowances. In a non-welfare country where asking for help 
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requires jumping through many hoops, having a roof over one’s head is security. However, 

many, like Rilla, are not afforded that security. This lack of security plays a role in their ability 

to function in school, contributing to their outcomes. 

Impacts of Geo-Political Interactions on Malay Students 

Another critical aspect of the exosystem is the geo-political reality of being a Malay (Muslim) 

student in Singapore. As discussed in earlier chapters, the political and social interactions 

Malay students experience in Singapore influence their educational experiences and 

outcomes. Although the official narrative of Singapore is multiracialism and religious 

tolerance, there is a lack of racial and religious equality and equity in schools and the 

workforce for Malays who are predominantly Muslim in Singapore. One example is the use of 

headdresses (hijab) which caused a controversy in 2002 and 2003 when Muslim schoolgirls 

were suspended for wearing the hijab to school. Most recently, in 2021, debates are 

continuing, and this time, it was for lack of religious freedom for Muslim nurses and those in 

uniformed public services experienced. Muslim girls and women have been made to choose 

between religion, school, and work, whereas religious allowances have been made to men of 

the Sikh faith, who are allowed to wear turbans. The Sikh men’s religious freedom precedes 

road safety laws, and they are even allowed to choose a turban over the wearing of a 

motorcycle helmet. This blatant unfairness is an implicit message the government sends: 

Islam poses a danger to society (Mutalib, 2012). 

Additionally, as reported by Githu Muigai (2010) in his observations for the UN Special 

Rapporteur, Malays face obvious discrimination in the military, with ministers defending the 

discrimination using the excuse that Malays would not fight against Malaysia and Indonesia 

in the event of war due to ethnic and religious similarities. This apprehension has resulted in 

top-performing Malay students being automatically disqualified from competing for the 

coveted Singapore Armed Forces scholarship (Barr & Skrbiš, 2008). The UN Special Rapporteur 

(Githu Muigai, 2010) also highlighted discrimination against ethnic minorities within 

employment, particularly ‘language discrimination’. Raziq and Farid’s experiences stress the 

discrimination faced by ethnic minorities. 
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(Raziq, NA) 

(Interviewer) Do you think there’s an issue after? Like school, maybe at work... 

Yes. From what I’ve experienced, yes. 

(Interviewer) Okay. So, what are some of your experiences? 

err... am I going to get... 

(Interviewer) No, you’re not... I don’t have your last name or anything. 

Most companies favour Chinese because Singapore deals a lot with clients who speak 

Mandarin. So, you need to be bilingual (in Mandarin). 

(Farid, NT) 

Actually, I enjoy my current job. But again, I… my workplace is full of Malays and then 

the upper levels only Chinese. And they can only promote you (Malays) to a certain 

level.  

(Interviewer) Why? 

Because Chinese are usually the officers, and actually, there’s no Malay as an officer. 

So, from there, you can see the discrimination. The job’s unfair. Unfairness… the job. 

So, there’s limit, actually. There’s limit to where you can go. You know there’s no 

prospect, and you know where you’ll end up. And so dekat situ je (just stuck there). 

It’s stagnant. So, if you want to… usually my place if you want to upgrade or what, 

you’ve got to do inter-department transfer, or you leave the place. 

(Interviewer) So, why do you say… you talk a lot about the different races, right? Why 

do you say that you can’t move up so far? Is it because you are Malay? 

Farid: Yes. 

The participants’ interviews also gave glimpses into the cultural beliefs and values held in 

Singapore. One of these is the value placed on different types of jobs and the status attached 
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to each job. Although having a job at all would seem positive as the individual is making money 

instead of relying on handouts or living a life of crime, Pasha sees Malays as having odd jobs 

like “movers” as a “problem”. Pasha’s views are not isolated and are shaped by the beliefs 

and values held by Singapore’s society. His views reflect the general sentiments of most 

Singaporeans. 

(Pasha, NA) 

Okay, the Malays normally don’t do very well. ... Problem is, you know… a lot of Malays 

that I know are stuck in odd jobs like, you know, movers. 

Many of the participants lamented about their jobs and the low pay and status attached to 

them. The belief in the correlation between academic qualifications, economic wealth, and 

social status emanates strongly throughout all interviews, and this was discussed in further 

detail in Chapter 6, Section 6.2.2. As discussed in the chapter, Malay students face multiple 

stigmatisations, leading to many issues such as in-group solidarity, internalised racism, 

discriminatory treatment by teachers in school, and lack of job prospects, amongst others, 

which plays a part in economic outcomes resulting in Malays being placed in the lowest 

socioeconomic hierarchy in Singapore. Due to the lack of resources such as capital and 

network, many Malay parents are not able to provide their children with a foot up the ladder. 

In many instances, the socioeconomic circumstances become cyclical and intergenerational, 

which further cement the stereotypical views of the Malay ethnic group as “lazy” and 

“stupid”, amongst others. These stereotypical views lead to lessen job prospects as no 

employer would want to hire anyone they deem as “lazy” and “stupid”. Unfortunately, this 

experience is not confined to Malays with low educational qualifications. Malays, even those 

with high academic qualifications, have reported working twice as hard as Chinese to prove 

themselves. All of these would have impacted individuals from the Malay ethnic group, and 

while no two persons are the same, as discussed, some negative outcomes have emerged.   

7.4 Conclusion 

Meritocracy in Singapore’s education system does not consider there many factors, such as 

family, school, ethnicities, and policies, that contribute to an individual’s outcome. The first 

example is the correlation between family background, mainly wealth and educational 
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qualifications, and its effects on educational opportunities and outcomes for the students. 

We have seen in this chapter how parents’ circumstances, particularly their academic 

qualifications and income levels, impact their children’s access to educational and social 

opportunities, which play a role in their children’s outcomes. The tuition culture in Singapore 

and policies as feeder schools further widen the gap of access and opportunities between 

low-SES and high-SES parents. 

The other example is that the geo-political influences and realities for Malay students have 

made it increasingly difficult to reconcile their status in Singapore’s predominantly Chinese 

secular society (AMP, 2012). Singaporeans are fed narratives of Singapore being a country 

where everyone is equal regardless of race or religion; however, Malay students are 

confronted by social realities that differ from the narratives fed to them. This clash of realities 

and official narratives is a constant reminder to Malays of the multiple threads of identities 

they hold and is also a continual barrage of systemic discrimination. From the many 

interactions within each system, each of these identities is constantly being questioned or 

dismissed, influencing an individual Malay self-identity, their experiences with their ethnic 

group, their experiences with others in society, their academic experiences, and their 

workplace experiences, among others. For some individuals, some or all of these influences 

may have a negative impact on their overall outcomes. 
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Narrative: The Continuation Part 4 

Work was hard to come by. Employers wanted someone with experience, but they also wanted 

someone with qualifications. He didn’t seem to satisfy their criteria. When the employers 

asked him about his future plans, he didn’t have an answer. What was he supposed to tell 

them? He never had any goals. He never thought of planning. All he wanted was to earn some 

money to survive and help his family. He didn’t think it would be this difficult. 

What he had learnt in ITE and polytechnic was not in demand. He was desperate. Again, he 

blamed himself. If only he had studied better, he thought.  

By sheer luck, through the stroke of fate, he was given a chance to work at the shipping yard. 

It was nothing fancy, but it was a job. It brought him money. It wasn’t much, and the work 

environment was terrible, but he could survive off it. There was nothing else out there, and he 

deserved this. That is what happens to people who didn’t put in effort in school, he chided 

himself. 

For the next two years, he went about doing his job. The work environment was really 

negative. Most of his colleagues were addicted to drugs, and they put him in jeopardy. They 

even tried to get him to try. “Try once. It will be okay,” they said. But he didn’t. He had to think 

of his family. Once, one of his colleagues was smoking out of a bong while driving a work 

vehicle. He was in danger, but what could he do? 

He had given up his hopes of getting a degree. Furthermore, as a Malay, his chances of getting 

promoted are low. He was stuck working in this job for the rest of his life with no prospects of 

a promotion, and he had come to accept that. He deserved this, he reminded himself. It was 

his fault.
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8. Discussion 

The concept of meritocracy, as discussed in this thesis, refers to a system in which individuals 

are evaluated and rewarded based on their inherent abilities and achievements. The 

Singapore government's firm stance on meritocracy can be seen in its policies and practices, 

as well as in the societal beliefs and values of its citizens. It is often used to justify policies and 

practices in areas such as employment, housing allocation, and education. However, as this 

study's findings have revealed, the lived experiences of individuals in a meritocracy-based 

society often diverge from the idealistic aims of meritocracy. This chapter will reflect on the 

researcher’s journey as the research progressed, examine the limitations of the theoretical 

frameworks employed, offer a unifying theory, and discuss the key findings. It will also 

consider the significance and relevance of these to the context of Singapore. 

8.1 Research Journey: Navigating Societal Misconceptions and Creating Impact 

through Research and Advocacy for Low-SES Communities 

Before I embarked on this research journey 13 years ago, I held many societal misconceptions 

about Malays and low-SES groups discussed in Chapter 2. Some of the more predominant 

misconceptions were that individuals from these groups were lazy and unintelligent, which 

was why they were poor, unsuccessful, and low in the hierarchy of Singapore’s society. 

Because I “made it” despite what I thought were the same challenges, I held the assumption 

that everyone else should be able to do it. I was influenced by the widespread belief that the 

Malay community was marginalised because of our cultural deficiencies, and those who 

succeeded, such as myself, were intelligent and hardworking, while those who did not are just 

not good enough and deserved to be where they are because of their laziness, poor choices 

in life, and lack of intelligence.  

As shared in Chapter 1, my interactions with low-SES and low-qualified individuals, although 

limited, got me questioning these perspectives. This was one of the fundamental reasons for 

starting this research journey at the master’s level and delving deeper into this research. 

While I have a lot of Malay friends, most, if not all, of my close Malay friends hold high 

qualifications and well-paying jobs. The same is true for my peers from other ethnic groups 

as I formed these relationships at school with fellow students or through my professional 
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capacity as a colleague, project partner, or business partner. This research has allowed me to 

get to know individuals who “do not fit” in my social and professional circles. The interview 

and follow-up sessions I had with them long after the initial session allowed me to get to know 

them at a deeper level. 

As my research journey progressed, I faced a few personal challenges, which saw me taking a 

break from the research and returning to Singapore for a few years. While it was a setback on 

my PhD journey, it was not a setback in terms of experience. Utilising these deep connections 

and the data I gathered during my two and a half years break in Singapore, I started Literacy 

Initiative for Equity (LIFE SG), which aimed to provide access to learning opportunities for 

children from low-SES and at-risk families. Aside from designing and delivering programmes, 

the team at LIFE SG also became the “voices” for the muted. In our work, we noticed that 

dominant narratives of meritocracy and equality muted the voices of the marginalised. So, 

we added advocacy to our efforts. 

When I returned to complete my studies in 2017, I came back with not just data from my 

interviews but also exposure to the lived experiences of low-SES households. This, along with 

the phenomenological and narrative methodology employed in this study, has led to the 

discovery and examination of several unanticipated questions, which necessitated the 

refinement of the original research question, examination of the theoretical frameworks 

employed, and the addition of a unifying theory to assist in reframing the findings. 

8.2 Research Focus and Question Refined 

To recap, this thesis focuses on critically analysing Singapore’s meritocratic education system 

by investigating how individuals who were streamed into lower streams and were enrolled 

into neighbourhood mainstream schools experienced this system. It seeks to understand the 

outcomes, and the following questions were used as guiding questions: 

After about 50 years of a “successful” meritocratic system, why does the government 

find the need to declare that “every school is a good school”? What are the outcomes 

of students who come into the schools at different starting points? 
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As the research progressed, the questions guiding the study were refined to better capture 

the nuances and complexities of the subject. This was due to new insights from the data 

collected during the study and from running a non-profit organisation during a break. These 

unexpected findings prompted a reevaluation of the original research question, allowing for 

a deeper understanding of the subject. This process of refinement was essential in ensuring 

that the research question accurately captured the scope and nature of the subject being 

studied. The following is the new refined research question: 

Why have certain groups, such as low-income families and Malay minorities, struggled 

despite Singapore's success and its meritocracy system, and what continues to hold 

them back? 

The refinement of the research question has enabled the reframing of the key findings 

discussed in the following sections, ultimately leading to a more insightful analysis. 

8.3 Key Insights of the Major Findings 

The experiences and outcomes of each participant in the study varied despite similarities in 

factors such as socioeconomic status, ethnicity, nationality, age, and gender. This is consistent 

with Bronfenbrenner's bioecological theory, which posits that individual experiences are 

shaped by interactions with different agents in their environment, the availability of resources 

and opportunities, and the influence of sociohistorical and geopolitical situations. The study 

highlights that the individual’s unique factors interact and influence each other, creating 

distinctive experiences for each individual. However, despite these distinct differences, 

consistent themes have emerged.  

i. Varying Educational Experiences of Low-Stream Students Compared to High-

Stream Students 

The participants’ experiences showed a lack of advanced learning options and 

opportunities, a consistent theme in the findings. The lack of options and 

opportunities results in longer and more expensive paths to reach the same 

destination as high-stream students, disengagement in the classroom, leading to poor 

behaviour, and a lack of training for higher-order thinking. 
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ii. Exploring the Intersectionality of Race, Status, and Class in Singapore: 

Challenges Faced by Malay Singaporeans in the Education System 

Navigating the education system in a competitive society like Singapore is challenging, 

and the added pressure of multiple marginalised identities can exacerbate the 

difficulty. The second recurring theme is the significance of the findings for the Malays, 

which correspond with existing literature which highlights the numerous challenges 

Malay Singaporeans encounter, particularly systemic discrimination and racism. 

iii. The Meritocracy Ideology and its Impact on Marginalised Groups 

The third recurring theme was that, despite facing numerous systemic challenges, the 

Malays and low-SES participants all believed that the solution to inequities in 

education and society was to “work hard”. While not all the participants understand 

the term meritocracy, they all expressed meritocratic ideals and the belief that there 

is equality while equity is a person’s responsibility to achieve. This aligns with deficit 

thinking theory, where victims are blamed for their situations due to their supposed 

individual and cultural deficits, and that this belief is pervasive and implicit (Patton 

Davis & Museus, 2019). 

iv. Dispelling Misconceptions: The Reality of Low Socioeconomic Status and Malay 

Minority Groups in Education 

The thesis debunks the common societal misconceptions that Malays and individuals 

from low socioeconomic backgrounds possess a lack of motivation, poor work ethic, 

and a tendency towards laziness. The research also refutes the notion that Malay and 

low-SES parents are disengaged and disinterested in their children's education. The 

participants’ experiences provide evidence that contradicts these stereotypes and 

misconceptions, highlighting the need for a more nuanced understanding of the 

factors that contribute to these groups' socioeconomic and educational outcomes. 

The thesis suggests that low-SES parents still provide support and motivation for their 

children's education in other ways. 
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v. Debunking Myths about Oppositional Behaviour and Motivation in Low-

Stream Students 

The participants in this analysis showed that despite some oppositional behaviours 

and low ambitions, they had positive memories centred around their CCAs and were 

motivated to attend school for these activities. These experiences suggest that CCAs 

can provide valuable skills and experiences for students, even those who may be 

disruptive in the classroom. 

Furthermore, this thesis also emphasises the impact of having multiple marginalised 

identities, such as being Malay, low-income, and having parents with low qualifications. It 

recognises that the perspectives and experiences of marginalised individuals are crucial in 

understanding the impact of educational policies and practices on these groups. Qualitative 

methods, such as interviews, provided a platform for the participants to share their 

experiences and perspectives. This approach is crucial as it allows for a more comprehensive 

understanding of the subject, as quantitative data alone is insufficient to fully capture the 

complexities and nuances of the experiences of marginalised groups. The inclusion of the 

voices and perspectives of marginalised individuals informs a more critical analysis of the 

subject and helps avoid making assumptions about their experiences. This study emphasises 

the importance of centring the voices and experiences of marginalised individuals in the 

research process. 

8.3.1 Varying Educational Experiences of Low-Stream Students Compared to High-Stream 

Students 

The first theme that emerged from the study was that low-stream students have unique 

educational experiences that differ from those of high-stream students. These experiences 

include differences in curriculum, pedagogical approaches, treatment by teachers, and 

classroom environments. 

Low-stream participants reported having a less challenging curriculum than their high-stream 

counterparts. This is consistent with the findings from existing literature, which indicate that 

teachers have lower expectations of low-stream students and, as a result, adopt different 

pedagogical approaches and treat these students differently. Additionally, low-stream 
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students reported experiencing noisy and uninviting classroom environments. This can 

negatively impact their motivation and ability to retain information. A loud and uninviting 

environment can affect learning in many ways, including being distracting and causing 

students to be less engaged and less motivated. It can also impede the student's ability to 

focus and process information. 

This thesis has shed light on the psychological impacts of the education system on students, 

with a focus on those from the lower streams. The participants’ experiences were analysed 

through the lens of Stigma Theory and the Pygmalion Effect, exploring themes of stigma, 

labels, bias, and stereotypes. The participants shared their journeys, highlighting how being 

in the lower streams and attending mainstream neighbourhood schools led to negative 

behaviours, self-fulfilling prophecies, low self-esteem, and internalised racism. This analysis 

reveals that many participants regret their choices and feel they could have done better. 

This regret is often rooted in their financial instability and difficulties securing employment. 

However, they express regret without recognising the extent to which systemic and 

structural discrimination significantly shaped their current outcomes. 

8.3.2 Exploring the Intersectionality of Race, Status, and Class in Singapore: Challenges Faced 

by Malay Singaporeans in the Education System 

This thesis has demonstrated the connections between the economic capital, social class, 

ethnicity or race, financial capabilities, and educational outcomes. The findings lend support 

to various studies, such as Anderson (2015), Adzahar (2012), Chua and Ng (2016), Ong and 

Cheung (2016), and Ismail and Tan (2006), further contributing to the growing literature in 

this area. Finding correlations between the different factors is significant because while there 

have been changes and reforms, the elite Singaporean versus ordinary Singaporean 

dichotomy still exists, and the gap is growing, contributing to societal issues. 

There is a significant correlation between the participants’ parents’ social, educational, and 

economic capital and their children’s related outcomes, and notably, race is another 

considerable contributor to outcomes. The most successful participant, Zhengyang, is also the 

most privileged, as his family possessed all the necessary resources he needed to get access 

to the best educational opportunities. These opportunities were also extended to his sister, 
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and both are now considered successful in Singapore. Zhengyang managed to enter the 

reputable elite Anglo-Chinese High School Independent. In comparison, only one of the other 

participants would make the front page of the national newspaper for being the success story 

of meritocracy, and that is Nisa. Even then, as illustrated in Chapter 7, Nisa had very 

supportive parents during her formative years and a very stable home environment which 

she acknowledged as having mainly contributed to her success. While others are working hard 

too, they are not able to achieve the same level of success as Zhengyang and Nisa for a variety 

of reasons, such as not having access to the same opportunities because of a lack of resources, 

not having family support and challenging situations at home amongst others. 

The findings also question whether the lack of financial resources stood in the way of further 

studies. We know that this is true for at least one of the participants. This is another notable 

finding because public and private universities are expensive. Those who managed to enter 

private universities often have to work to save money for their education, thus putting them 

behind others who are more privileged to enter the workforce with a degree qualification 

much earlier. This would mean that these individuals would have lost a significant portion of 

potential financial gains. 

On the other hand, those who enter public universities are most likely reliant on their parents’ 

Central Provident Fund (CPF) savings. The CPF savings available would depend on their 

income, and not every parent would have enough for their child. Furthermore, self-help 

organisations, such as Mendaki, which offer interest-free study loans, require the students to 

have at least two guarantors earning a certain amount which is an impossible feat for some 

students from low-income households to overcome as they are almost certainly surrounded 

by people who are in the same financial positions as them. 

It is imperative to consider the significance of the above for the Malays. The thesis was able 

to delve into the interplay between race, status, and class in Singapore and examine the 

difficulties Malay Singaporeans face, predominantly in the education system, due to the 

snowballing effect in participant recruitment and the disproportionate representation of 

Malays in the lower streams of the education system and socioeconomic status hierarchy. 

The findings align with the existing literature in highlighting the multiple challenges Malay 

Singaporeans face, particularly socioeconomic and educational disparities, stemming from 
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historical, socio-political, and geopolitical factors. The research journey has provided a deeper 

understanding of Singapore's complex relationship between race, status, and class. The 

country's history of colonialism and early immigration has played a significant role in shaping 

these social hierarchies, and they continue to shape the experiences and opportunities of 

individuals in the present day.  

The government implements policies to promote racial harmony and social integration, which 

have instead contributed to racial tensions and class hierarchies. Furthermore, the emphasis 

on economic development and meritocracy has led to a widening income gap between the 

rich and the poor, with a significant proportion of low-income families belonging to minority 

ethnic groups. The Chinese population, for example, has traditionally held a higher economic 

and social status than the Malays (Chua et al., 2019). The experiences of the Malay 

participants in the study shed light on some of the challenges that exist for marginalised 

communities in Singapore, specifically in terms of racism and discrimination. Racism can 

manifest in various forms as it is not a fixed phenomenon (Fox, 2012; Garner, 2009). Some of 

these are personally mediated racism, institutionalised racism, and internalised racism, at 

least one of which, such as internalised racism, is an outcome of systemic racism. John 

Solomos (1993, pg. 9) argues that “…racism is broadly defined in the sense that it is used to 

cover those ideologies and social processes which discriminate against others on the basis of 

their putatively different racial membership”. This will be explored in greater detail later in 

this chapter. 

8.3.3 The Meritocracy Ideology and its Impact on Marginalised Groups 

The third recurring theme in this thesis is the belief among Malays and low-SES participants 

that working hard is the solution to the inequities they face in education and society. This 

belief in the ideals of meritocracy that success is earned through individual talents and hard 

work is prevalent among the participants. Despite facing systemic challenges that have 

contributed to their outcomes, many participants expressed a belief in equality in Singapore 

and that it is their responsibility to achieve equity. In some instances, the participants blamed 

themselves for their current situation. When asked about potential solutions, they stated that 

they would go back in time to study or work harder. Interestingly, when asked about their 

aspirations for the future, none of the participants expressed a desire for systemic change. 
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Instead, they emphasised the importance of working hard to achieve a better future for 

themselves and their children. 

A pertinent question derived from the findings is, “do low-stream students holding multiple 

marginalised identities ever have a chance in competitive Singapore?” Competition only 

works to a certain extent. While Singapore has become one of the wealthiest countries in the 

world because of competition, this thesis has shown how the competitive nature of the 

education system, such as through the primary school and secondary school streaming 

exercises, has led to a loss of motivation to succeed as well as defeatist attitudes, which only 

further exacerbate the dismal current outcomes of many of the participants. The participants 

displayed behaviours that showed internalisation of discrimination, which has adverse effects 

on an individual, particularly on their self-esteem, leading to a lack of motivation and an 

affirmative belief that one does not have the ability to be successful.  

This belief stems from almost six decades of meritocratic ideals forming the Singapore value 

system. The promotion of a merit-based ideology has shaped societal beliefs and values 

regarding the operation of society, the roles individuals play, and what is considered valuable 

(Hayes, 2012; Howlett, 2021; Markovits, 2019). These meritocratic ideals can shape 

perceptions of meaning and purpose in individuals' lives while perpetuating the interests of 

the elite and reinforcing existing societal hierarchies (Howlett, 2021). As Markovits (2020, p. 

15) posits, "Meritocratic practice projects meritocratic ideals onto everyday existence, 

creating the settings in which individuals live and narrate their lives, and serving as fixed 

points around which their life stories revolve." As such, the merit-based hierarchy is often 

presented as being rational and natural. As self-reliance and self-responsibility form an 

integral part of Singapore’s value system, people who would have benefitted from some form 

of affirmative action often reject help as they also believe it is unfair and that they are 

undeserving. This is a common trait of the belief system of many, if not all, meritocratic 

societies and in Singapore, it started with Lee Kuan Yew’s disincentive policies. 

This phenomenon also aligns with deficit thinking theory, which posits that victims of social 

inequality are often blamed for their situations due to supposed individual or cultural 

shortcomings. This belief is widespread and subtle, and it can be seen in the participants' 

belief that working hard is the solution to overcome the systemic challenges they face. One 
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of the fundamental aspects of meritocracy is that it operates effectively only if individuals 

hold faith in the merit-based principles of the system. When individuals believe that the 

system is impartial and fair, they may overlook the existence of structural inequalities that 

hinder their progress. However, if such faith is lacking, meritocracy will not function as 

intended. 

It is important to note that meritocracy serves to legitimise existing inequalities. While 

individual responsibility plays a role in determining outcomes, it is the presence of structural 

inequalities that significantly contributes to the unequal distribution of opportunities and 

success. Hence, it is crucial to recognise the impact of these inequalities and address them in 

order to establish a genuinely merit-based system. 

8.3.4 Dispelling Misconceptions: The Reality of Low Socioeconomic Status and Malay Minority 

Groups in Education 

The research presented in this thesis has effectively dispelled several widespread 

misconceptions surrounding low socioeconomic status (SES) and Malay minority groups. The 

first prevailing myth is that Malays and individuals from low socioeconomic backgrounds lack 

motivation, have poor work ethics, and have a tendency towards laziness. Second is the 

notion that Malay and low-SES parents are disengaged and disinterested in their children's 

education.  In a meritocracy, the failure of certain groups to succeed is attributed to their lack 

of effort. These groups are seen as lazy and not motivated to achieve success (Adzahar, 2012, 

p. 154). The idea is that they are not working as hard as they should be (Lim, 2013; Rahim, 

1998). Through the examination of data and analysis, the thesis has provided evidence that 

contradicts these stereotypes and misconceptions while highlighting the need for a more 

nuanced understanding of the factors that contribute to the socioeconomic and educational 

outcomes of these groups. 

The evidence gathered from participants in this study contradicts the stereotype that Malays 

and individuals from low socioeconomic backgrounds lack motivation, have poor work ethics, 

and are inclined towards laziness. The participants exhibited strong motivation and work 

ethic, even among those who had not displayed these traits during their schooling years. They 

shared that they hold high aspirations for themselves and their children and demonstrated 
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dedication to achieving these goals despite facing barriers such as limited qualifications and 

social connections. This thesis has presented alternative explanations for their stagnant 

position in the social hierarchy and provided evidence that refutes the notion that laziness, 

low motivation, or poor work ethic are the primary factors contributing to their 

circumstances. 

It is also a prevalent belief that low-SES parents do not place a high value on education and 

are primarily disengaged in their children's education. However, the evidence gathered from 

participants in this study contradicts this stereotype. While low-SES parents in Singapore may 

not have the financial means to provide expensive tuition or enrichment classes or to actively 

volunteer at their children's schools, which are typical ways that high-SES parents 

demonstrate their involvement, they still offer support and motivation in other ways. The 

concept of "Concerted Cultivation" and its intergenerational effects will be discussed in 

greater detail later in this chapter. 

Additionally, in chapter 7.2.1, an excerpt from the interview with Yusuf reflects the idea that 

it takes a village to raise a child. Low-SES families may not have the monetary resources to 

provide their children with expensive tuition classes, so they utilise other intangible resources 

such as family members. In this case, the participant's auntie provides him with tuition, which 

helps him achieve good results. While this phenomenon is not particularly exclusive to low-

income families, it shows that their ability to provide monetarily does not reflect their level 

of support. Low-SES families often rely on the support of extended family members and 

others in the communities, such as neighbours, to help with their children's education. This 

highlights the importance of community and support networks in helping children succeed in 

their education. 

8.3.5 Debunking Myths about Oppositional Behaviour and Motivation in Low-Stream Students 

The study provides evidence to challenge and disprove two commonly held myths about 

students who display oppositional behaviours and have low ambitions. Firstly, it debunks the 

myth that these behaviours are a total rejection of school. Secondly, it disputes the myth that 

disruptive students are not motivated to learn or participate in school activities. Many of the 
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participants in the study had positive memories centred around their co-curricular activities 

and showed regular attendance for their CCAs, indicating some form of motivation.  

The study has also shown the positive impact of co-curricular activities (CCAs) on the low-

stream and low-SES participants’ experiences in school. The participants had low ambitions 

and oppositional behaviours in school, but they reported some positive memories centred 

around their CCAs. The CCAs provided them with skills such as leadership, discipline, 

resilience, and confidence that they felt benefitted them long after compulsory schooling 

ended. The participants also felt that these activities helped them discover different parts of 

themselves, instilled a never-ending learning journey, and gave them confidence. Based on 

these findings, it can be assumed that if their experiences in school were more conducive and 

encouraging, the participants might have better current positions and that oppositional 

behaviours and low ambitions do not necessarily reflect a lack of motivation in students 

8.3.6 Stigma, Stereotypes, and Labels 

The findings have provided some understanding of the effects of stigmatisation on 

participants from the lower Normal streams in Singapore. Based on the participants' 

experiences, how an individual is treated and the level of respect that individual receives 

depend on which school the individual goes to, which stream the individual is from, and what 

qualifications the individual holds. This is evident in the findings where the participants 

experienced different treatments both in school, such as the lack of opportunities and 

flexibility in curriculum and negative comments by teachers, as well as perceived preferential 

treatment of those in higher streams, and later on in their lives when they entered the 

working world where colleagues in the same position but with higher educational 

qualifications receive a higher salary. Many participants encountered public stigma as 

students for being in the streams they were in and as adults for holding the qualifications they 

have, or rather, for the qualifications they do not own. Some participants affirm this cultural 

belief or “worldview” held by Singapore’s society when they associate qualifications and jobs 

with status. 

In Chapter 4, we discussed that public stigma is rooted in perceived cognitive representations 

of an individual or a group with stigmatised conditions. These representations can trigger 
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adverse reactions from others (Dijker & Koomen, 2003; Weiner et al., 1988). Some examples 

of such responses are isolating or rejecting students from different streams and not 

welcoming them into their circles. As Yong and Zaccheus (2012) have found out in their 

investigative article, Express students from elite schools feel that students from the lower 

streams do not belong in their school, justified by their presumptions that lower-streamed 

students would not be able to cope with what is perceived as the elite schools’ fast-paced 

learning. In Chapter 5, this was observed in Nora’s experiences as an Express student from a 

mainstream school; At the same time, Nora felt discriminated against for being in a low-status 

school; she discriminated against others who are/were from lower streams. 

The behaviour and reaction towards the low-stream students are ways for the “normal” to 

keep the “stigmatised” away and are aligned with Perceptions of Norm Violations (Public 

Stigma). Another example of how these eugenics ideologies and elitist values have permeated 

on a societal level was when a student from an elite junior college told students from 

neighbourhood schools to “quit trying to climb the social ladder by dating students from top 

schools” and further justified his comments by saying “we are afraid of genetic dilution” 

(Seah, 2004). These students from elite schools are also the very same students being 

groomed to lead and take care of the interests of the rest of the citizens. When “elite” 

students eventually enter leadership roles, the perpetuation of the status quo leading to the 

internationalisation of discrimination against others may occur. This is a current phenomenon 

based on some comments from and actions of Singapore’s leaders of the past and present, 

who are typically from the “elite” group. 

This behaviour of keeping the stigmatised away has been recorded in several studies, such as 

those by Chang et al. (1997) and a more recent study by Anderson (2015). It is an outcome of 

intense justifications of the system through propaganda. An example of this propaganda is a 

video released by MOE during the early years of streaming which emphasised the importance 

of segregation and the benefits of segregation for students in lower streams due to the 

students’ assumed different characteristics (Ng, 1993). This video has robust bearings of 

structural stigma where societal ideologies and institutions perpetuate or exacerbate a 

stigmatised status, thus building social structures and replicating social inequalities. 
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In this section, we will dive deeper into the topic of stigmatisation and its effects on the 

participants of the study. Firstly, we will examine how the stigmatisation of certain students 

has influenced the behaviour of teachers towards them and the impact it has had on their 

educational outcomes. We will also explore the long-term effects of this stigmatisation on the 

students' future prospects. Additionally, we will take a closer look at the impact of 

stigmatisation on Singapore's multicultural society. How does it perpetuate certain 

stereotypes, and how does it contribute to societal inequalities? We will examine these 

questions and more in this section. 

Effects of Stigmatisation on Teachers’ Behaviour Towards Students  

The present study has highlighted the impact of labels attached to students on teachers’ 

expectations and subsequent behaviours towards them. The findings demonstrate how the 

curriculum and pedagogy for students in lower streams differ from those in higher streams, 

which agrees with the observations by Ismail and Tan (2006), Anderson (2015), and Lim and 

Apple (2016). The participants reported a simplified curriculum that is less challenging. In 

some instances, the teachers did not even attempt to provide a higher level of instruction due 

to low expectations. 

Additionally, discriminatory behaviours towards students in lower streams, particularly those 

in the Normal Technical (NT) Stream, were reported by the participants. This aligns with 

Rubovits and Maehr’s (1971) argument that teachers’ expectations affect their behaviours. 

Studies by Ng (2004, 2009), Albright (2006), and Ismail and Ling (2006) also support this claim. 

The study also found that while some teachers may have the best interests of the students at 

heart, the social construct of traits and abilities of low-stream students often leads to 

perceptions that limit their potential, as evidenced by the spoon-feeding approach adopted 

in the classroom. In this thesis, the concept of "spoon-feeding" was explored in relation to 

the experiences of low-stream students. The findings revealed that the participants had 

mixed opinions about the practice. Some students found it easy and preferred this approach, 

as it did not require them to think critically. However, others found it too easy and did not 

offer any challenges in terms of thinking. One participant, who later went on to further her 
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studies and achieved academic success, noted that she did not like spoon-feeding as it did not 

offer any challenges and did not help her develop her critical thinking skills. 

When examining spoon-feeding from the perspective of educators, it can then be seen as a 

form of condescension on the part of the educator. When teachers provide too much help to 

students, it can be perceived as them not believing that the students are capable of 

understanding the material on their own. This can negatively affect the students' motivation 

and self-efficacy, ultimately affecting their academic outcomes. The findings in this thesis 

support this perspective, as the participants in the lower streams reported a lack of 

motivation and a defeatist attitude, which can be attributed to the simplified curriculum and 

spoon-feeding pedagogy they experienced. 

In summary, this study has highlighted the significant impact that labels and expectations 

placed on students by the education system, as well as the subsequent behaviours of 

teachers, have on the students' academic and personal development. The results have shown 

that students in lower streams are often given a simplified curriculum and less challenging 

pedagogy, which can negatively impact their motivation, self-esteem, and self-efficacy. Some 

teachers' discriminatory behaviours and attitudes towards these students can further 

exacerbate these adverse effects. These findings align with previous research on the topic, 

such as the studies by Ismail and Tan (2006), Anderson (2015), and Lim and Apple (2016), and 

support the argument that the meritocratic education system in Singapore leads to the 

reproduction of social and economic disparity. 

Impacts of Stigmatisation on the Behaviour of Students 

The education system's practice of creating separate curricula, classes, and even schools for 

students who do not perform well in high-stakes examinations has resulted in structural 

alienation for the participants. This exclusion and annihilation can lead to feelings of 

inadequacy and unworthiness, as seen in the case of Farid, who felt that he was "not good 

enough" to associate with Express students. This structural stigma often leads to internalised 

stigma (self-stigma), group alignment, and alienation within society, as evidenced by the 

findings of this study. 
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The present study has observed that stigmatisation can impact the behaviours of participants 

who were students. These behaviours, which include a loss of motivation and a defeatist 

attitude, maybe a response to the stigmatisation they faced. The findings of the study suggest 

that some participants may have experienced a sense of despair and boredom, which may 

have led to oppositional and non-conformist behaviours. Research has established a 

correlation between low motivation and student rebellion with teachers' indifference and 

perceptions of unfairness in classroom management (Lieury et al., 2015). 

Furthermore, the participants' rebellion was met with harsh disciplinary actions, which, from 

their perspective, did not provide any assistance and may have exacerbated the situation. For 

example, Farid and his peers were suspended from school for three months, resulting in the 

suspension of their right to receive an education. In an educational system that equates 

success with academic achievement, these students were deprived of one of the most 

fundamental opportunities for success. 

Link and Phelan (2001) argue that while stigmatised individuals are not entirely helpless, they 

are less likely to challenge the discrimination they experience directly and may accept their 

low status. This is consistent with the findings of this study, which shows that participants 

engaged in indirect forms of resistance, such as absenteeism, rather than direct 

confrontation. The way in which the participants communicated, the language used, and the 

intonations used in the interviews suggest that they have accepted their lower status. 

Based on the findings presented in this thesis, it is necessary to re-evaluate the use of harsh 

disciplinary measures, particularly those that remove students from the classroom, such as 

suspensions and detentions. The findings suggest that the reasons for delinquent behaviour 

are more complex than simple misbehaviour and that alternative perspectives. Resistance 

theory posits that "misbehaviours are actions taken by students to complicate the political 

and social order of society that is replicated in school" (Harshman, 2013, p. 654) may provide 

a more comprehensive understanding of the underlying causes of these behaviours. 

Additionally, the disciplinary measures imposed on the participants have resulted in lost 

educational opportunities and low educational qualifications, leading to subsequent 

economic and social disadvantages. 
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Further investigations must be conducted to determine if these measures are implemented 

to help the offenders or are simply means of keeping those deemed as less academically 

inclined and expected to contribute less to the economy away – in other words, the deficient 

- from those the system deems as better future contributors. Furthermore, it is essential to 

consider if this phenomenon disproportionately affects minority ethnic groups, such as the 

Malays, leading to what Cohen (1955) describes as status frustration, which can result in 

oppositional behaviour, deviance, and nonconformity. These behaviours are likely to have a 

cyclical and intergenerational effect, further perpetuating the argument that the meritocratic 

education system and meritocracy, in general, have generated a system of reproduction. 

Impacts of Stigmatisation on Singapore’s Multicultural Identity 

Numerous research studies, such as those conducted by Adzahar (2012), Barr (2016), Chua et 

al. (2019), Ong and Cheung (2016), Goh (2012), and Yong and Zaccheus (2012), have 

demonstrated that students tend to form friendships with individuals from similar ethnic and 

socioeconomic backgrounds. This phenomenon is further reinforced by the education system 

in Singapore, specifically through the existence of Special Assistance Plan (SAP) schools, which 

only offer Mandarin Chinese as a second language option. As a result, students from different 

ethnicities and socioeconomic backgrounds have limited opportunities for interaction and 

socialisation, leading to alienation and exclusion. 

This study has highlighted how the persistent underperformance of Malays in the education 

system has led to stigmatisation, which has contributed to self-fulfilling prophecies and 

internalised racism. These factors can harm the self-efficacy of Malays, further exacerbating 

the socioeconomic disparities faced by the Malay community. Additionally, the study 

revealed that in-group solidarity among Malays has only served to widen the socioeconomic 

inequality gap. 

Chua and Ng (2015) have identified five critical factors to achieving success in Singapore, one 

of which is having Chinese friends. Due to the dominance of the Chinese ethnic group in 

Singapore, having a Chinese friend can increase access to job opportunities and contribute to 

economic capital. This study has provided further insight into the complex and interconnected 

factors determining an individual's social class and access to educational opportunities in 
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Singapore, particularly for members of the Malay community who experience additional 

stigmatisation, bias, and structural exclusion. 

In conclusion, this finding has contributed to a deeper understanding of the underlying issues 

that contribute to the ongoing challenges faced by the Malay community in Singapore, 

specifically in terms of systemic bias and the resulting outcomes such as in-group solidarity, 

internalised racism, and low self-efficacy. Understanding these core issues is crucial in 

addressing and eventually resolving the problem. 

8.3.7 Concerted Cultivation and Intergenerational Effects 

One key finding that emerged from the research was the impact of social and economic 

capital and parental involvement on educational success. It is a commonly held belief within 

Singapore society that education and investments in education serve as a means of upward 

mobility and that obtaining high qualifications is the primary pathway to success. However, 

this research has revealed that social and economic capital, as well as parental involvement, 

play a significant role in determining individual outcomes. Despite the widespread belief in 

the power of education to overcome poverty, access to resources and support from one's 

family and community also play a crucial role in shaping educational opportunities and 

outcomes. 

Challenges and stressors – financial struggles 

The well-being of children is closely linked to the well-being of their parents, as the challenges 

and stressors that parents face can also affect the development and outcomes of their 

children (Teo, 2018). This is evident in the case of Rilla and other participants in Chapter 7, 

where financial struggles and other difficulties experienced by parents are shown to harm 

their children's well-being. In a meritocratic system such as Singapore, the belief is that 

individuals who work hard and follow the rules can climb up the social ladder and improve 

their life outcomes (in comparison to their parents). This belief is known as social mobility. 

However, while mobility does occur, the climb can be an uphill battle for some, and for others, 

it does not occur at all. In fact, a study by Lee and Morris (2016) showed that social mobility 

has decreased while income disparity has grown in Singapore. This highlights the complex and 
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nuanced nature of social mobility and the role of various factors, such as social and economic 

capital, in shaping individual outcomes. 

The financial struggles experienced by families can create a cyclical pattern that is difficult to 

break, and the reported outcomes of the participants provide evidence of intergenerational 

effects. Although some participants have been able to improve their socioeconomic status, 

climb the social ladder, and fare better than their parents, most of the participants' current 

outcomes mirror those of their parents. This challenges the notion that meritocracy alone 

serves as a solution for social mobility, and the phenomenon of intergenerational inheritance 

has been acknowledged by Deputy Prime Minister Tharman Shanmugaratnam (Baker, 2018), 

who stated that: 

…it’s in the nature of a meritocracy; it’s in the nature of succeeding in mobility that it 

gets more difficult over time. Because those who succeed try to help their children, 

and those who haven’t succeeded find that the odds increase against them doing well 

in life. 

DPM Tharman Shanmugaratnam provided a succinct explanation of the factors that 

contribute to the exacerbation of socioeconomic disparities in Singapore. He acknowledged 

the unequal distribution of opportunities and resources that leads to a gap in educational 

outcomes, which in turn affects children's future outcomes and perpetuates a cycle of 

inequality in the next generation. His statement recognises the connection between the 

circumstances of parents and the development and ultimate outcomes of their children, as 

theorised by Bronfenbrenner's bioecological model of human development. 

8.3.8 Equality and Equity Examined 

In education, the notions of equality and equity hold paramount significance as they have the 

power to profoundly affect the experiences and outcomes of students. Equality is the state 

or quality of being equal, which refers to how people are treated. In education, equality can 

be achieved by providing students with an equal amount of respect and an equal amount of 

instruction. However, it is essential to note that equality does not always result in fairness, as 

students may have different needs and abilities requiring different forms of support. Equity, 

on the other hand, is the quality of being fair. It is about giving each student the tools they 
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specifically need to thrive. This may involve providing additional support or resources for 

students who are struggling or offering opportunities for students to advance at their own 

pace. To achieve equity in education, it is crucial to consider each student's individual needs 

and abilities and to provide them with the appropriate resources and support to succeed. 

Equality in the treatment of students needs to be improved in the Singapore education 

system. Low-stream participants reported not being afforded the same respect and trust as 

those from higher streams. One example of this is through pedagogy and curriculum. The 

Ministry of Education designs an easy curriculum, even though the reasoning is to "meet the 

needs and abilities of the students" and to provide them with their own pathways. 

Additionally, teachers do not trust low-stream students to have the necessary higher-order 

thinking skills to process more advanced information and engage in practices such as spoon-

feeding. This may look beneficial at the surface level as students are able to complete 

compulsory education without failing and having to repeat years. However, it does not 

provide benefits for their cognitive development. 

To exacerbate the matter, being in a lower stream means they have to take a more extended 

pathway if they would like to achieve higher-level post-secondary school/tertiary 

qualifications. So, those from low-SES families who need to enter the workforce as quickly as 

possible get stuck in a rut and are unable to pursue their studies even when they have 

qualified for it. One example is Rilla, who could not pursue a degree even though she was on 

the director's list at the polytechnic she attended due to financial income. This severed her 

chances of getting a better-paying job, as Singapore's wages are attached to qualifications 

and tertiary institutions. 

Equity also needs to be improved in the education system. While the system acknowledges 

that different students have different needs (and therefore the streaming system), it still 

needs to respect the varying developmental phases of students. Instead of providing the 

necessary tools for students to thrive in the same pathway, the current education system 

creates multiple pathways that seldom crossover. This means that mobility from low-stream 

to high-stream is more challenging, which leads to a decrease in high-level opportunities in 

the future. This approach is related to deficit thinking, which holds that there is a single 
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"correct" or dominant way of being, and those who deviate from it are seen as lacking or 

deficient. 

Inequities in Education: The Impact of Socioeconomic Status on Student Outcomes 

Many research studies and real-world experiences have shown that educational inequity is 

exacerbated by the economic and cultural advantages that high-SES families can provide for 

their children. In an ideal meritocratic society, all children start on an equal and levelled 

playing field. However, the reality is that children from different SES backgrounds face 

different challenges. Children from low-SES families often enter mandatory schooling behind 

their high-SES peers in terms of literacy, numeracy, and other skills necessary for academic 

success. Even those determined to succeed may face additional barriers due to limited access 

to resources.  

The findings of this study indicate that the participants' access to resources and opportunities, 

primarily influenced by their parents' situations, played a critical role in shaping their eventual 

outcomes. For example, Illiya's inability to focus on her studies due to the need to take care 

of her siblings and Gene's lack of proficiency in English due to her parents not speaking it at 

home negatively impacted the participants' performance in examinations and their 

development of social and language skills. This, in turn, limited their job opportunities and 

opportunities for success. 

Furthermore, this lack of access to resources was highlighted by the contrast in educational 

outcomes between Rilla, a top student from a low-SES background who could not attend a 

local university due to financial constraints and Zhengyang, a high-SES participant who was 

able to attend any university of their choice. This has significantly impacted the participants' 

current outcomes, with the high-SES participant, Zhengyang, earning 3 to 4 times more than 

Rilla. This provides further evidence that students from low-SES backgrounds face barriers 

that do not exist for their high-SES peers. 

Teo (2018), who also has a book of a collection of essays based on her research studies 

conducted on inequality, shared the following: 
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In Singapore, access to public goods is tightly linked to market mechanisms to an 

excessive degree. This means that inequalities in wages also map onto public goods, 

and public goods end up replicating and compounding market inequalities instead of 

mitigating them. How well or poorly people meet their needs for housing, healthcare 

services, and retirement income varies greatly depending on how much they 

accumulate in their Central Provident Fund accounts. 

The quality of service they receive is moreover determined not by specific baseline 

standards or dependent on what they need but primarily by what they have earned 

over their lifetimes. Similarly, in education, the importance of private tuition 

investments on the parents’ part means wage inequalities lead to unequal outcomes. 

This section has highlighted the significance of equality and equity in education and how they 

can impact students' experiences and outcomes. The use of the streaming system and high-

stakes testing, the lack of mobility from low-stream to high-stream pathways, and the lack of 

trust in low-stream students to have the necessary higher-order thinking skills have had a 

detrimental effect on students from low-SES backgrounds. Additionally, the lack of financial 

resources can limit their opportunities to pursue higher education and better-paying jobs and 

break out of the cycle. 

Mediations by the Government: Does it work? 

The government's efforts to reduce disparities in educational outcomes for students from 

disadvantaged and marginalised backgrounds should be evaluated in relation to the findings 

presented in this thesis. As discussed in Chapter 2, the government has implemented various 

action plans, such as replacing the streaming exercise in Primary 4 with ability grouping, 

revising the primary school examination scoring system, and eliminating exams for lower 

primary school students. These measures are positive steps towards achieving equity in 

education. However, it is essential to consider the broader context of students' lives and well-

being, as a singular focus on education may have unintended consequences. The high-stakes 

assessment culture in Singapore may negatively impact students' holistic development and 

perpetuate a system that favours academically advanced students. 
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Furthermore, the negative consequences of inequality and inequity in Singapore extend 

beyond basic needs and include unmet social needs. Access to education may be available, 

but a child's family income and socioeconomic status can determine if they have access to the 

same educational opportunities as their peers. One example is the primary school admissions 

policy, which has seen minimal changes and has not effectively addressed Singapore's 

academic and socioeconomic gap. This can lead to exclusivity, elitism, and even bullying, 

especially when students from high-SES families can provide privileges that their low-SES 

peers cannot. 

Additionally, the Special Assistance Plan (SAP) schools, which allow top academic performers 

who take Mandarin Chinese as a second language to enrol in Chinese immersion schools, also 

perpetuate exclusivity and elitism and raise racial concerns, as these schools are primarily 

composed of Chinese students in a multicultural country. This can negatively affect 

Singapore's economy, which relies heavily on human resources and the well-being of 

Singapore's diverse society. 

Moreover, research has shown that the impact of family background on educational 

performance and future earning potential is significant (Pang & Lim, 1976; Lim, 2018). Even if 

changes are made within the school system, it may not necessarily result in equal 

performance among students or greater income equality among them when they enter the 

workforce (Pang & Lim, 1976; Lim, 2018). Many students from low-SES households have to 

work part-time while in school to help with their family's finances and supplement their 

educational expenses, such as in the case of Rilla, whose experience is not unique. 

As a result, many students from low-SES households leave the education system to enter the 

workforce. They may not have the opportunity to return to school for further studies, which 

can limit their career opportunities and wages as positions and salaries are often tied to 

qualifications in Singapore. This perpetuates the intergenerational cycle of poverty and 

disadvantages that DPM Tharman Shanmugaratnam has mentioned (Baker, 2018). From the 

perspective of low-SES families, education, while necessary, may not be a choice they can pick 

when survival is at stake in a non-welfare country like Singapore. This choice is often blamed 

on the individuals without considering the circumstances leading to this decision.  
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Multiracialism and meritocracy: incompatible ideals in Singapore's society 

Meritocracy is presented as a mechanism to safeguard against discrimination. It guarantees 

equal access to employment and educational opportunities for members of the ethnic 

minority groups such as the Malays and Indians. However, the achievement of a genuine 

meritocracy is complicated by Singapore's multiracial system, which recognises every racial 

group and their unique characteristics. This presents a discrepancy with meritocracy's 

emphasis on individual abilities and competencies. 

The principles of multiracialism and meritocracy are reflected in the narratives and policies of 

the state, serving to perpetuate these ideals (See Chapter 2). During a commemorative 

address marking Singapore's 50th anniversary, PM Lee (2015) stated: 

One of our most remarkable achievements over these last 50 years, has been our 

racial and religious harmony. It stems from a strong belief in the ideal of a multiracial 

society where everybody is equal, regardless of race, language or religion, and it was 

the most fundamental reason why we left Malaysia and went our own way on 9 

August 1965. Since then, we have held firmly to the belief that before race, language 

and religion, first and foremost, we should all be Singaporeans together and so, we 

have built a fair and just society, based on meritocracy, where ability and not your 

background or the colour of your skin, determines how well you do, determines what 

contributions you make, and what rewards you get. 

Nevertheless, despite official rhetoric promoting the concept of meritocracy, there is 

substantial evidence indicating the existence of a deeply ingrained racialised economic and 

social hierarchy in Singapore, with the Chinese population occupying the highest stratum and 

Malays and Indians being situated lower in terms of income, education attainment, 

employment, housing, and other important social indicators (Velayutham & Somaiah, 2021; 

Bhutani & Mirchandani, 2022). Figures 1 to 12 (See Chapter 2) and the findings of this study 

show that there is a noticeable disparity in academic opportunities, achievements, and 

experiences between the Malays and the Chinese. Given that an individual's financial stability 

is closely linked to their educational credentials, this academic divide has resulted in a marked 
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social inequality between the various racial groups, particularly between Malays and Chinese, 

and formed status beliefs. 

While the dominant values of multiracialism and meritocracy in Singapore have been 

challenged, these challenges are often “muted, personalised and localised” (Ho, 2010, p. 235). 

Ho’s (2010) empirical investigation of the Social Studies curriculum taught in Singapore 

schools revealed underlying issues, such as the persistence of unequal power relations, 

structural issues, institutional privilege, and discrimination, “remain hidden and 

unquestioned” (p. 235) due to the collective efforts of the official curriculum, teachers, and 

the educational system in maintaining the national narrative of meritocracy, racial equality, 

individual accomplishment, and accountability. Meritocracy, combined with the principle of 

multiracialism, which asserts equality among races, work together to invalidate the existence 

of racial privilege (Velayutham & Somaiah, 2019).  

Race is a significant categorical difference that is often consolidated with material inequality 

to form status beliefs and reinforce patterns of inequality (Ridgeway, 2014). Status beliefs 

refer to commonly held beliefs that individuals belonging to certain social groups or 

categories, such as men or professionals, possess greater social worth and competence in 

comparison to those belonging to other categories, such as women or service workers 

(Ridgeway, 2001). Cecilia Ridgeway (2001) argues that these beliefs are often deeply 

entrenched and serve as a fundamental form of legitimising ideology, reinforcing existing 

power structures and social hierarchies. 

In Singapore, contemporary status beliefs assert that the Chinese ethnic group is more 

competent than Malays and, therefore, often afforded more respect. It implies that the 

superiority of the Singaporean Chinese is based on their own merit. This powerful form of 

legitimisation contributes to the persistence of racial disparity (Ridgeway, 2013), which both 

stems from and perpetuates status-based cultural stereotypes created by status-related 

beliefs. 

Status beliefs about race fuel social perceptions of difference by driving people to focus on 

and exaggerate differences between racial groups leading to the establishment of culturally 

defined differences, which high-status individuals and groups use to maintain control over 
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material inequality (Ridgeway, 2014). Status beliefs about race also give rise to a self-

sustaining social dynamic that perpetuates racial disparity (Ridgeway, 2014). Moreover, the 

overemphasis on individual agency overlooks the interplay between cultural and structural 

inequalities, and the pervasive belief in meritocracy perpetuates the idea that personal effort 

is the primary determinant of success. Attributing responsibility and accountability solely to 

individuals veils the role that cultural scripts and stereotypes play in perpetuating systemic 

oppression.  

Charles Taylor (1994) posits that cultural stereotypes have a significant impact on an 

individual's self-perception and identity. The recognition or misrecognition of others can 

result in real harm and distortion for an individual or group, particularly when society reflects 

a limiting, demeaning, or disrespectful image of themselves back to the individual or group 

(Taylor, 1994). Despite the difficulties associated with attributing blame, acknowledging 

ethnic discrimination is a crucial step in recognising it as a societal issue that requires 

collective action and shared responsibility from the wider community (Young, 2004). To 

combat racial-social disparity, dispel harmful stereotypes, and create a more just society that 

is “regardless of race, language or religion”, it is crucial to acknowledge and recognise race 

issues as a societal problem. As the discourse surrounding race issues in Singapore continues 

to escalate and attract greater attention, it will be intriguing to observe the progression of 

robust debates (See: Velayutham & Somaiah, 2019) and assess their potential impact in 

bringing about positive transformative changes within Singaporean society. 

8.4 Theoretical Discussions 

8.4.1 Limitations of theoretical lenses 

In the preceding sections, we have explored the insights gained from the application of three 

theoretical frameworks - Bronfenbrenner's (1979, 1989) bioecological theory and PPCT 

model, Goffman's (1961) Stigma Theory, and Rosenthal and Jacobson's (1968, 1992) 

Pygmalion Effect theory. While these frameworks have offered valuable contributions to the 

field, it is important to recognize their limitations. Although the benefits of these frameworks 

are evident, they may not be useful for this thesis due to the following reasons. 
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One limitation of Bronfenbrenner's (1979, 1989) bioecological theory and the PPCT model in 

relation to this thesis is that there is a lack of data on some key interactions in the lives of the 

participants, particularly the interactions between neighbours and family and the 

neighbourhood itself. These interactions are especially significant in densely populated 

countries like Singapore, where people live in close proximity to one another. The adage, "It 

takes a village to raise a child," holds a significant degree of authenticity. The interactions with 

neighbours and the community, whether positive or negative or non-existent, play an 

essential role in a child's development and contribute to their outcomes later in life. 

Another limitation of Bronfenbrenner's (1979, 1989) bioecological theory is the difficulty in 

empirically testing it. Additionally, the terms and categories used are vague, leaving things 

open to interpretation. This makes it challenging to conduct rigorous testing of the theory, 

and the vagueness of the terms and categories can make it easy to apply the theory in various 

situations and contexts, leading to its over-generalisation. However, despite its limitations, 

the vagueness of the terms and categories in Bronfenbrenner's (1979, 1989) bioecological 

theory can be advantageous as it provides a flexible framework that can be applied to various 

situations and contexts. Moreover, this flexibility can also aid in framing other theoretical 

frameworks, as demonstrated below. 

It is important to consider the limitations of Goffman's (1961) Stigma Theory, particularly the 

issue of determinism versus agency. This dilemma raises questions about the interplay 

between structure and agency, and whether individuals have any agency in navigating 

stigmatised identities. Goffman (1961) implies that individuals with stigmatic qualities are 

helpless and primarily emphasises the structural obstacles that stigmatised individuals face, 

without fully acknowledging the role of human agency in overcoming these obstacles. 

However, empirical evidence from the findings in this thesis reveals that exceptions do exist, 

and individuals have agency in challenging stigma. All participants in this thesis have 

demonstrated evidence that they are not helpless and instead have proven that they have 

risen to fight the challenges that came their way. Three of the most powerful stories are those 

of Farid, Shafiq, and Rilla. 

Farid, who was initially enrolled in Normal Technical, overcame the lack of opportunities for 

Malays in the workplace by obtaining a diploma and a degree through hard work and 
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determination. He is now an operations manager at an esteemed international school. 

Similarly, Shafiq experienced an unhappy childhood and was raised in an abusive household, 

which led him to seek acceptance in unhealthy peer groups. This resulted in his involvement 

in illegal and anti-social activities and a subsequent prison sentence. However, Shafiq has 

since turned his life around, having married and fathered children, and is now working with 

organisations supporting at-risk children and youth. Rilla, another participant, endured a 

challenging childhood that included a significant loss of family income and wealth, her father's 

death, her mother's illness, and homelessness, among other difficulties. Despite these 

challenges, Rilla achieved academic excellence, graduating from Temasek Polytechnic with 

the highest honours and being named to the Directors' list, equivalent to the dean's list at a 

university. 

A limitation of the Pygmalion Effect theory (Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1968, 1992) is that the 

effects are not absolute. Rosenthal and Jacobson (1968, 1992) posit that high expectations 

can lead to improved performance, while low expectations can lead to decreased 

performance. However, the performance of an individual is also influenced by other factors, 

such as their background, interactions with different agents in their life, and the dominant 

system in place over their lifetime. This thesis has uncovered significant variations in the 

outcomes of students who experienced similar treatment from their teachers. Notably, Rilla 

and Sandra exhibited distinct outcomes despite both enrolled in Normal Technical and facing 

similar challenges in school, such as an easier curriculum and low expectations from their 

teachers; while Rilla achieved academic excellence, graduating with a diploma and the highest 

honours, Sandra only earned a technical certificate upon graduation. These differing 

outcomes illustrate the potential for individual agency in overcoming educational obstacles, 

even in the face of systemic barriers. Therefore, it is vital to consider the complexity of the 

relationship between expectations, performance and other contextual factors that may affect 

individuals. 

8.4.2 Deficit Thinking Theory 

One of the fundamental limitations of the theories mentioned above is their underlying 

association with the framework of deficit thinking theory. Deficit thinking is a worldview that 

explains and justifies outcome inequalities by pointing to supposed deficiencies within 
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disenfranchised individuals and communities. It disregards the systemic factors and powerful 

forces that create and sustain challenges for marginalised groups and contribute to or cause 

disparities and injustice in social and educational outcomes (Chambers & Spikes, 2016; Ford, 

2014; Valencia, 1997, 2010) and directly concentrates on the individual and their cultural 

"shortcomings". 

"Deficit thinking" is a phenomenon that has been studied and discussed by academics under 

various terms, such as "deficit ideology," "deficit discourse," "deficit model," “deficit notion,” 

“deficit theory”, or just “deficit” amongst others (Gorski, 2008a, 2008b, 2011; Margonis, 

1992; Ryan, 1971). Existing literature uses different terms to describe thinking and concepts 

interchangeably (Patton Davis & Museus, 2019). Lori Patton Davis and Samuel Museus (2019) 

identified four key themes that illustrate the concepts of deficit thinking in existing literature, 

which are: i) Blame-the-victim mindset, ii) An indicator of greater systemic oppression, iii) 

Deficit worldview is widespread and implicit, and iv) reinforcement of existing, dominant 

power structures and ideologies. 

i. Blame-the-victim Mindset 

Advocates of deficit ideology subscribe to the blame-the-victim mindset, which 

attributes individual struggles and relegation to personal responsibility rather than 

systemic issues or external factors (Patton Davis & Museus, 2019). Valencia (1997) 

notes that Deficit Thinking Theory was particularly appealing in the 1960s and 1970s 

as it appeared rational. This approach to reforms starts with identifying social 

problems, which often leads to blaming the victims. It then identifies the differences 

between those in privileged positions and those in disadvantaged positions. These 

differences are then blamed for social issues and are labelled as deficits or 

deficiencies. Marginalised groups are often labelled with terms such as "poor," 

"needy," "underclass," and "at-risk" and are associated with consistent poor 

performance both economically and academically (Valencia, 1997, 2010). These 

characterisations of this group are often justified by the findings of research done by 

advocates of deficit thinking who claim their studies as scientific and factual. The 

government would then intervene with programs to correct these supposed deficits 

instead of addressing structural issues. It was prevalent in education reforms where 
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"programs of 'compensatory education'" were introduced "to build up the skills and 

attitudes of the marginalised individuals rather than addressing structural changes in 

the systems" (Ryan, 1971, p. 8).  

Valencia (2010) has criticised the studies of advocates of deficit ideology for flawed 

methodological practices, arguing that their data fails to account for individuals within 

marginalised groups who are performing well, which suggests bias in the data 

collection process and perpetuates a negative narrative about the group. Ryan (1971) 

and Valencia (1997) argue that the deficit approach is based on assumptions, lacks 

documentation, and results in discriminatory policies that compensate for supposed 

deficiencies instead of addressing structural changes. The persistent attitude of 

blaming poor individuals for their situation also contributes to the "us versus them" 

discourse (Gorski, 2011; Valencia, 2010), contributing to further division within 

society. 

ii. An indicator of greater systemic oppression 

Many scholars widely agree that deficit thinking is a manifestation of larger historical 

and socio-political contexts and ideologies (Gorski, 2011) and is an indicator of greater 

systemic oppression (Patton Davis & Museus, 2019). Deficit thinking is rooted in 

classist and racist ideologies that depict marginalised groups as inadequate (Bruton & 

Robles-Piña, 2009; Menchaca, 1997). People who are disproportionately affected by 

deficit thinking are typically members of ethnic minority groups and those who are 

socially and economically disadvantaged.  

Valencia (1997) argues that Deficit Thinking constitutes a form of oppression because 

authority and power are utilised unjustly to maintain the status quo and restrict 

individuals to specific social positions. This is exemplified by the oppression of low 

socioeconomic status (SES) minority students through implementing macro-

microlevel educational policies and practices driven by class and racial bias (Valencia, 

1997). In the United States, for instance, compulsory ignorance laws were introduced 

to prevent the participation of African Americans in colonial times based on the belief 

that they were intellectually deficient. Similarly, school segregation, where Black 
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students and other students of colour were not allowed to mix with White students, 

was also implemented due to the belief in their inferiority. In Singapore, high-stakes 

testing has been widely implemented as a form of educational reform. Research, 

including studies conducted in Singapore and findings from this study, have shown 

that this practice has detrimental effects on marginalised students (See Chapter 2 for 

more details on studies by Adzahar, 2012; Albright, 2006; Ismail & Ling, 2006; Lim & 

Apple, 2015; Ong & Cheung, 2016). 

iii. Deficit worldview is widespread and implicit 

The belief that certain individuals or groups are inherently lacking or deficient is 

prevalent within social and educational systems, affecting various aspects of of an 

individual’s life such as their cultural norms, language usage, policies, and practices. 

This mindset shapes the individual’s cognitive frameworks and perspectives within the 

system. Research by academics has highlighted that this view that certain individuals 

or groups are deficient or lacking is deeply ingrained in policy discussions (Aikman et 

al., 2016; Knight, 2002; Smit, 2012), permeates educational systems (Sleeter, 2004; 

Weiner, 2003) and reinforced by labels that suggest individual inadequacies (Aikman 

et al., 2016).  

This worldview significantly impacts various systems, enables the formation and use 

of stigmatising labels, and leads to cultural and ethnic bias. It disregards the cultural 

assets of learners, undermines the significance of their first-hand and lived 

experiences, and erroneously confirms prejudiced views of the students' families or 

the surroundings in which they reside (Kennedy, 2021). This perpetuates stereotypes, 

alienates students from marginalised communities, and absolves institutions and 

systems of their role in creating barriers to student achievement. Additionally, it not 

only impacts individuals and groups within these communities but also shapes the 

actions and performances of these individuals, leading to internalised discrimination. 

iv. Reinforcement of existing, dominant power structures and ideologies 

Additionally, research on Deficit Thinking Theory has demonstrated the numerous 

detrimental effects of this perspective, which have contributed to the reinforcement 



231 
 

of oppressive systems and inequalities in society and education (Altman & Fogarty, 

2010; Bruton & Robles-Piña, 2009; Pérez et al., 2017; Vass, 2012). Deficit thinking is 

closely linked to meritocratic beliefs and colour-blind ideology. Meritocracy posits that 

individuals have equal opportunities for success within the existing socio-political 

structures, while colour-blind ideology suggests that systemic racism is not a 

significant factor in racial disparities. This leads to interventions that focus on 

addressing the assumed individual’s deficiencies while promulgating the narrative of 

fairness and equality, which is meritocracy’s underlying belief. 

One example of this is teachers having low expectations of students from marginalised 

groups, which then leads to students’ disengagement in school, resulting in poor 

academic and future life outcomes (See Chapter 5 of this thesis; Altman & Fogarty, 

2010; Bruton & Robles-Piña, 2009; Pérez et al., 2017; Vass, 2012). Instead of focusing 

on improving and correcting the systems of oppression and systemic inequalities that 

exist within social and educational institutions, the emphasis on individual and cultural 

shortcomings has resulted in quick-fix solutions (Altman & Fogarty, 2010; Vass, 2012) 

that do not address the underlying causes of the difficulties experienced by 

marginalised communities.  

Deficit thinking is deeply ingrained in Singapore's education policies, as evidenced by 

academic grouping and high-stakes testing, which perpetuate and exacerbate social 

inequalities. There is a strong focus on individual students' perceived deficiencies, while 

ignoring or dismissing the role of structural factors in educational outcomes. This, in turn, 

resulted in lower self-efficacy, self-expectation, motivation, and academic achievement. 

Moreover, in a meritocracy-based society like Singapore, deficit thinking reinforces the 

notion that existing structures adequately address social inequalities. The thesis's findings 

and analysis illustrate the detrimental effects of deficit thinking on marginalized individuals 

and groups, underscoring the need to reassess and dismantle such thinking in educational 

reform efforts. 
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Moving forward (and away) from Deficit Thinking 

The issue of race has emerged in this thesis, and it is crucial to remain vigilant against the 

pitfalls of slipping into deficit thinking. While Bronfenbrenner's Bioecological Model, 

Goffman's stigma theory, and Rosenthal and Jacobson's Pygmalion theory have provided 

valuable insights, it is important to acknowledge that they have not fully captured the 

complexities of racism. There is a pressing requirement to tackle the interrelated racial and 

social concerns discussed in the thesis, which, although not specific to Singapore, exhibit a 

distinctive character in the Singaporean context. 

Ridgeway (2013) argues that the key drivers of persistent inequality result from the intricate 

interplay of processes at multiple levels. By limiting our analysis to a single level of inequality 

processes, we risk missing the multi-level mechanisms that underpin such inequality 

(Ridgeway, 2013). Thus, to gain a more comprehensive understanding of the effects of 

meritocracy in education, as well as the various factors that impact an individual's growth and 

future outcomes, it is necessary to move beyond the limitations of deficit thinking theory and 

adopt a more advanced perspective that encompasses cultural assets, personal experiences, 

and the significance of institutional and systemic barriers in overcoming hindrances to 

academic success is imperative. Upon careful consideration, Critical Race Theory (CRT) was 

identified as a valuable analytical tool for this purpose. The implementation of CRT in this 

context would provide a more comprehensive understanding and analysis of the complex and 

multifaceted issue of race.  

CRT is an intellectual movement and a framework for examining the ways in which race and 

racism intersect with laws and policies. It seeks to understand how the law and legal 

institutions perpetuate and maintain systemic racism and how they can be used as a tool for 

social change. It was developed by legal scholars and critical race theorists in the late 1970s 

and early 1980s, the most notable of them being Professor Derrick A. Bell (Ladson-Billings, 

2021), as a response to what they saw as the limitations of traditional civil rights, approaches 

to addressing racial disparity. It builds on the idea that racism is not just a matter of individual 

prejudice but is also firmly embedded in the social, political, and economic systems and 

structures of society. 
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Nolan Crabera (2018), in his critical analysis of Critical Race Theory (CRT), laid out the 

fundamental tenets of CRT from the educational perspective. CRT views racism as a pervasive 

issue and acknowledges the existence of multiple forms of social oppression that intersect 

and affect individuals in complex ways (Crabera, 2018). It challenges the prevailing dominant 

ideology and critiques how social science concepts of objectivity, meritocracy, and neutrality 

perpetuate systems of oppression by serving the interests of those in power (Crabera, 2018). 

Unlike the incremental approach to addressing racial inequality advocated by liberalism, CRT 

embraces a radical, structural approach to promoting equality and justice (Crabera, 2018). 

CRT also recognises the lived experiences and first-hand knowledge of individuals from 

marginalised communities and seeks to elevate these voices in discussions about race and 

racism (Crabera, 2018). Finally, CRT in education adopts an interdisciplinary perspective, 

drawing on diverse fields such as law, sociology, psychology, and more to address racial 

inequality in educational environments in a comprehensive manner (Crabera, 2018). 

As scholars, practitioners, and policymakers applying CRT are not limited to a single academic 

discipline, it has allowed them to achieve a deeper understanding of the complex nature of 

racial inequality, educational disparities and systemic racism, enabling the identification of 

solutions aimed at promoting equity and justice (Crabera, 2018; Price, forthcoming). Price 

(forthcoming) suggests that by prioritising the examination of race, Critical Race Theory 

scholars critically evaluate commonly accepted policies and practices to reveal the overt and 

subtle ways in which racist ideologies, structures, and institutions foster and preserve racial 

disparities. 

CRT scholars place great significance on narratives, especially counter-narratives (Han & Price, 

2015). This emphasis on narratives, particularly counter-narratives, is a crucial aspect of 

Critical Race Theory (CRT) analysis, which recognises the importance of centring the 

perspectives of oppressed communities in understanding and addressing the complexities of 

systemic racism. By highlighting the voices of marginalised individuals, CRT scholars are able 

to shed light on the ways in which oppressive structures and institutions perpetuate racial 

inequality. This approach not only helps to soothe the pain of marginalised individuals but 

also serves as a catalyst for driving positive change in society (Solorzano & Yosso, 2009; 

Ladson-Billings, 2009). 
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However, CRT has been criticised for its lack of a well-defined racial theory and overreliance 

on its core tenets (Nolan, 2021). To address this issue, Nolan (2021) suggests incorporating 

additional theoretical frameworks, such as Omi and Winant's "Racial Formation" (1994), to 

enhance the use of CRT. I support this recommendation and propose utilising multiple 

frameworks, including CRT, so that the research findings can be analysed more thoroughly, 

strengthen research findings, and mitigate each framework's limitations. Furthermore, these 

frameworks share a common emphasis on centring the perspectives of marginalised 

communities, which can offer a more comprehensive understanding of the issues under 

investigation. Therefore, integrating CRT and other relevant racial theories aligns with the 

central theme of this thesis, which aims to amplify the voices of marginalised communities. 

8.5 Conclusion 

The research findings indicate that low-stream students face unique challenges that 

negatively impact their educational experiences and outcomes. These challenges include 

differences in curriculum, pedagogical approaches, treatment by teachers, and classroom 

environments. Additionally, the experiences of the Malay participants in the study reveal the 

multiple levels of racism and discrimination that exist for marginalised communities in 

Singapore, including personally mediated racism, institutionalised racism, and internalised 

racism. 

One of the key themes that emerged from the research is the belief in meritocracy among the 

participants. This belief posits that success is earned through the individual's innate talents 

and hard work and is prevalent among the participants despite their systemic challenges. This 

belief aligns with the deficit thinking theory, which blames victims of social and economic 

inequity for their situations due to supposed individual or cultural deficiencies. 

This belief in meritocracy is problematic as it overlooks the impact of cultural and structural 

inequalities on society and the need for societal and institutional change. The emphasis on 

meritocracy and individual effort in addressing these issues ignores the role of societal factors 

in perpetuating inequality. Blaming individuals for their circumstances, spreading 

misconceptions, and ignoring the role of cultural stereotypes and societal factors in shaping 

opportunities and outcomes is problematic. 



235 
 

The study calls for a shift towards equity and equality in opportunities and outcomes. Ensuring 

equality and equity in education is of paramount importance as these concepts play a vital 

role in shaping the experiences and outcomes of students. As discussed in this chapter, 

neglecting these principles can lead to significant disparities in academic achievements, 

opportunities, and overall well-being among students. This requires a commitment from the 

government and its various departments to implement policy reforms that address these 

issues, such as emotional and learning support, changing teachers' expectations, removing 

academic groupings, providing equal opportunities, good school facilities, a challenging 

curriculum, a more conducive learning environment, and acknowledging the diversity of 

students. It is essential for educators to prioritise equity and equality to create an inclusive 

and supportive learning environment that caters to the diverse needs of all students. Only 

through these changes can true equality be achieved in the education system. 
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9. Conclusion 

This study has focused on the Singaporean education system and its impact on society, 

revealing that while it aspires to promote meritocracy, it often perpetuates elitism and 

inequality. Qualitative research methods were employed to explore the struggles of 

individuals from low-streams and mainstream schools in trying to move up the social mobility 

ladder through education. Through the participants’ experiences analysed with the multiple 

frameworks, the thesis has demonstrated how the system's competitive nature and sorting 

of students into different ability groups can lead to the stigmatisation of those who cannot 

attain the highest levels. 

A critical aspect of the Singaporean education system - the differentiated experiences and 

outcomes among students – was revealed in this thesis. These disparities arise due to a 

complex interplay of various factors, including but not limited to socioeconomic status, 

ethnicity, age, nationality, and gender. However, these factors only provide partial 

explanation of the differences in students' experiences and outcomes. Despite sharing similar 

backgrounds, some students may struggle to access opportunities and resources, while others 

may benefit from favourable circumstances. This finding underscores the importance of 

understanding the individual circumstances and social context shaping students' experiences 

and outcomes in a meritocratic education system. 

The strict adherence to meritocratic ideals and the diversity of individual circumstances have 

contributed to the growing disparities in education and socioeconomic status, as well as the 

division between ethnic groups, in a country that claims to be meritocratic, multicultural, and 

inclusive. Additionally, it was found that members of marginalised groups who are in a better 

socioeconomic and educational position may perpetuate disparity due to internalised racism. 

The study concludes that the Singaporean education system needs to be re-evaluated to 

ensure it aligns with its meritocratic, multicultural, and inclusive ideals. 

Overall, this thesis has provided an in-depth exploration of the Singaporean education system 

and its impact on society. The findings suggest that the system's competitive nature and 

sorting of students into different ability groups perpetuate elitism and inequality, leading to 

growing disparities and divisions between ethnic groups. The study has also highlighted the 
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struggles of individuals from low-streams and mainstream schools in trying to move up the 

social mobility ladder through education. The thesis underscores the need to re-evaluate the 

Singaporean education system to ensure its alignment with its meritocratic, multicultural, and 

inclusive ideals. 

9.1 Main Findings and Key Themes 

The study investigated the varying educational experiences of low-stream and high-stream 

students. The thesis first established its foundation through a personalised introduction. This 

groundwork is further cemented through a narrative literature review in Chapter 2 that 

examines the concept of meritocracy in Singapore and its impacts on the education system 

and society. Existing literature shows that while the government adopted meritocracy as a 

means of providing equal opportunities to all, it has instead perpetuated inequalities and 

widened the income gap. The education system, in particular, has been a binding agent in this 

complex system of inequalities, leading to stigmatisation, discrimination, labelling, and 

stereotyping. The chapter provided the necessary groundwork for the critical examination of 

the impacts of meritocracy on Singapore's education system and society as a whole. It 

provoked the need for a comprehensive analysis of the policies and their implementation, as 

well as studying the symbiotic relationships between the state's beliefs and ideologies and 

their power over ordinary citizens. The chapter revealed the social, psychological, and 

emotional costs associated with Singapore's pursuit of success, which are the primary focus 

of this study. 

The study found that how individuals are treated and the level of respect they receive 

depends on their school, their stream, and their qualifications. Low-stream participants 

reported facing distinct challenges, including a less challenging curriculum, differences in 

pedagogical approaches, uninviting classroom environments, negative comments by 

teachers, and perceived preferential treatment of higher-stream students. The participants 

also encountered public stigma as students and adults due to their qualifications or lack 

thereof. These experiences were linked to the psychological impacts on students, as analysed 

through the Stigma Theory and Pygmalion Effect, which showed that low-stream students 

experienced negative behaviours, low self-esteem, and internalised racism. The findings 
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suggest that the perpetuation of these negative beliefs and stereotypes contributes to 

societal inequalities. 

Additionally, the findings support previous studies and show a correlation between parents' 

social, educational, and economic capital and their children's outcomes, with the most 

privileged children being the most successful. The lack of financial resources hinders further 

studies for some students, especially those from low-income households who are unable to 

access public or private universities or self-help organisations. 

Due to the effects of the snowball sampling method on the participants’ recruitment and the 

overrepresentation of Malays in the low-streams and low-SES hierarchy, the thesis was able 

to explore the intersectionality of race, status, and class in Singapore and the challenges faced 

by Malay Singaporeans in the education system. The study highlights the challenges Malays 

face and the racial tensions and class hierarchies created by the government's policies. The 

experiences of the Malay participants illustrate the various challenges, such as personally 

mediated racism, institutionalised racism, and internalised racism. 

Another common theme in the thesis is the prevalence of the meritocracy ideology among 

Malays and low-SES participants in Singapore. Despite facing systemic challenges, many 

participants believe success is achieved through hard work and individual talent. The 

participants shared regret over their choices and perceived lack of success without realising 

the extent to which systemic and structural discrimination influenced their outcomes. They 

often blame themselves for their current situation and emphasise the importance of working 

hard for a better future. However, this competition-based education system has led to a lack 

of motivation and defeatist attitudes among low-stream students, exacerbating current 

outcomes. The merit-based hierarchy is often perceived as rational and natural, with self-

reliance and self-responsibility forming an integral part of Singapore's value system. This 

aligns with deficit thinking theory, which blames victims of socioeconomic disparity for their 

situations. The question arises whether low-stream students with multiple marginalised 

identities have a chance in competitive Singapore. 

The research in this thesis debunks several common misconceptions about low 

socioeconomic status (SES) and Malay minority groups in education, such as a lack of 
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motivation and poor work ethic among Malays and individuals from low-SES backgrounds and 

disengagement by low-SES parents in their children's education. The evidence gathered from 

the study contradicts these stereotypes and shows strong motivation, work ethic, and support 

among these groups, despite facing barriers such as limited qualifications and social 

connections. It also highlights the crucial role of social and economic capital and parental 

involvement in determining individual outcomes. The well-being of children is linked to their 

parents, and the challenges they face, such as financial struggles, can negatively affect their 

children's development. Social mobility is believed to occur through meritocracy, but the 

study by Lee and Morris (2016) shows that social mobility in Singapore has decreased while 

income disparity has worsened, highlighting the complex nature of social mobility and the 

role of numerous factors. Financial struggles experienced by families can create a cyclical 

pattern of intergenerational effects, as the outcomes of participants often mirror those of 

their parents. This challenges the notion of meritocracy as a solution for social mobility, 

highlights the widening gap in inequality and inequity, and stresses the need for a more 

nuanced understanding of the factors that contribute to the socioeconomic and educational 

outcomes of marginalised groups. 

Other misconceptions dispelled are that low-stream and low-SES students display 

oppositional behaviours and have low ambitions in school. Firstly, it is not true that these 

behaviours represent a total rejection of school. Secondly, disruptive students are not 

necessarily unmotivated to learn or participate in school activities. The study found that many 

participants had positive memories from their co-curricular activities (CCAs) and showed 

regular attendance for the activities, indicating some motivation. The results also showed that 

CCAs positively impacted the low-stream and low-SES participants' experiences in school. The 

activities taught them valuable skills, provided a sense of discovery, and instilled a lifelong 

learning journey, which gave them confidence. The conclusion is that if the school 

environment was more encouraging, the participants could have better outcomes, and that 

low ambitions and oppositional behaviour do not necessarily mean a lack of motivation in 

students. 

The thesis highlights the importance of equality and equity in education and their impact on 

students' experiences and outcomes. Equality refers to treating all students the same, but 

equity involves providing students with the specific resources and support they need to 
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succeed. To improve the Singapore education system, both equality and equity need to be 

prioritised. This means that students from low-stream schools should be treated with the 

same respect as their high-stream counterparts, and measures should be taken to enhance 

mobility between different streams of education. Socioeconomic status plays a crucial role in 

shaping students' outcomes. Low-SES students face barriers such as limited access to 

resources and opportunities that their high-SES peers do not. The impact of wage inequalities 

on private tuition investment also exacerbates educational inequities. 

In conclusion, this thesis has provided crucial insights into the varying educational experiences 

of low-stream and high-stream students in Singapore, particularly among the Malay minority 

group. The study highlights the negative impacts of the meritocracy ideology, public stigma, 

and systemic discrimination on low-stream and low-SES students and how these factors 

contribute to the perpetuation of societal inequalities. The evidence gathered from the study 

contradicts common misconceptions about low-SES and Malay students and highlights the 

crucial role of social and economic capital in shaping individual outcomes. The thesis stresses 

the importance of equality and equity in education and the need for improvement in the 

Singapore education system to provide equal opportunities and support to all students, 

regardless of their stream or socioeconomic status. The results of this study have important 

implications for policy and practice and underscore the need for a more nuanced 

understanding of the complex factors that influence the educational experiences and 

outcomes of marginalised groups in Singapore. 

9.2 Limitations 

Due to financial constraints as an independent researcher, the research could only be done 

on a small-scale level with only 17 participants. Therefore, one of its limitations is that it 

cannot claim to be representative of the larger population. The participants were also 

providing retrospective information. A more extensive dataset and an extended ethnographic 

study would need to be conducted to provide representation and generalisation. It can be 

further boosted using a mixed methodology, as qualitative and quantitative data would allow 

for more substantive research. 
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This thesis also has limitations in its participant sampling. Most participants, except for two, 

were from the Normal streams, evenly split between Normal Technical and Normal Academic. 

While having participants from only one stream would provide a more representative and 

focused study, all the participants, except for Zhengyang, came from low-status mainstream 

schools, most of which are located in disadvantaged neighbourhoods, offering another 

avenue for an investigation. 

Finally, one of the most critical limitations of this study is my personal feelings towards this 

research project. As a former social activist heavily involved in volunteer work and socio-

political movements in Singapore, I have deeply empathised with the participants, often 

feeling sad or angry towards some of their predicaments. I had to constantly remind myself 

to stay objective. Still, I concede that some subjectivity may have seeped into this thesis, and 

how the content is delivered may sometimes come across as emotional. Therefore, it is 

prudent to consider these limitations and be reminded of the scope of this thesis. 

9.3 Scope for Further Research 

I set out to do this thesis without intending to explore ethnic inequalities, although I was very 

aware of their existence. I aimed to show the relationship and correlations between SES, 

ability streams, school placements, and eventual outcomes. However, during the course of 

my research journey, “the Malay problem” kept appearing. I first noticed it during the initial 

stage of my data collection. While advertising for participants, I indicated the specific 

characteristics I wanted in a participant, but none was ethnicity. Being from the Normal 

Stream (Academic and Technical) was the most critical factor. I expected roughly an equal 

number of participants from each of the three main ethnic groups in Singapore.  

Of the 17 participants who were eventually interviewed, 15 were from the two Normal 

Streams. However, 14 identified as Malays, and only three identified as non-Malay (Chinese); 

in other words, there is an overrepresentation of Malays from the Normal streams and 

mainstream neighbourhood schools. One out of three of the Chinese participants was a 

former SAP elite school student recruited to provide perspectives from the other side, and he 

is the only one who would fall in the high-SES group. The rest of the participants are from low 

to middle-low-SES groups. While existing literature shows the correlation between ethnicity, 
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social class, income, and the types of schools, the participants were streamed into, further 

studies on how these impact life outcomes will contribute and add more knowledge to the 

current data.  

Chua (2015) wrote about the interweaving of the different sectors of inequalities, and this 

was a recurrent theme that kept emerging throughout the research. While this study is not a 

quantitative study, and 17 can hardly be considered substantial for representation, this thesis 

does reveal the sad truth about the vast disparity in Singapore: class, wealth, educational, and 

ethnic inequality are interwoven, and the ethnic group that is overwhelmingly represented in 

the lowest rung of all the hierarchies is the Malay ethnic group. Therefore, there is scope for 

a more extensive research study to generate more significant and better data. A 

representative data sample would provide more information so that further actions can be 

designed and implemented to mitigate the issues. 

Another possible area for further research related to the above would be network 

inequalities. While I did not specifically ask the participants about this, their difficulties in 

obtaining jobs signal that the lack of networking opportunities contributes to this difficulty. 

Many with jobs mentioned that they secured their current position because they “know 

someone”; for example, they know the boss or one of their friends was already working in 

the company and recommended them. This further weakens the argument that opportunities 

and success are purely based on merit and supports Chua and Ng’s (2015) theory of access to 

opportunities in Singapore. To exacerbate the situation, the individuals’ immediate network 

is typically constrained by their socioeconomic and ethnic position. For many Malays and low-

SES individuals, their job opportunities are still quite limited, even with networking. Examining 

this phenomenon would shed light on the extent of networking influence in Singapore and its 

impacts on low-SES members of society, especially for those with multiple marginalised 

identities. 

An additional area for exploration and examination would involve investigating the 

experiences of Singapore's Malay population who have successfully overcome obstacles and 

achieved upward social mobility. This inquiry would centre on identifying and examining the 

complexities and hierarchies within the most marginalised ethnic group in Singapore. A 

finding in this thesis provided an interesting perspective: Nisa, who is ethnically Malay, 
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mentioned having Chinese friends and associated these friends with “study” while reluctantly 

sharing that her Malay friends are not academically well. As if compensating for that remark, 

she mentioned that her Malay friends helped her become the person she is now, presumably 

attributing at least part of her success to them. More in-depth research in this area would 

contribute to a better understanding of the complex “Malay Problem” and could potentially 

lend more knowledge that could be used to help the community.  

As shared in the discussion chapter, I had been reflecting critically on the shortcomings of the 

theoretical models I had chosen. It was during this process that I discovered CRT, prompting 

me to delve deeper into it. I realised that a more conscious and deliberate study focusing on 

the racial dimensions of education and meritocracy in Singapore, utilising CRT, would be a 

useful project for further research. With the application of CRT and through its lens, the study 

would be able to examine the intersectionality of race with other social identities and the 

ways in which structural inequalities are reproduced and maintained within societal 

institutions. Moreover, utilising CRT would enable an emphasis on the lived experiences and 

voices of individuals from marginalised communities, further enriching the research project., 

providing a more nuanced understanding of the impact of race on their lives. 

9.4 So, What Can We Do? – Further Recommendations 

This study has drawn upon various data sources, particularly participants’ personal 

experiences, newspaper articles, public discussions, and academic literature. It has shed some 

light on the intricacies of the complex meritocratic system in Singapore – both educationally 

and in other forms, such as social. I started this research to make a difference in the lives of 

those affected. Along the way, as the thesis came to a close, and with the depressing reality 

that I had uncovered, I asked myself, “So, what can we do?” To answer this question, I drew 

upon the statement below by Teo You Yenn (2018, p. 1): 

To tackle inequality, we must take seriously its holistic nature and resist the urge to 

quarantine it into neat containment areas. Inequality is not a problem only of children 

and education, nor one tackled only by targeting the low-income. Public policy in many 

areas of life must prioritise redistribution and universal access to ensure everyone can 

meet their needs.  
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One of the ways to moderate inequality in educational outcomes is to analyse it through wider 

lenses. This study has offered some insights into the systemic challenges that persist in 

Singapore's meritocratic system. However, it is crucial to acknowledge that the findings are 

only preliminary, and there is a need for more extensive research in this area. Drawing from 

the study's results, I will make several recommendations to address the observed disparities. 

These recommendations are not exhaustive but can serve as a starting point for future 

investigations. Some of these recommendations are familiar and have been discussed in other 

research or public dialogues and talks. However, further investigation, such as the ones 

discussed in the previous section, would need to be done to study the implications and test 

for viability before any of these proposed recommendations can be considered for 

implementation. 

i. Removal of all High-Stakes Examinations and Major Restructuring of 

Admissions Policies 

To ensure a more diversified socioeconomic demographic, every school should have a 

similar percentage as national records of students from different SES and ethnicities. 

Reformations of the education system through equalisation of resource allocation, 

removing streaming, inculcating ways to remove or, at the very least, minimise social 

segregation, and expanding the school curriculum and providing flexibility can reduce 

inequality and social stratification. But to do this, the deep-seated systemic roots of 

inequality should first be addressed. 

ii. Removal of Ethnic/Religious Based Organisations and Combining Them on a 

Needs Basis 

As discussed extensively in this thesis, ethnic minority groups are disproportionately 

represented in the lower SES. This means that more funds are available for the group 

that needs it least, and there is less availability for the group that needs it most. Due 

to this dynamic, self-help organisations for ethnic minorities have had to reject many 

applicants. This has caused disgruntlement and even loss of trust in the organisations. 

The applicants often share that they receive help when they apply to organisations 

that belong to the majority ethnic group while they are refused service from their own, 
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not realising that their own ethnic group self-help organisations have lesser to go 

around compared to the others. 

One of the ways to solve this issue would be to combine all ethnic self-help 

organisations and remove ethnic distinctions. Those who need help should receive 

help not because they are Chinese or Malay or Indian or Others; they should receive 

support simply because they need help. Removing the ethnic distinctions would 

assure better and fairer distribution of funds, thus ensuring that those who need it 

would receive it. 

iii. Have (More) Open Dialogue and Introduce Referendums 

The government needs to start having more open dialogues with the general 

Singaporeans before implementing policies. Currently, organisers of these events tend 

to invite educated and well-heeled individuals as panellists. The audiences and active 

participants are also from the same (or similar) demographic. The outcome is that 

many policies have not been in the best interests of the general Singaporeans and 

sometimes seem like “knee-jerk” moves. Presumably, this is because many of the 

ministers and officials are not from the same socioeconomic background as the 

average Singaporean and, therefore, do not understand the pain points of the typical 

citizens. Often, there are many misunderstandings due to the many barriers between 

the average Singaporean and the elite government. 

Furthermore, to address issues including racism and discrimination, it is imperative to 

listen to and understand the lived experiences of those affected. Those brave enough 

to share should not be accused of trying to cause divisions or social unrest. The truths 

may be uncomfortable, but to hide them will be unfair. 

Additionally, for Singapore to be an actual democracy, referendums should be a part 

of the decision-making process. Only then would the people of Singapore feel like truly 

valued citizens in a proper democracy. 
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9.5 Reflections and the Final Conclusion 

This research journey has been a long, arduous, and emotional one. I began this journey with 

a fixed mindset: the government is at fault. Prior to that, I was quick to blame the individuals. 

However, through observations and from my own experiences this last decade, I have 

discovered that it is much more complex than that.  

Social constructionism and Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological model, together with the different 

theories, have given me many new perspectives and taught me to be less judgemental. The 

saying “Do not judge a book by its cover” is indeed true: we cannot judge an individual 

because we cannot comprehend the complexities interwoven in the individual’s life.  

A strong case can be made that the Singapore Government and the different ministries should 

review meritocracy and policies underpinned by meritocracy and be aware (and wary) of its 

racist foundations. Policies such as removing the ethnic-based model for self-help 

organisations and housing policies should reflect this understanding. In the long run, these 

changes would impact the values and social well-being of the general society and bridge the 

socioeconomic and educational gap. The quote below by Laurence Lien, a Nominated 

Member of Parliament in 2014, highlights this need for change: 

This society has been founded based on meritocracy… if you have been successful, it's 

because of your efforts; if you're not, it's your fault. But we need to change that 

narrative because people have got different opportunities and different conditions 

that could impede their ability to move out of that poverty trap (Leyl, 2014, p.1)  

Overall, this journey has taught me to speak less and listen more, not just to hear but to listen 

with the intention of understanding. On an individual level, I urge everyone to be kinder and 

help as much as they can. Everyone is equally deserving of help and should be given the 

benefit of the doubt. There is enough in the world for everyone if only everyone would share. 

The narratives of greedy politicians and selfish governments should not brainwash us. 

I once saw the following on the wall of a classroom: “Always ask yourself, who writes the 

stories? Who benefits from the stories? Who is missing from the stories?” So, I would 
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encourage everyone to ask these questions when they hear the same dominant narrative 

spinning - question dominant discourses. 

This thesis will end with a happy ending to the story of Ahmad. It is human nature to prefer a 

joyous ending, and while this ending is true for some of the participants I interviewed, it is 

not true for everyone. 

I would also like to advocate for everyone to sit down and listen to each other’s stories. 

Whatever our ethnicity is, wherever we are from, and whomever our parents are, we all have 

a story to tell. From these stories, we can only truly learn from each other about one another. 

Understanding different narratives will help us form a better collective narrative as a nation. 

I am honoured to have been given the opportunity to listen to 17 stories from 17 beautiful 

individuals, without whom this thesis would not have been possible. In return, I hope to have 

provided these individuals with the opportunity to be heard by retelling their stories. 
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Narrative: The End 

Then one day, Ahmad met someone who was passionate about helping the Malay community 

improve themselves. She showed him what he could potentially achieve. Armed with 

brochures and flyers from various educational institutions, she showed him the different 

routes he could take to get out of the hopeless situation he was in.  

Ahmad’s previous hope of getting a degree was reignited.  

His previous qualifications were not enough for him to start a degree course, so he took a part-

time private diploma. He was surprised when he received his results. He did well. 

With that diploma, he received a promotion. It came as a shock. His bosses sat him down and 

congratulated him. They mentioned that they were surprised to see a Malay in the company 

who had aspirations to be better. Although he felt that it was a discriminatory remark against 

his ethnic group, he could not help but feel pleased. 

He went on to do his degree part-time. It was not an easy journey. At times, he remembered 

all the comments from teachers who told him he could not do it. At times, he felt like giving 

up. But now, he had a good group of supportive friends. His family motivated him. They 

reminded him of his potential. And when he felt “stupid”, they reminded him of how far he 

had come. 

As he stood there with his degree in his hand, smiling at the hundreds in front of him and at 

the flashing lights of the camera, for the first time in his life he felt proud. He did it. They told 

him he couldn’t, but he proved them wrong. This is twenty years of his journey. He finally made 

it. 

 

 

--- The End --- 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1 

Section 1: (To be filled in by participants) 

Please select the most applicable. 

1. Nationality: 
a) Singaporean 
b) Singapore Permanent Resident (born and studied in Singapore) 
c) Singapore Permanent Resident (born overseas, studied at least 6 years of 

compulsory education in Singapore) 
 

2. Age group: 
a) 13 – 17 
b) 18 – 20 
c) 21 – 30 
d) 31 - 40 
e) 41 - 50 
f) 51 – 60 
g) 60 and above 

 
3. Residential: 

a) Private property (Please specify:_____________) 
b) HDB 4 or 5 room 
c) HDB 3 room 
d) HDB 1 or 2 room (Own/Rent) 
 

4. Do you own the house/flat or is it a family home? 
a) own 
b) family home 
 

5. Highest Educational Qualification: 
a) Postgraduate degree (Masters or Doctorate) 
b) Postgraduate diploma 
c) First degree and/or Honours 
d) Advanced Diploma/Specialist Diploma 
e) Diploma 
f) Higher NITEC/NITEC/Vocational Institutions 
g) GCE “A” Levels or equivalent 
h) GCE “O” Levels or equivalent 
i) GCE “N” Levels or equivalent 
j) Secondary education 
k) PSLE 
l) Primary education 
m) Others (Please specify): ___________________________ 
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n) None 
 

6. Profession: 
a)    Senior Manager  
b) Manager  
c) Senior Executive  
d) Junior Executive  
e) Fresh/Entry  
f) Non-Executive  
g) Part-time/Freelance/Associate 

Please specify: ________________ 
h) Unemployed 
i) Student 
j) Others/Unsure: 

Please specify: ________________ 
 

7. Job title: 
____________________ 
 

8. Basic salary (not inclusive of allowances/bonuses) per month: 
a) $1500 or below 
b) $1501 - $2500 
c) $2501 - $3000 
d) $3001 - $4000 
e) $4001 - $5000 
f) $5001 - $8000 
g) $8001 - $10,000 
h) $10,001 and above 
i) Unemployed 
j) Student 

 
9. Which secondary school did you go to? (this is only for demographic purposes and 

the names of the schools will remain anonymous) 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
 

10. Which primary school did you go to? (this is only for demographic purposes and the 
names of the schools will remain anonymous) 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
 

11. Did you attend pre-school i.e. Kindergarten? 
a) Yes 
b) No 
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Section 2 (to be filled in by participants)  
1. What are your opinions on students who are in Special stream? Please circle all 

those applicable. 
a) Clever 
b) Stupid 
c) Slow 
d) Naughty 
e) Good 
f) Well behaved 
g) Punctual 
h) Intelligent 
i) Bad future ahead 
j) Good future ahead 
k) Junior College / Pre-university 
l) Poly 
m) University 
n) ITE 
o) Will be able to get a good job in the future 
p) Will not be able to get a good job in the future 
q) Academic 
r) Technical 
s) Others: _________________________________ 

 
2. What are your opinions on students who are in Express stream? Please circle all 

those applicable. 
a) Clever 
b) Stupid 
c) Slow 
d) Naughty 
e) Good 
f) Well behaved 
g) Punctual 
h) Intelligent 
i) Bad future ahead 
j) Good future ahead 
k) Junior College / Pre-university 
l) Poly 
m) University 
n) ITE 
o) Will be able to get a good job in the future 
p) Will not be able to get a good job in the future 
q) Academic 
r) Technical 
s) Others: _________________________________ 

 
3. What are your opinions on students who are in Normal (Academic) stream? Please 

circle all those applicable. 



283 
 

a) Clever 
b) Stupid 
c) Slow 
d) Naughty 
e) Good 
f) Well behaved 
g) Punctual 
h) Intelligent 
i) Bad future ahead 
j) Good future ahead 
k) Junior College / Pre-university 
l) Poly 
m) University 
n) ITE 
o) Will be able to get a good job in the future 
p) Will not be able to get a good job in the future 
q) Academic 
r) Technical 
s) Others: _________________________________ 

 
4. What are your opinions on students who are in Normal (Technical) stream? Please 

circle all those applicable. 
a) Clever 
b) Stupid 
c) Slow 
d) Naughty 
e) Good 
f) Well behaved 
g) Punctual 
h) Intelligent 
i) Bad future ahead 
j) Good future ahead 
k) Junior College / Pre-university 
l) Poly 
m) University 
n) ITE 
o) Will be able to get a good job in the future 
p) Will not be able to get a good job in the future 
q) Academic 
r) Technical 

Others: _________________________________ 
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Section 3 (Interview) 
 
1. Hi there (introduction). Can you tell me more about yourself and your family? 
(Prompts: Family, family background, parents’ current or past vocation, siblings, siblings’ 
current or past vocation) 
 
2. Would you like to share some of your experiences in school. Tell me how you feel 
about them. 
(Prompts: Teachers, peers, exams, any interesting or significant events in school) 
 
3. (Lead in with the answers given by the participant for the previous question if 
possible/related) How do you explain success and failure in our education system? 
 
4. Singapore describes itself as a meritocratic society, what do you think that means 
and what is your opinion on meritocracy in Singapore? 
 
5. What role do you think education plays in making Singapore a meritocratic place? 
 
6. When you were in school, what did you think you want to achieve after school/what 
did you want to work as? 
 
7. What were your goals and dreams then? 
 
8. How do you feel about yourself academically when you were in school? 
(Prompts: How did your teachers make you feel? How did your friends make you feel?) 
 
9. What about other aspects of your school and external life?  
(Prompts: Hobbies, sports, etc.) 
 
10. Tell me more about your friends in school? 
(Prompts: Race, social class) 
 
11. There were various examinations throughout our schooling lives in Singapore. Do 
you remember your feelings about them? 
(Prompts: Before exams, Preparation for exams, During exams) 
 
12. What memories do you have of receiving your PSLE and GCE results? 
(Prompts: Can you tell me more? How did your parents/guardians/family react?) 
 
13. What about your friends? How did they react (when they received their results)? 
 
14. Now that you have left school, tell me more about what happened after? What 
about your friends? 
(Prompts: Experiences in trying to find a job i.e. job applications, interviews etc.) 
 
15. How do you feel about your ___ (insert current situation of participant i.e. job etc.) 
(Prompts: Do you enjoy working there? How do they treat you at work?) 
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16. What role do you think your schooling life has played in your current situation 
(outcomes) and opportunities? 
(Prompts: Streaming, Do you think the stream you were placed in played an important part 
in where you are right now?) 
 
17. What role do you think race has played in your educational opportunities? 
 
18. What role do you think social class (wealth), and background of yourself and your 
parents (family) have played in your educational opportunities and current outcome? 
 
19.        If you can go back and change anything (with regards to your schooling life), would 
you have changed anything, what would you have changed and why? 
 
20. What are your hopes and dreams for your (future – if they have none) children and 
family? 
 
21. Do you have any advice you would give to the future generation? 
 
Section 4: End 

Thank you very much for your time and your great insights. I will contact you again if I have 
any further clarifications. Before I end the interview, may I ask if you have any family 
members, friends, acquaintances and/or teachers that I can contact and ask a few 
questions? 

Please leave their contact details below. 

Names Contact details 
  

  

  

  
  

  

  
 
Do you have anything else that you would like to add? (Conversation). Well, thank you again 
for you time. I greatly appreciate the time you have taken to help me with this research 
study and for giving me your opinions. 
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Appendix 2 

 

Information sheet 

To _____________  , 

My name is Hana Saemon and I am working towards a Doctorate in Education at the 
University of Canterbury. The research study, Educational Meritocracy in Perspective: 
Through the Eyes of ‘Low-stream’ Graduates, focuses on introspection and retrospection of 
graduates in Singapore with regards to their educational experiences. Participants will be 
asked for their retrospective opinions on their schooling experiences, their perception of 
opportunities related to schooling, the opportunity outcome based on “advice” from 
educators and their family background. Participants will also be asked to look forward and 
give their opinions of their life chances and their aspirations for their children’s future. This 
study hopes to inspire positive changes in the education system such as inclusion, equal 
opportunities, and equal outcomes. 

My role will be that of researcher and I will also conduct the interviews. The methodology 
behind my research is known as phenomenology. Phenomenologists’ concerns are to gain an 
understanding through the conceptual world of the participants. They believe that 
interpretation comes through interactions, and our experiences then determine the reality, 
and reality is socially constructed. Thus, it is important to recognise and comprehend the 
descriptions people give to events, situations, occurrences etc. and the manner in which they 
came upon to creating it. 

A University Ethics Committee has reviewed and approved this study. The University of 
Canterbury requires that all participants be informed that if they have any complaint 
concerning the manner in which a research project is conducted, it may be given to the 
researcher, or if an independent person is preferred to:  

Head of department 

School of Educational Studies and Human Development (Ethics) 

University of Canterbury 

Private Bag 4800 

Christchurch 8140 
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Please contact me further if you have any other questions or concerns about the project or 
would like to be informed of the research findings. My contact detains, and those of my 
supervisor at the University of Canterbury, are given below. A ‘supervisor’ is a member of the 
academic community who guides and advises the student during their research project. My 
supervisors are Associate Professor Missy Morton and Dr. David Small at the University of 
Canterbury. 

Yours sincerely, 

Hana Saemo 

Hana Saemon New Zealand: +6422-350-5162 

Singapore: +65____________ 

hana.saemon@pg.canterbury.ac.nz 

skype: hana_saemon 

 

Professor Dr. Missy Morton College of Education, Health and Human 
Development 

University of Canterbury 

Private Bag 4800 

Christchurch 

missy.morton@canterbury.ac.nz 

 

Dr. David Small College of Education, Health and Human 
Development 

University of Canterbury 

Private Bag 4800 

Christchurch 

david.small@canterbury.ac.nz 

 

 

 

mailto:hana.saemon@pg.canterbury.ac.nz
mailto:missy.morton@canterbury.ac.nz
mailto:david.small@canterbury.ac.nz
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Appendix 3 

 

Participant 

Declaration of Consent 

 

I consent to participate in the project, Educational Meritocracy in Perspective: Through the 
Eyes of ‘Low-stream’ Graduates. I have read and understood the information concerning the 
research project and what will be required of me should I participate in the project.  

I understand that the researcher will be recording and taking notes of the interviews and I 
understand that the information provided will be treated as confidential and that no findings 
that could identify either individuals or any related organisations that may reveal my identity 
will be published. 

I am aware that as part of her research, the researcher will be keeping a record of the 
interviews. Any notes taken will be kept securely and only shared with his academic 
supervisors. This data will be analysed as part of her doctoral thesis.  

I understand that participation in the project is voluntary and that participants may withdraw 
from the project within the next 6 months without incurring any penalty. I will be able to see 
any transcript of the interview or discussion and be able to add or delete to parts relating to 
myself. I am aware that after 10 years, all raw data from this research study will be destroyed. 

 

 

Name: _______________________________________________ Date:________________ 

 

Signature: __________________________________________________ 


