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What happens to a dream deferred? 
Does it dry up
like a raisin in the sun?
Or fester like a sore —
And then run?
Does it stink like rotten meat?
Or crust and sugar over —
like a syrupy sweet?
Maybe it just sags
like a heavy load.
Or does it explode?

Source: Selected Poems of Langston Hughes (Random House Inc., 1990)
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The Puzzlingly Persistent Education Gap

Chapter I
The Puzzlingly Persistent Education Gap

Why are Malay Students Still Facing Education Gap? 
Why, some 55 years after Singapore’s independence, has the progress of 
the Malay community in Singapore continued to lag behind their 
counterparts? Despite best efforts by the government, community self-help 
groups and other leaders, as well as noticeable improvements across the 
board over the last three decades, this gap remains. Whether measured by 
income, educational attainment, or even health, the Malays of Singapore 
have yet to catch up.

The debates surrounding this gap have focused on a number of purported 
factors that explain the unequal progress. Is it due to race? To class 
differences? To discrimination in society? To structural issues? To culture? 
This pattern of inequality remains a puzzle among academics, government 
officials, civil society groups and concerned citizens. 

This report focuses on the gap in societal attainment by examining an area 
that most would agree is crucial: education. After all, Singapore aspires to 
be a meritocratic society in which education represents a primary conduit 
for social mobility. A fair and meritocratic education system allowing the 
most talented and hardest working people among the next generation 
to advance is the fairest way to distribute social goods. And education is 
one area in which the gap between the races is most noticeable. Does the 
education gap reflect a systemic failure, an issue unique to the Malays, or 
something else?

Malays over-represented in the Normal (Technical) stream

Specifically, this report focuses on one especially thorny aspect of education: 
Singapore’s streaming system. In particular, we focus on the Normal 
(Technical) stream, the lowest formal stream in Singapore’s educational 
landscape. Singapore’s leaders originally established this stream in 1994 
as an attempt to reduce the high dropout rates among poor performing 
Singaporean students. And on that score the Normal (Technical) stream 
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succeeded! Yet, even as dropout rates declined, the addition of the Normal 
(Technical) stream brought unintended consequences — including stigma 
and a vicious cycle of failure. After all, the Normal (Technical) stream is 
widely perceived to be the least prestigious one. In a society based on 
credentialism, graduating from Normal (Technical) is widely perceived as 
a “dead end” that leads to low-end employment. It is in this stream that 
Malays are especially over-represented.
 
A community response

Malay/Muslim1 self-help groups and voluntary welfare organisations 
(VWOs) have typically responded to this race-based education gap mainly 
by helping students get out of the Normal (Technical) stream. These groups 
have designed tuition, mentorship, and other programmes to help Malay 
students succeed in the Primary School Leaving Examination (PSLE) (AMP, 
2012b).

Still, there has been a strong sense among many, including the leaders of 
AMP Singapore, that more must be done (AMP, 2012b). The programmes 
oriented towards keeping students out of the Normal (Technical) stream 
are only fighting half the battle. These leaders asked, what about those 
students who cannot avoid the Normal (Technical) stream? Upon entering  
the Normal (Technical) stream, many students lose confidence, internalising 
the notion that they are not “academically inclined”, and experiencing 
stigma and shame (Teng, 2019). Many of them, streamed at around age 
12, find it challenging to progress beyond a National Institute of Technical 
Education Certificate (NITEC) qualification. They toil in low-paying, insecure 
vocational jobs, and all but an exceptional few remain unable to achieve 
higher levels of education.

A call for more facts

The fate of Normal (Technical) stream students remains an open question. 
Society largely regards Normal (Technical) as an obstacle to be overcome, 
success stories notwithstanding. Member of Parliament Louis Ng argued 
that while it may be true there have been success stories, citing the case of 
a Junior College economics teacher who came from the Normal (Technical) 
stream, such stories are not representative of the majority of Normal 

(Technical) stream students (See for example Mokhtar, 2019; Smalley and 
Tiah, 2019; Wong, 2014). 

Little is known about the fate of those who stayed in the Normal (Technical) 
stream. What kind of jobs did they get? If they were pursuing further 
education like NITEC courses, how did they fare? Were they able to advance 
in their careers? Did they earn enough to support a family? Beyond these 
practical questions, we also desired to know if students streamed into 
Normal (Technical) were able to pursue their dreams. Were such students 
so crushed that they did not dare to dream? 

Thus, in addition to trying to understand why Malays disproportionately 
find themselves streamed into Normal (Technical), we sought to find 
out why some Normal (Technical) students, upon reaching adulthood, 
managed to succeed while others failed. What are the factors that help 
some students in the Normal (Technical) stream perform better than others? 
Could insights into these success factors help others? Could such insights 
help VWOs design better and more effective interventions modelled on 
demonstrated paths to success? What about the 2019 round of reforms to 
the Normal (Technical) stream that, among other things, allows students to 
take individual subjects in which they are strong at higher levels? Did these 
changes address the problems, or are there additional issues that need to 
be resolved in seeking to help Normal (Technical) stream students succeed?

Thus, this report narrows it down to two inter-related research questions:

Research Question 1:                                                                    . 
What factors explain the education gap among Singapore’s ethnic 
groups?

Research Question 2:                                                                    . 
What factors explain why some Normal (Technical) students — 
including Malays and others — end up with better outcomes than 
others? Are these “success factors” the same for Malay students as 
they are for others?
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Research strategy

To answer these questions, we conducted intensive interviews with adult 
graduates of the Normal (Technical) stream. We focused on adults (18 years 
old and above) in order to get a sense of their life experience and trajectory 
thus far. Forgoing a survey, we designed a semi-structured interview 
instrument to delve into our interviewees’ lives. In this way, we could better 
discern the causal connections that led our respondents to the Normal 
(Technical) stream and beyond, and those that affected their outcomes. 

Moreover, because our research questions are inherently comparative, we 
did not interview Malays exclusively. We wanted to find out in what ways 
the experiences of the Malays might be similar to those of other races, 
and in what ways they might be different. Thus, we worked to ensure that 
Malays, Chinese and Indians were represented among the interviewees. 

In the end, we interviewed more than 100 low-income adults who had 
spent time in the Normal (Technical) stream. We are honoured that these 
adults generously shared their lives with us. Their experiences, insights, 
and honest assessments shed considerable light on our field of inquiry. We 
hope that their generosity will benefit future generations of students.
 
Measuring success

One major challenge we faced was how to measure the “outcome” for 
Research Question 2. Once we isolated which factors were causally linked 
with which outcomes, how were we to determine which outcomes were 
better than others? Income is one commonly used objective measure; 
however, in the case of our study, income as a measure only went so far. 
First, especially among our younger interviewees, income was difficult to 
measure meaningfully. Many of our interviewees were still in school or in 
National Service, and had not hit their stride. Some interviewees were 
married with their own families, while others still lived at home. Even 
when taking family size into account, the current incomes of most of our 
interviewees were not especially meaningful.

If not income, perhaps we could judge the interviewees’ career trajectory. 
This also proved to be problematic. On whose standard were we to judge? 

Society at large might evaluate an outcome based on the level of prestige 
accorded to a career. We could ask the interviewees whether they were 
satisfied with their trajectory — but, on what basis? Should it be based 
on their own dreams and aspirations, or rather should we compare it 
to a reasonable assessment of what is realistic given their educational 
credentials? 

In the end, we adopted all three methods of assessment: income, 
society’s view, and especially students’ own assessments. Comparing the 
interviewees’ outcomes with their dreams revealed four broad categories of 
students, which we further refined into 11 different sub-categories. 

The four broad outcomes are as follows:

1. Dreams realised: Interviewees who had realised their dreams or were 
clearly on their way.

2. Crossroads: Interviewees who were at some juncture they could not 
directly control (e.g. they had just applied to a programme that, upon 
acceptance, would help them achieve their dreams).

3. Making do: Interviewees who either did not have a specific dream or 
had failed to reach their dreams, but nevertheless were satisfied with 
their lives. 

4. Dreams deferred: Interviewees who had failed to achieve their aspirations 
and were not satisfied.

To be sure, we interviewed our respondents at a particular snapshot in time, 
at a point when nothing was fixed. It is quite possible that, since then, new 
opportunities and unforeseen events have allowed those who were making 
do or those whose dreams were deferred at that time to achieve their 
dreams. After all, this has happened to many of our interviewees who had 
achieved their dreams at some previous point. For many, we trust that their 
dreams have not been crushed forever. However, while these young people 
might eventually realise their dreams, we also know, as the American poet 
Langston Hughes reminds us, that there is a substantial cost to be paid for 
a dream deferred. 
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For us, the priority was to find out why — what factors explained why some 
succeeded while others failed. 

(The appendix contains more on the study’s methodology.)

Research Question 1:

What factors explain the education gap among 
Singapore’s ethnic groups?

Understanding the Education Gap in Singapore

The education gap between races is evident, yet the specific nature of 
the gap and its changes over time are complex. Limited access to data 
compounds the problem of precisely identifying the nature of the gap. 
Despite this dearth of data, the gap persists on two levels:

1. The PSLE gap

On the most rudimentary level, the Malays have narrowed the gap in terms 
of passing the PSLE and qualifying for secondary school. Across the 30-year 
marathon since 1987 — five years after Yayasan MENDAKI was established 
— the percentage of Malay students eligible for secondary schools has 
increased considerably (Figure 1). The stark gap in the late 1980s between 
Malays and the national average narrowed to less than five percentage 
points in 2016, the last year for which data are available.
 
FIGURE 1: PERCENTAGE OF PSLE STUDENTS ELIGIBLE FOR SECONDARY SCHOOL, BY RACE

SOURCE: MINISTRY OF EDUCATION, SINGAPORE
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Despite these gains, the performance of Malays in several key PSLE subjects, 
such as mathematics and science, shows that the gap is not substantially 
shrinking. The Education Panel of the Third National Convention 
of Singapore Muslim Professionals holds the view that excelling in 
mathematics and English is critical for students to succeed in school, 
especially at primary and secondary levels (AMP, 2012b, 92). However, 
despite the introduction of mastery programmes by Malay/Muslim 
organisations to improve Malay students’ English and mathematics, 
feedback from educators suggests that many Malay students still lack a 
strong foundation in these subjects (AMP, 2018). As reinforced in the 
statistics, the numerous mathematics-based programmes and English 
reading confidence programmes have yet to close the gap substantially.

Mathematics remains an area of particular concern. The current gap 
between Malay and other students continues a trend that has lasted three 
decades (Figure 2). The gap widened after 2000, and discouragingly, the 
figure for Malays descended to below the 60% mark again. A similar pattern 
applies to science.

2. The post-secondary education gap

In a country like Singapore, where national examinations are vital, poor 
performance in the PSLE can create a vicious cycle of cascading poor 
performances. The PSLE gap, thus, translates into a generalised education gap. 

Figure 3 shows the highest qualification attained by those aged between 
25 and 39. This age group was chosen because, when Normal (Technical) 
stream was introduced in 1994, the oldest — then a 13- or 14-year-old —
would have been 38 or 39 respectively in 2019. 

The education attainment of the Malays contrasts appreciably with the 
national average. Figure 3 implies that in 2015, about 31.9% of Malays 
between 25 and 39 years of age failed to progress to post-secondary 
institutions2, compared to the national average of 16.3%. The larger 
proportion of Malays in polytechnic compared to the national average is 
due to most of them going through the polytechnic route after secondary 
school3 instead of opting for junior college or pre-university; this explains 
their under-representation in university.

FIGURE 2: PERCENTAGE OF PUPILS WHO SCORED A*-C IN MATHEMATICS, BY RACE
SOURCE: MINISTRY OF EDUCATION, SINGAPORE
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FIGURE 3: HIGHEST QUALIFICATION OBTAINED BY RESIDENT POPULATION 
(AGED 25-39) BY RACE

SOURCE: GENERAL HOUSEHOLD SURVEY 2015, DEPARTMENT OF STATISTICS, SINGAPORE, 188-197

Resident Population Aged Between 25 and 39
by Age Group, Highest Qualification Obtained
and Ethnic Group (2015)

University

Professional Qualifications
& Other Diploma

Polytechnic

Post-Secondary
(Non-Tertiary)

Secondary

Lower Secondary

Primary

No Qualification

0.0% 15.0% 30.0% 45.0% 60.0%

2.6%

3.2%

6.1%

20.0%

26.1%

17.4%

9.5%

15.2%

1.1%

1.3%

2.9%

10.8%

9.1%

13.6%

9.9%

51.3%

Overall Malay



1110

Dreams Realised, Dreams Deferred: Understanding and 
Addressing the Racial Gap in Educational Achievement in Singapore

The Puzzlingly Persistent Education Gap

Explaining the education gap

The lacunae in academic research have not prevented a proliferation of 
hypotheses purporting to explain this education gap. Educated guesses 
run the gamut, from eugenics (Chua and Chang, 2015) to culture (Suratman, 
2010) to entrenched societal, and sometimes internalised, racism (Yong, 
2016) that could extend to the education system and workforce. Others 
have pointed to flaws in the education system (Bharati, 2018) or systemic 
problems within the family (OECD, 2018). Some argue that the problem 
is less about race and more about class (Teng, 2015). Others dismiss 
the problem entirely, arguing that Singaporean society emphasises 
credentialism to too great an extent (W Tan, 2017) and that the assertion 
that Singaporean Malays have not “achieved” may have been based on 
goals that are not shared among Singaporeans of different races.

Or perhaps this problem is merely an artefact of age — a temporary problem 
that existed in older generations that no longer applies today. After all, the 
older generation of Singaporeans, irrespective of race and often academic 
acumen, received fewer opportunities to continue with schooling (Hafiz, 
2018). Singapore, at early independence, was a poor country whose 
leaders made a conscious choice to concentrate scarce resources on top 
performing students (Y K Ong, 2018). During that period, especially in the 
case of children from lower-income families who were frustrated by their 
inability to advance and under financial pressure to enter the workforce 
and support their family, many dropped out. Indeed, the Normal (Technical) 
stream itself was a response to this problem — a successful attempt to 
encourage less academically-inclined students to stay in school (Teng, 
2019). 

Perhaps these moribund statistics are a legacy of that era. Has the education 
gap become less stark among younger generations? If so, the gap between 
those aged below 40 across ethnic groups should be lower (see Department 
of Statistics, 2016, Table 20). 

If not age, then gender might be crucial to explaining the gap. Gender 
betrays an unexpected pattern: among the younger generation, a higher 
proportion of women than men complete university. This trend begins 
among those aged 35-39 and increases over time. This gender mismatch 

Similarly, just over one in seven Malays aged 25-39 graduate from university, 
compared to more than one in two for the nation as a whole. Nearly one 
in three Malays aged 25-394 does not complete post-secondary education 
versus one in six for the entire population. Think about that: at the national 
level, nearly two in three members of the resident population aged 25-39 
complete tertiary education, whereas less than one in three Malays achieves 
the same mark.
 
Of special concern is over-representation of Malays in the Institute of 
Technical Education (ITE). Because ITE is often the next step after Normal 
(Technical) and even Normal (Academic) secondary school streams, this 
trend is a natural outgrowth of over-representation of Malay students in 
those streams. The concern is not just that ITE is widely derided — the 
refrain that ITE stands for “It’s The End” persists despite the institution’s 
manifest improvements — but also because ITE graduates also command 
much lower salaries than their peers in polytechnics and universities, salaries 
on which it can be difficult to raise a family. 

According to the annual Graduate Employment Survey in 2018, ITE 
fresh graduates received a monthly salary ranging between S$1,646 to 
S$1,936 depending on the course of study, although salaries for post-
National Service graduates were substantially higher. This range is near the 
“conservative” poverty line — S$1,913 per month for a family of two adults 
and two children — that National University of Singapore (NUS) social work 
professor Irene Ng (2020) calculated.

An additional concern is the dropout rate from ITE. Interpretations of the 
dropout rate differ. Pessimists such as Yaacob Ibrahim, then-Minister for 
the Environment and Water Resources and Minister-in-Charge of Muslim 
Affairs, described the dropout rate from ITE in 2009 as having reached 
“worrying levels” (Abdul Shariff, 2010, 9). In contrast, that same year, 
Masagos Zulkifli, then-Senior Parliamentary Secretary for Education and 
Home Affairs, observed that the attrition rate was failling for students of all 
ethnicities. Approximately 82% of the class of 2006 finished their courses 
with full certificates. Of the remaining students, two-thirds completed at 
least one module (Abdul Shariff, 2010, 9).
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is even more extreme among Malays. Among Malay university graduates 
below the age of 50 years old, 60.9% are women, compared with 51% 
among the entire population. Even removing the under-25 generation 
(which could be affected by National Service) does not change the pattern: 
among Malays who continue with their education after secondary school, 
boys tend to stop at post-secondary while girls continue to university. 

The growing list of hypotheses clearly calls for more research. Many 
of these factors can be examined through our interviews. What actually 
causes people to enter the Normal (Technical) stream? Are those causes 
systematically different across races? We conducted this examination in the 
empirical sections below.

Closing the education gap

Numerous hypotheses purport to explain the gap. This study aims to 
adjudicate between these educated guesses. To what extent is resolving 
this gap important? Some argue that the gap is not a good indicator and 
that the Malay community should compare its progress to its own starting 
point. Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong, for one, suggested during his 
speech at the Third National Convention of Singapore Muslim Professionals 
that such a comparison represents a “moving target”, thus making it a self-
defeating exercise (Lee, 2012). This position has merit. However, we argue 
that to forgo the opportunity to understand and resolve this gap would be 
to ask the Malay community to accept a status quo where they occupy the 
lowest rungs on most social, educational and occupational measures. And 
while Malays should be encouraged by their progress relative to previous 
generations, they also understand that continued progress requires 
addressing this gap. 

Thus, resolving this educational puzzle is vital, especially in a society 
committed to meritocracy based on academic achievement. With academic 
achievement comes opportunity. With opportunity comes the chance to 
realise a dream. Anything less would result in frustration, confusion, self-
doubt, and alienation. Underachievement and frustration can trickle down 
to future generations. 

Unless we can effectively address the problems of gaps in educational 
achievement, as Langston Hughes wrote so eloquently, we will face a set of 
maladies that will inevitably result in dreams deferred. 

However, understanding the causes of the gap is not necessarily the same 
as identifying what will close the gap. The way into a hole is not necessarily 
the same as the way out.

Therefore we are left with two questions: a) what factors cause the gap, 
and b) what factors will close it. We can divide the explanations into several 
broad camps, each with a set of hypotheses, many of which we test in this 
study.

Conclusion

Those concerned with equity in Singapore must face the fact that the 
education gap exists. Political, social, civil, and other leaders have 
long focused on this problem. Yet, despite the efforts of policy makers, 
religious leaders, education professionals, and civic leaders, the problem 
persists — albeit to a lesser extent than three decades ago. And because 
comprehensive study of the phenomenon has been rare, the debate over 
the education gap has often generated more heat than light.

We seek to understand this gap by focusing on the educational ladder’s 
lowest rungs — the situation of graduates of the Normal (Technical) stream. 
What causes students to be streamed into the Normal (Technical) stream? 
And what has helped some to achieve their dreams and aspirations despite 
the obstacles? To do so, we must not just study the Malays, but other 
groups as well — to see where the Malays stand in relation to others, and 
whether their problems are unique or shared with other groups. 
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Research Question 2:

What factors explain why some Normal (Technical) 
students — including Malays and others — end up 
with better outcomes than others? Are these “success 
factors” the same for Malay students and others?

Much research addresses the degree to which Malays have progressed 
since the inception of MENDAKI in 1982, and many possible reasons have 
been cited to explain why Malays fare worse than others educationally. As 
with Research Question 1, this report focuses on these specific factors one 
by one. In this section, we compare the outcomes of our interviewees to 
explore whether the Malays are better off.

The general pattern

First, we compare outcomes based on the interviewee’s own assessment 
(Table 1). In contrast with the pessimistic prognostication about the fate 
of Normal (Technical) graduates, the plurality of our sample have had their 
dreams realised. As we will see, however, the process towards achieving 
their dreams tends to be long and painful. And those who succeed often 
require significant intervention. 

We also found that about one-quarter of our sample had to have their 
dreams deferred.

However, we found no obvious pattern based on race — the outcomes are 
well-distributed across different races. 

We then converted the interviewees’ outcome category into a 1 – 4 scale, 
where lower numbers indicate a more positive outcome.

Based on the average outcome score, the results are inconsistent with the 
hypothesis that Malays in the sample are worse off than others. Technically, 
the average outcome rating for Malays is slightly better compared to Chinese 
interviewees (Table 2) or non-Malay interviewees as a whole (Table 3).

 

In statistical terms, the difference is not significant. That means any difference 
could be due to random chance. Thus, we can conclude that, for our 
interviewees at least, the average outcome rating for the Malay respondents 
is indistinguishable from that of other races. 

TABLE 1: RACE COMPARED TO OUTCOME VIS-À-VIS ASPIRATION
NOTE: RESULTS ARE NOT STATISTICALLY SIGNIFICANT, MEANING, THE RESULTS ARE LIKELY TO BE 

RANDOM (P=0.917).

Race Dreams 
Realised Crossroads Making Do Dreams 

Deferred Total

Chinese 22 5 11 15 53

Malay 19 5 13 10 47

Indian 3 0 1 1 5

Total 44 10 25 26 105

TABLE 2: INTERVIEWEES’ OUTCOMES BY RACE (LOWER MEAN NUMBERS ARE BETTER)
NOTE: RESULTS ARE NOT STATISTICALLY SIGNIFICANT, MEANING, THE RESULTS ARE LIKELY TO BE 

RANDOM (P=0.826).

Race Mean Total

Chinese 2.36 53

Malay 2.30 47

Indian 2.00 5

Total 2.31 105

TABLE 3: INTERVIEWEES’ OUTCOMES: MALAY VS NON-MALAY 
(LOWER MEAN NUMBERS ARE BETTER)
NOTE: RESULTS ARE NOT STATISTICALLY SIGNIFICANT, MEANING, THE RESULTS ARE LIKELY TO BE 

RANDOM (P=0.904).

Race Mean Total

Non-Malay 2.33 58

Malay 2.30 47

Total 2.31 105



1716

Dreams Realised, Dreams Deferred: Understanding and 
Addressing the Racial Gap in Educational Achievement in Singapore

The Puzzlingly Persistent Education Gap

TABLE 4: OUTCOME AS JUDGED BY SOCIETY, AND BY RACE
NOTE: THIS TABLE EXCLUDES CASES WHERE THE OUTCOMES WERE NOT CLEAR.

Race Acceptable Unacceptable Total

Chinese 15 29 44

Malay 20 18 38

Indian 2 2 4

Total 37 49 86

Evaluating outcomes based on society’s view 

What about a second measure — whether society at large would deem 
the outcome acceptable? Perhaps some interviewees dare not dream 
or dream too modestly? For these reasons, we also consider the fate of 
our interviewees not through their own eyes, but through those of the 
Singaporean society. 

Doing so does not change the conclusion. Even when we judge 
our interviewees’ outcomes based on society’s standards, the Malay 
interviewees are still not performing worse than the Chinese. Just slightly 
more than half of the Malay sample compared to just over one-third of the 
Chinese ended up with an “acceptable” outcome (Table 4). The differences 
are too slight to conclude that there is a significant difference among the 
races in terms of outcome.

Understanding the puzzle — why is it that some do well and 
some do not?

Our interviewees’ experiences varied greatly. Some are doing well; some are 
not. Some have achieved their dreams; some have not. However, while the 
interviewees’ experiences differ, there are very few discernible differences 
that apply along ethnic lines. Some Malays are doing well; some are not; 
some non-Malays are doing well; some are not. The experiences of Malay 
interviewees, on average, are remarkably similar to that of other races.

Does race matter? Not according to the aggregate statistics. Before drawing 
a conclusion about the significance of race, however, we must examine our 
results more closely. This has to be done through the lens of each of the 
commonly held hypotheses about why Malays in general are doing badly.
 
Interviewees of different races may be doing badly (or well) for various 
reasons that are actually not associated with race (or culture or religion). 
Perhaps the two groups traversed different pathways only to end up in 
similar situations, and these pathways somehow mapped on to their race. 
If so, while race and outcome do not correlate, race would still be an 
important factor affecting the pathway that members of each race traversed 
to reach that outcome.

Therefore, there are likely to be some causal factors at work that link race to 
outcome in ways that do not appear in the general pattern. We test each of 
these factors in Chapter II.
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Chapter II
Understanding the Gap — Exploring the 
Hypothesised Causes of Success
 
Motivation and the “Malay Problem”

To what extent do Malay Normal (Technical) students 
behave in accordance with the Malay stereotype? 
 
A Malay problem?

Succeeding or even surviving in Singapore’s meritocratic society requires 
working hard for long hours, and continuous striving (Lee, 2012). 

Many Singaporeans are familiar with the stereotype that the education or 
income gap5 is linked to Malay cultural or even biological characteristics. If 
this stereotype that Malays, by nature, lack ambition and do not work hard 
is correct, then the gap is easily explained. 

There are some versions of this stereotype couched in kinder terms: 
compared with Singapore’s other races, Malays are more religious, less 
materialistic, more family-focused, and less career-oriented. Other versions 
of the Malay stereotype are harsher: Malays have lower IQs and are 
immutably “lazy”. The first version leaves hope — that cultural change, 
while difficult, is possible. The other suggests that little can be done. 

Our interviews allowed us to probe the validity of these stereotypes and their 
implications. Given that we were interviewing Normal (Technical) students, 
we could expect this stereotype to be even more prevalent. To what extent 
does the Malay stereotype explain the gap between the Malays and other 
races? How do characteristics consistent with the Malay stereotype affect 
the ability of Normal (Technical) students to succeed? 

The academic debate

The “Malay problem” stereotype reflects a global academic debate about 
the relationship between race and achievement. Most countries with 

in-groups and out-groups experience attempt to link outcome gaps to 
some supposedly innate racial characteristics (Darling-Hammond, 1998).

As in Singapore, this debate involves two versions of the stereotype: 
biological (e.g. J Williams, 1987) and cultural (e.g. Small, Harding, and 
Lamont, 2010). 

A separate group of scholars argue that any identified deficit does not hold 
up to scrutiny, or that differences in educational achievements result from 
discriminatory social structures that impede the progress of minorities (e.g. 
Wages, 2015).

Singapore’s context 

In Singapore, a number of prominent leaders, both Malay and 
non-Malay, have employed the cultural deficit thesis — the idea that the 
lag in educational and employment attainments is largely due to cultural 
background. As early as the 1940s, Malay intellectual Zainal Abidin bin 
Ahmad bemoaned:
 

“We Malays are generally a poverty-stricken people… Poor in 
terms of education and training, poor in terms of money, poor 
in desire and ambition, poor in brain power and poor in that 
quality of high and honourable character — no wonder we are 
mired down and backward in the road forward (when compared 
with other races…” (Li, 1989, 175)

By contrast, academic Lily Zubaidah Rahim countered that calling it the 
“Malay problem” primarily allows the state to shift responsibility away 
from itself and society to the Malay community (Rahim, 1998). Without 
questioning the degree to which Singapore is indeed meritocratic, some 
argue or assume that the achievement gap corroborates the notion that 
Malays are responsible because they simply do not work as hard as other 
races (Rahim, 1998). 

Many scholars further argue that such stereotypes commonly emerge 
in colonies, as the product of colonial domination requires an image of 
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Hypotheses

We use the term “determination” to indicate a consistent and reasonable 
degree of effort — studying, working hard, striving to get ahead in a career 
or educational programme. 

Hypothesis 1: 
Malays, especially those in the Normal (Technical) stream, lack 
determination

Inconsistent: Malays, among our interviewees, were generally neither more 
nor less motivated compared to their counterparts.

Hypothesis 1a: 
Malay stereotype features are biological and thus immutable 

Inconsistent: We found widespread changes in our participants level of 
determination over time.

Hypothesis 1b: 
The Malay stereotype is cultural and cannot be overcome without 
environmental change 

This hypothesis is studied in-depth in the next section. 

Hypothesis 2: 
Normal (Technical) stream students of any race lack 
determination

Mixed: Many Normal (Technical) students lacked determination, but a 
surprisingly high number were determined.

the “indolent native” in order to divide and rule (H Alatas, 1977, 70–81). 
Sociologist Frederic C Deyo concluded:

“[There is] no basis for the belief that Chinese workers are 
more materialistic, hardworking, or ambitious than Malay 
workers.” (Deyo, 1983, 223) 
 

Our research provides a unique opportunity to ask to what extent does the 
cultural thesis or genetic factors explain the problems we see in the Normal 
(Technical) stream?

Further reading

See RIMA’s report “The History of the Malay Problem Myth” (in preparation).

Deyo, Frederic C. 1983. “Chinese Management Practices and Work 
Commitment in Comparative Perspective.” The Chinese in Southeast Asia 
2: 215–30.

Rahim, Lily Zubaidah. The Singapore Dilemma: The Political and Educational 
Marginality of the Malay Community, Kuala Lumpur: Oxford University 
Press, 1998.
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Hypothesis 3: 
Malays, especially those in the Normal (Technical) stream, lack 
sufficient aspiration. Normal (Technical) students generally lack 
sufficient aspiration

Inconsistent: The vast majority of our interviewees had an aspiration at 
some point, irrespective of the interviewee’s race. The majority of those 
aspirations were socially unacceptable, although the Chinese tended to 
have socially unacceptable dreams more often than the Malays.

Hypothesis 4: 
Aspiration and determination are related

Consistent: Those with aspiration tended to work hard. Those who lacked 
in effort usually lacked aspiration.

Hypothesis 5: 
Normal (Technical) stream students of all races who act in 
accordance with the Malay stereotype have worse outcomes

Consistent: We found clear links between aspiration and outcomes among 
all groups.

The general pattern

Hypotheses 1 and 2: 
Determination, race and the Normal (Technical) stream

As shown in Table 5, some 25 of our 105 respondents lacked motivation, 
dreams or aspirations. In short, nearly one-quarter of our respondents fit 
the Malay stereotype and were consistent with Hypothesis 2 — that Normal 
(Technical) students lack determination. 

However, of these 25, only 9 were Malays, while the remainder were Chinese. 
Thus, the pattern was inconsistent with the expectations of Hypothesis 1.

Hypothesis 1a: 
Determination, race and biology (changes in determination)

Inconsistent with the biological explanation of the Malay stereotype, the 
lack of motivation often proved to be mutable (Table 6). Some 24 of the 33 
Malays and 21 of the 37 non-Malays who were unmotivated before entering 
the Normal (Technical) stream became motivated at some subsequent 
point.

TABLE 5: RACE AND MOTIVATION
NOTE: THE RESULTS ARE STATISTICALLY INSIGNIFICANT, THAT IS, INDISTINGUISHABLE FROM RANDOM 

(P=0.313).

Malay Non-Malay Total

Non-Malay Stereotype 
(determined at some point)

38 42 80

Malay Stereotype 
(consistently lacking in determination)

9 16 25

Total 47 58 105

% Malay Stereotype 19.1% 27.6% 23.8%
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TABLE 6: RACE AND CHANGES IN MOTIVATION
NOTE: THE RESULTS ARE STATISTICALLY INSIGNIFICANT, THAT IS, INDISTINGUISHABLE FROM RANDOM 

(P=0.549).

Race

Consistently 
Lacking in 

Determination 
(Malay 

stereotype)

Consistently 
Determined

Subsequently 
Determined 
(Post-PSLE) 

Previously 
Determined, 

Now Lacking in 
Determination

 Total

Chinese 16 16 21 0 53

Malay 9 13 24 1 47

Indian 0 2 3 0 5

Total 25 31 48 1 105

Hypothesis 3: 
Malays lack aspiration

Most of our sample had aspirations or dreams for their lives (Table 7). These 
dreams were usually in terms of career, but they were occasionally related to 
family or other non-material things (such as travel or spiritual goals). Thus, 
our data were inconsistent with the assumption that Malays, in general, and 
Normal (Technical) students, in particular, lacked aspiration.

Some 85% of our interviewees had had an aspiration at some point in their 
lives, irrespective of race. The vast majority (72 of 89) of these aspirations 
were specific. Very few were non-material aspirations (one respondent 
wanted to drive his motorcycle to the Himalayas; another’s main aspiration 
was to enable his parents to retire).

In order to test the hypothesis that Malays and Normal (Technical) students 
dream “small”, we examined whether these aspirations were acceptable 
to the broader society (Table 8). A Normal (Technical) student might aspire 
to be a baker or a mechanic, but society would not judge these highly 
compared to aspirations of becoming an entrepreneur, a programmer, or 
a teacher.

The majority of the aspirations were socially unacceptable, according to the 
terms just defined. Nearly half of the Malay interviewees with an aspiration 
had unacceptable ones. The proportion for the Chinese, surprisingly, was 
actually greater. Thus, it is possible that the generally held social perception 
that Normal (Technical) students do not have an aspiration may be related 
to the fact that those aspirations are not recognised by society as worthy.

TABLE 7: ASPIRATIONS AND RACE
NOTE: THE RESULTS ARE STATISTICALLY INSIGNIFICANT, THAT IS, INDISTINGUISHABLE FROM RANDOM 

(P=0.092).

Aspiration Non-Malay Malay Total

Specific 36 36 72

Non-Specific 11 4 15

Non-Material 0 2 2

None/Indiscernible 11 5 16

Total 58 47 105

TABLE 8: ASPIRATION AS JUDGED BY SOCIETY AND RACE
NOTE: THE DATA EXCLUDE RESPONDENTS WITH NO CLEAR ASPIRATION.

Race Socially Acceptable 
Aspiration

Socially Unacceptable 
Aspiration Total

Chinese 23 19 42

Malay 25 16 41

Indian 4 1 5

Total 52 36 88



2726

Dreams Realised, Dreams Deferred: Understanding and 
Addressing the Racial Gap in Educational Achievement in Singapore

Understanding the Gap — Exploring the Hypothesised Causes of Success

TABLE 9: ASPIRATION COMPARED TO DETERMINATION
NOTE: THE RESULTS ARE STATISTICALLY SIGNIFICANT, THAT IS, UNLIKELY TO BE RANDOM (P=0.009).

Consistently 
Lacking 
in Deter-
mination 
(Malay 

stereotype)

Consistently 
Determined

Subsequently 
Determined 
(Post-PSLE) 

Previously 
Determined, 
Now Lacking 

in 
Deter-

mination

 Total

Specific 21 21 39 0 72

Non-Specific 3 5 7 0 15

Non-Material 1 0 1 0 2

None/
Indiscernible

9 5 1 1 16

Total 34 31 48 1 105

TABLE 10: COMPARISON OF MOTIVATION BY OUTCOME
NOTE: THE RESULTS ARE STATISTICALLY SIGNIFICANT, THAT IS, UNLIKELY TO BE RANDOM (P=000).

Outcome

Consistently 
Lacking in 

Deter-
mination 
(Malay 

stereotype)

Consistently 
Determined

Subsequently 
Determined 
(Post-PSLE) 

Previously 
Determined, 

Now 
Lacking in 

Deter-
mination

 
Total

Dreams 
Realised

2 14 28 0 44

Crossroads 1 4 5 0 10

Making Do 5 10 10 0 25

Dreams 
Deferred

17 3 5 1 26

Total 25 31 48 1 105

Hypothesis 5: 
Determination and outcomes

Our data were consistent with the hypothesised relationship between 
determination and outcome, with those who were constantly motivated 
systematically enjoying better outcomes compared to those who were not 
(Table 10). Those motivated only sometime post-PSLE (sometimes late in 
life) enjoyed surprisingly positive outcomes.

Hypothesis 4: 
Aspiration and determination

Our data were generally consistent with the hypothesised relationship 
between aspiration and determination (Table 9). Most (62 of 76) 
of those with specific dreams and even those with non-specific 
aspirations had been determined at some point. The majority 
(9 of 17) of those with no aspiration lacked determination. However, 
of those who lacked determination, only nine lacked aspiration — 
a large number (14 of 32) had a specific aspiration.
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Cases

Pathway 1: 
Consistently non-motivated

Pathway 1a: 
A vicious cycle: Lack of motivation > Poor PSLE > Normal (Technical) 
> Further demotivation

These are two cases: one Malay and one Chinese. Can you guess which is 
the Malay, which is the Chinese?

Pathway 1b: 
Understandably demotivated

Pathway 2: 
Motivated post-PSLE

Pathway 2a: 
Hands-on learner found inspiration 

Answer: NTVK01 was Malay; NTLCK04 was Chinese — could you guess 
based on the description? We found that the vicious cycle affected many 
Normal (Technical) students, irrespective of their race.

NTVK01, a 29-year-old part-time bartender, spent much of her 
childhood playing football with her friends and hanging out at 
shopping malls. She called her Secondary One self “extremely 
playful”. Although she tested well enough on the PSLE to enter 
the Normal (Academic) stream, she did not feel motivated to go to 
class, and was soon “demoted” to the Normal (Technical) stream. 
Like many of our interviewees, she enjoyed ITE. However, while 
others enjoyed ITE because the institution inspired them, she 
enjoyed ITE mainly because she did not have to study “very difficult 
textbooks”.

NTLCK04 seemed to have little sense of direction. Despite having 
strong family support, he described his secondary school years as 
“fun” and full of pranks. He dropped out of ITE, because “it was not 
for [him]”. In National Service, he gained an interest in hospitality, 
but without a certificate, he feared he wouldn’t be able to enter 
the industry. He does not have a specific dream, only a vague one 
about “earning a living”.

NTAS28 was never motivated to study. He repeated his PSLE, and 
failed mathematics at the N-Levels. More inclined to arts, he said 
he was not a “theory type” of person. First, he suffered severe child 
abuse: his father beat him and his siblings often and for no apparent 
reason. Second, his family was a low-income household. His father 
could not secure a regular job, so his mother’s salary as a production 
operator had to support his family of five. His financial situation was 
so severe that he abandoned his dream of being an artist because he 
wasn’t confident that he could afford the materials. Finally, whatever 
financial resources the family possessed were squandered by his 
father, who used his mother’s salary to purchase cigarettes. As a 
result, the children had to walk to school rather than take the bus, 
and were regularly sent by his father to beg for food from neighbours.

In primary school, NTBS03 was not motivated to study, and he 
performed badly in his academic subjects. However, upon entering 
the Normal (Technical) stream, he found that the material and 
teaching style matched his talents as a hands-on learner. Moreover, 
he surrounded himself with classmates who attended school 
regularly and focused on their studies. Interested in the Normal 
(Technical) stream curriculum, he became more focused, thus his 
motivation and grades improved significantly. When he entered 
ITE, he found the hands-on specialisation in mechanical and 
electrical systems particularly appealing. After graduating from ITE 
with this certificate, he secured a job as a mechanic with SMRT. 
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Pathway 2b: 
Received a wake-up call

NTAS07’s lack of motivation to study during his primary school 
years could be linked, at least in part, to the bullying that he had 
endured. The bullying lasted between Primary Four and Primary 
Six, affecting his studies greatly as he “wasn’t able to concentrate”. 
His parents were of no help. Their hands-off parenting style was 
compounded by his unwillingness to share his personal issues 
with them, as he did not want to be seen as a “burden”. Despite 
the bullying, he did well enough in the PSLE to enter the Normal 
(Academic) stream. However, some of those who had bullied him 
in primary school followed him to the same secondary school. The 
bullying continued, and that affected his studies and caused him to 
avoid school. He was later “demoted” from the Normal (Academic) 
to Normal (Technical) stream. Unsurprisingly, his parents did not 
raise any concerns when he was demoted. 

However, he became much more focused during Secondary Three. 
He reported his demotion “served as a wake-up call”. That was 
when he changed and started to focus. His terrifying experiences 
in school inspired him to work to become a school counsellor. After 
his wake-up call, and due to motivation from his best friend, he 
performed well enough academically to progress to ITE, and then 
from NITEC to Higher NITEC. He studied human resources, which 
he believed would help him realise his career goals. 

Pathway 2c: 
Role models

Pathway 3: 
Constantly motivated 

Pathway 3a: 
Motivated, academic aspiration

In primary school, NTAS09 appeared to be lazy (a view held by his 
parents) and had academic problems. After entering the Normal 
(Technical) stream, he came to meet a secondary school teacher who 
took an interest in his welfare, and really believed in him. That helped 
him discover that he was actually quite strong academically — even 
in mathematics, which was one of his least loved subjects. In addition 
to this, he also met “a friend” in his secondary school who was doing 
well and who motivated him. So he started caring more about his 
grades as he began to try to emulate the success of this friend.

NTAS08’s consistent motivation was evidenced by her fierce and 
determined resistance to her mother’s attempts to place her in a special 
needs school. Although the assessments that showed she was not a 
special needs student thwarted her mother’s plans, her mother still 
successfully got her primary school to “demote” her to EM3, where her 
eventual entry to the Normal (Technical) stream was virtually assured. 
Understandably mistrustful of her parents’ guidance, she turned to her 
elder brother, who suggested that she might find her strengths in social 
work. Inspired by this idea, she worked hard throughout ITE, where she 
studied community care and social services. Her performance allowed 
her to bypass Higher NITEC and enrol directly in a social sciences (Social 
Work) programme at a polytechnic. There, she excelled and earned a 
place in the Social Work programme at the Singapore University of 
Social Sciences (SUSS). She has since been featured in the local media 
while working full-time as a social work associate. 

When asked about his current dreams, NTBS03 reported that he 
desired a stable job that will allow him to advance. Though this 
career goal was not specific, he has indeed achieved his goal: he 
was enjoying his work as a mechanic in a stable position, and he 
hoped to move up in his position. 



3332

Dreams Realised, Dreams Deferred: Understanding and 
Addressing the Racial Gap in Educational Achievement in Singapore

Understanding the Gap — Exploring the Hypothesised Causes of Success

Pathway 3b: 
Motivated, non-academic aspiration

NTAS05 has always been passionate about the arts, drawing in her 
free time since young. As an introvert with few friends, she found 
her best companion in her sketchbook. Her poor performance in the 
PSLE had little to do with her devotion to her aspiration. She was 
motivated by her passion and spent many waking hours pursuing it. 
Yet her talent in art was not tested as part of the PSLE. Moreover, 
in school, she disliked mathematics because she found it difficult to 
grasp the “logic”. But she enjoyed literature, which was not offered 
to Normal (Technical) students during her time in school. Hence, 
it did not contribute towards her application to a post-secondary 
institution. In spite of her poor performance in mathematics and 
Mother Tongue Language, she did well enough in English, and her 
overall results enabled her to progress to ITE. In ITE, at last she 
was able to pursue her passion by studying visual communications. 
Once her talents and interests matched her programme, her grades 
improved markedly. Her performance allowed her to bypass Higher 
NITEC and enter polytechnic directly, to pursue design. 

Pathway 4: 
Demotivated

Conclusions and discussions

Do Malays lack aspiration (dreams) or determination (effort)? What about 
Normal (Technical) students? Is determination related to aspiration? How 
do students without determination later become focused? 

Lack of determination pre-PSLE; increased determination 
post-PSLE

Our data were inconsistent with many assumptions about determination, the 
Normal (Technical) stream, and race. First, about two-thirds of our sample 
were not especially hardworking during the PSLE years. This finding is not 
surprising since one common pathway into the Normal (Technical) stream is 
to avoid studying. Second, of these, approximately two-thirds subsequently 
became determined at some point in their lives. Third, a surprising one-third 
of our sample was consistently determined — working diligently throughout 
their schooling years and beyond. Fourth, a quarter of the interviewees never 
felt determined, exhibiting behaviours consistent with the Malay stereotype. 
However, of these, only about one-third were Malay. 

NTBS07 was the only respondent who was initially motivated, but 
later lost motivation. The cause was clear: a negative internship 
experience, during which he experienced race-based favouritism. 
He said: “The people there favoured the Chinese intern over me. 
I was trying my best in all the work they allocated to me, but they 
were never satisfied, picking on the little details even when I did 
things well. However, the Chinese intern was given easier jobs 
and could go for breaks with them like one of the [permanent] 
employees. The rules given to me were onerous and enforced 
unilaterally on me.” He believed he deserved a good grade, but 
received a negative evaluation that ruined his ITE record and 
blocked further progress.
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Thus, while most Normal (Technical) students did not work hard during 
primary school, this behaviour was neither associated with race nor was it 
fixed.

No lack of aspiration

Similarly, the evidence was also mainly inconsistent with the commonly held 
hypotheses regarding aspiration. The vast majority of Normal (Technical) 
students of all races had an aspiration at some point in their lives. Be it 
aspiring artists, mechanics, or bakers, the Normal (Technical) students 
did indeed dream. However, more than half of these aspirations were 
considered unacceptable by society at large. Their dreams are not “our” 
dreams. This applied to both Malays and non-Malays. 

Why do many Normal (Technical) students have aspirations that are deemed 
unacceptable to society? Are students “thinking small” because they are in 
the Normal (Technical) stream, or is it the reverse — are such students in 
the Normal (Technical) stream because they “think small”? Alternatively, 
perhaps their dreams are not small at all, but are just deemed as such 
by society’s narrow definition of acceptable aspirations. Many Normal 
(Technical) students display skills or forms of intelligence that do not fit the 
mould. In any case, Normal (Technical) students do have aspirations, but 
many struggle to achieve them.

Aspiration often linked with determination

Our evidence was more consistent with the hypothesised link between 
aspiration (dreams) and determination (effort). The majority of the 
interviewees who lacked an aspiration also showed little determination. 
Most of those with an aspiration were also determined. 

However, our interviewees also included exceptions. A small minority of 
those who lacked a specific aspiration showed determination — worker 
bees who toiled away despite the lack of a specific dream. Surprisingly, 
some of these non-dreamers were consistently motivated. 

Effective interventions

Many of our interviewees lacked determination. Some received no notable 
intervention and never became motivated, so they were lost in a vicious 
cycle of poor educational and employment outcomes. For some of them, 
we could identify the root causes of their lack of determination, including 
experiences like family dysfunction, personal or financial crises, trauma 
such as death of a family member, or other problems. 

Others, who were not determined as primary school students, subsequently 
found a source of motivation — someone who believed in them, a role model, 
a match between their skills and their subjects at ITE, or opportunities to 
learn discipline, such as during National Service. 

A final group — the majority of our interviewees — were consistently 
motivated, both during and after primary school. Why were these 
hardworking students streamed into the Normal (Technical) stream? Often 
they were students who worked hard, but had less academic aptitude as 
they were hands-on learners. Some were not fluent in English. 

Notably, each of these types of people face different challenges. When 
entering the Normal (Technical) stream, each requires a different kind of 
motivation and intervention. Yet Normal (Technical) teachers find these 
disparate groups of students put in the same secondary school classroom. 
This increases the challenge for overstressed teachers assigned to teach in 
Normal (Technical) classrooms. Nevertheless, our interviewees helped us 
identify clear pathways — tools and interventions that can help students 
motivate themselves. 
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Peer Influence

Does mixing with Malays hurt Malay performance? 
Does mixing with non-Malays increase Malays’ 
motivation?

Peer pressure?

One widespread belief, consistent with the cultural version of the Malay 
stereotype, is that Malays do badly in Singapore because they hang out 
with and take cues from the “wrong crowd” — typically other Malays. By 
contrast, the Malays who spend more time with more motivated students 
— Chinese students, according to the stereotype — are believed to do 
better. 

Former Environment Minister and Minister-in-Charge of Muslim Affairs 
Ahmad Mattar spoke about the negative academic influences Malay 
students had on one another, such as poor English proficiency and lack of 
motivation to study. He cited a survey which showed that “Malay pupils 
spent 16% to 24% less time on homework than non-Malays (The Straits 
Times, 15 September 1986)” (Rahim, 1998, 166).

The academic debate

The notion that peer groups affect educational outcomes is well-founded 
(e.g. Bursztyn and Jensen, 2015; Leka, 2015). This effect is discernible across 
a variety of contexts from Kenya (Korir and Kipkemboi, 2014) to Mexico 
(e.g. Ortiz, Hoyos, and Lopez, 2004) to Hong Kong (Lee and Wong, 2009). 
A variety of factors can mediate such peer influence, including positive 
parenting styles (e.g. Llorca, Richaud, and Malonda, 2017), or having high 
self-esteem (e.g. Uslu, 2013) or self-efficacy (e.g. Kiran-Esen, 2012).

Singapore’s context

In Singapore itself, little research has been conducted among students on 
the impact of peer pressure and peer influence, especially in relation to 
race. Cheong et al. (2017) linked peer influence with juvenile delinquency 

and gang involvement. Others have focused on how the streaming system 
in part creates divisions and segregations that limit the diversity of peer 
groups of many Singaporean students (e.g. Teng, 2015; X L Ong and 
Cheung, 2016). However, with regard specifically to educational attainment, 
few studies have supported — or even tested — the hypothesis that Malays 
are negative influences. 

We can examine hypotheses relating to racial peer groups and their possible 
effects on academic performance by means of our data, though we must 
acknowledge possible structural problems in doing so. First, spurious 
correlations may suggest causal connections where none exist. For example, 
based on Singapore’s current racial makeup, a Singaporean who randomly 
chooses 10 friends has a 67% chance of having at least 7 who are Chinese, 
and thus peer groups that seem intentional may be purely circumstantial. 
Second, even where success appears to stem from intentional choice of 
a certain peer group, the seemingly causal connection may actually only 
reflect internalised racial stereotypes and false beliefs while other parallel 
factors had, in fact, led to that success. Imagine motivated Malays who, 
based on false belief, surround themselves with Chinese friends. We might 
mistakenly conclude that their performance is based on peer influence 
rather than internal motivation. Thus, we will need to examine the details 
of our interviews, when evaluating our hypotheses, to evaluate seeming 
correlations in depth.

Socioeconomic class provides yet another possible explanation. The 
Chinese are well ahead of the Malays in terms of their socioeconomic 
position. This is evident from national statistics that provide ethnic 
breakdowns for educational achievement, income, and occupational 
distribution. Farouq (2015) argued that the theory of social capital is 
especially applicable to Malay/Muslim families, who occupy the bulk of 
the lower socioeconomic rungs of Singaporean society (S F Alatas, 2002; 
Mutalib, 2012). Focusing on social capital suggests there are potential 
pathways out of the cycle of poverty, as stronger social networks can help 
transmit the informational resources and cultural competencies necessary 
for success in school and work (Farouq, 2015).
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Further reading

Bursztyn, Leonardo, and Robert Jensen. 2015. “How Does Peer Pressure 
Affect Educational Investments?” The Quarterly Journal of Economics 130 
(3): 1329–67.

Ong Xiang Ling and Cheung Hoi Shan. Schools And The Class Divide: 
An Examination of Children’s Self-Concept and Aspirations in Singapore. 
Singapore Children’s Society, 2016.

Hypotheses

Hypothesis 1: 
Youths tend to have friends of the same race 

Largely inconsistent: Many interviewees of all races had diverse racial peer 
groups. Whereas some Malay interviewees hung out with the Chinese, few 
Chinese hung out with only Malays. 

Hypothesis 2: 
Malay students in NT who have more Chinese friends tend to 
be more determined

Inconsistent: There was no discernible difference in terms of determination 
between Malays who hung out with Malays and those who hung out with a 
more diverse peer group.

Hypothesis 3: 
Malays with mainly Chinese friends tend to have better 
outcomes, whereas those with mainly Malay friends tend to 
have worse outcomes

Inconsistent: Although on the surface, the Malays with primarily Chinese 
friends did better, upon examining the cases, the relationship was found to 
be spurious.

The general pattern

As shown in Table 11, Hypothesis 1, which suggests that students tend 
to have friends of the same race, was truer in the case of the Chinese 
interviewees (25 of 58 reported that most of their friends were Chinese) 
than the Malay interviewees (11 of 47 reported that most of their friends 
were Malay).

A large number of interviewees, including 15 of 58 Chinese and 22 of 47 
Malays, reported having racially diverse groups of friends. Several (eight) 
Malays reported having mainly Chinese friends, while few (two) Chinese 
respondents reported having mostly Malay friends.

Table 11: PEER GROUPS BY RACE

Chinese and Malay Interviewees

Race of Interviewee

Malay Chinese

Self-Reported 
Peer Group

Malay (mainly) 11 2

Chinese (mainly) 8 25

Mixed 22 15

Insufficient Information 6 16

Total 47 58
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Table 12: PEER GROUPS OF THOSE WHO WERE CONSISTENTLY LACKING IN 
DETERMINATION, BY RACE

Chinese and Malay Interviewees 
Who Were Consistently Lacking in 
Determination

Race of Interviewee

Malay Chinese

Self-Reported 
Peer Group

Malay 2 0

Chinese 2 8

Mixed 4 4

Insufficient Information 1 4

Total 9 16

Inconsistent with Hypothesis 3, the average outcomes across all categories 
with more than five respondents were indistinguishable from each other 
(see Figure 4). Both of the Chinese respondents with primarily Malay peer 
groups had positive outcomes, but we would caution against drawing any 
conclusions from this, as there were only two such cases.

FIGURE 4: OUTCOMES BY INTERVIEWEES’ PEER GROUP, BY RACE 
(1–4 SCALE, WITH 1 BEING THE BEST OUTCOME)

* THERE WERE ONLY TWO INTERVIEWEES IN THIS CATEGORY.

Average Outcomes of Respondents, by Racial Peer Group and Race

0

0.65

1.3

1.95

2.6

Mainly Same Race Mainly Opposite Race Mixed Peer Group

2.3

1

2.2
2.41

2.132.18

Malay Chinese

Of the eight Malays whose peer groups were primarily Chinese, three 
achieved their dreams and three were at a crossroads at the time of the 
interview (see Figure 5). Given that six of the eight did not have to make 
do or have their dreams deferred, we had to find out if their Chinese peer 
group was a factor in their successful outcomes.

FIGURE 5: OUTCOMES OF MALAY RESPONDENTS 
WITH PRIMARILY CHINESE PEER GROUPS

2

3

3

Dream Realised Crossroads Dream Deferred

Hypothesis 2, which suggests that having Chinese peers will boost students’ 
determination, was not systematically consistent with the experience of 
our interviewees (Table 12). Examining the peer groups of only those who 
were consistently lacking in determination, we found that the Malays had 
a variety of peer group patterns, whereas half of the Chinese students 
reported having a primarily Chinese peer group.
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Cases

Superficially, the relatively successful outcomes of six of the eight Malays 
with a majority of Chinese friends seemed consistent with the hypothesis 
that a Chinese peer group promotes successful outcomes. Examining the 
cases in detail revealed that any correlation is likely to be spurious. To 
be sure, the six more successful Malays (three with dreams realised, and 
three at crossroads) did not just happen to have Chinese friends. Two of 
them happened to be in school programmes with few Malay students, 
and thus found themselves spending more time with non-Malay peers not 
by conscious choice. Yet, many of the interviews revealed that all six also 
shunned Malays as peers because they held stereotyped attitudes towards 
them, signs that they had internalised racism.

Irrespective of the reason for their choice of peer group, did the six perform 
relatively well because they had primarily Chinese friends? The evidence 
indicated that peer group was not a factor in their success. Of these six, 
two performed poorly in school, and only succeeded due to factors that 
occurred post-schooling. The four others performed better in school, but 
their success was clearly linked to factors other than their peer groups.

Pathway 1: 
Succeeded only after performing poorly in school

NTAS04, a Malay, reported that most of his friends were Chinese 
and “I try to avoid Malays”. He suggested that each racial group had 
a specialisation: “Who we mix with will determine how our future 
is gonna [going to] be. When I’m with Indians, I learn how to save 
money. They really teach me how to be stingy. When I go out with 
the Chinese, they teach me how to make money by selling stuff like 
pirated CDs and [contraband] cigarettes. Whether good or bad, 
they teach me how to make money. When I go to the Malays, they 
teach me how to waste money. Because of this, my friends are 50% 
Chinese, 35% Indians and 15% Malays.” To the question of how he 
managed to make friends mainly with the Chinese and not those of 
his own ethnic group, he said he had dabbled with computers and, 

Pathway 2: 
Succeeded in school due to other factors

in the process, come across Chinese peers more often than Malays. 
“They’re mainly polytechnic students. I had to have Malay friends 
so that other people don’t see me as an alien.” Although he ended 
up at a crossroads, his outcome had little to do with his peer group 
in school. After all, it was only later in life while working in copier 
repair that he discovered his passion for information technology.

NTAS08 believed that mingling with the Chinese would improve 
her academic performance. She noted: “It’s like what parents say, 
‘If you mingle with the smart people, you’ll be smart’.” Moreover, 
befriending Malays was impeded due to the language barrier. 
Her lack of knowledge of Bahasa Pasar (an informal version of 
Bahasa) and her more formal form of Malay got in the way of her 
communicating informally. However, even though she was on track 
to achieve her dreams due to her commitment to education, her 
primary motivations were to stop her mother’s attempt to place her 
in a special needs school as well as her brother’s influence in finding 
her passion for social work.

NTBSST01 reported that he hung out with mainly Chinese friends 
primarily because there were only four Malays in his Normal 
(Technical) programme. He was rowdy in school. He only became 
more serious about schooling and pursuing his dream after a wake-
up call: his disruptive behaviour caused him to be barred from 
examinations. After that, he “started to change” and took his 
future more seriously.
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Pathway 3: 
Malays with poor outcomes despite their primarily Chinese 
peer group

CSNAJT01 hails from a middle-class family. His command of the 
Malay language was weak, and most of his friends, and all of 
his closest friends, were Chinese. Nonetheless, his personality 
— characterised by a fatalistic attitude — reflected the Malay 
stereotype. He felt beaten down by life. He believed that no matter 
how hard he studied, he would still end up in ITE. Regarding his 
career aspirations, he uncertainly said he hoped to be a manager. 
Yet this aspiration was tentative as he observed how “managers are 
very stressed out”. Having abandoned his childhood aspirations of 
being an astronaut and a football player, he then aspired to “ride his 
bike all the way to Everest [base camp]”. Irrespective of the merits 
of these aspirations, his attitudes and values were inconsistent with 
the expectations of the peer group hypothesis. 

Conclusions and discussions

As a whole, the racial mix of our respondents’ peer groups did not appear 
to systematically affect their outcomes. All groups with sufficient numbers 
did about as well as every other group. Peer groups matter. However, in 
these cases, their racial characteristics did not appear to have a systematic 
effect on outcome. 

Although a systematic relationship was lacking, we drew two conclusions 
based on our study of specific cases.

First, many of the Malays whose peer group consisted primarily of Chinese 
performed well, but did so for reasons unrelated to their peer group. Some 
did poorly in school, and succeeded afterwards. Thus, none of the factors 
linked with peer groups — attitude towards study, possession of social 
capital, or similar peer-related variables — were supported by our study.

Second, nearly all of the Malays who associated primarily with Chinese 
classmates did hold negative attitudes towards Malays — consistent with 
stereotypes held by many Singaporeans that Malay students are a bad 
influence and that they are not academically inclined. This was especially 
true among some of the respondents who were motivated to perform well 
in the Normal (Technical) stream. 

This outcome underscored the pitfalls endemic in this kind of research. It 
is quite possible that academically inclined Malays who hold such attitudes 
might seek out Chinese peer groups and also succeed in school, not because 
of their peer group but because they are more academically inclined. 

In any case, our study was on students in the Normal (Technical) stream, 
each of whom performed poorly in the PSLE. Thus, this research may 
not represent a fair test for a hypothesis that is based on good academic 
performance. Now, as always, more research into the question of peer 
influence is needed.
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Malays and Mathematics

Are Malays systematically worse at mathematics?

Malays, mathematics, and Normal (Technical)

Twice-failed candidate for public office and Uber driver Shirwin Eu 
suggested that Malays are not qualified for the presidency because they 
are poor at mathematics. Eu asserted: 

“We understand that mathematics is the poorer subject for the 
Malay community, so let’s say if I were to argue from this angle, 
how are they able to scrutinise the [Sovereign Wealth Fund], 
the Temasek and GIC?” (Voltaire, 2017)

Although a poor spokesperson for the hypothesis, Eu is not alone in 
believing that Malays are inherently poor at mathematics. Many have argued 
that this is a factor to explain the racial education gap. To be sure, Normal 
(Technical) students are generally thought to be poor at mathematics; poor 
performance in mathematics in the PSLE is one common pathway into the 
Normal (Technical) stream. Can our interviewees provide insights into this?

The academic debate

Internationally, minorities in many countries are found to have lower 
levels of achievement in mathematics. To understand the racial gap in 
mathematics, some scholars have pointed to socioeconomic inequalities 
(e.g. Sonnenschein and Galindo, 2015) while others saw discriminatory 
practices in mathematics education (e.g. Martin, 2009). Others have argued 
that the gap itself is more linked to class, finding that poor African-American 
children demonstrated fundamentally similar mathematical thought and 
cognitive processes to middle-class children (Ginsburg, Posner, and Russell, 
2009).

Singapore’s context 

Government leaders have pointed to the challenges in mathematics faced 
by the community. Then-Muslim Affairs Minister Yaacob Ibrahim expressed 
dismay as he highlighted Malay underperformance in mathematics in 
2009. The passing rate of Malay pupils in the subject at the PSLE level had 
declined over the past three years to 56.3%. In 2006, it was 58.9%, and in 
2007, 56.8%. He remarked:

“Mathematics is a subject that requires a great deal of stamina 
— sustained practice, attention and concentration. Many of our 
pupils who do poorly do not have this stamina.” (Zakir, 2009)

He noted that middle-class Malay children with parents who orient them 
towards their studies perform as well as their counterparts of other races. 
For this reason, he urged parents to strictly ensure their children invest a 
few hours each day in mathematics drills. 

Like the “Malay problem” stereotype, there are two ways to explain the 
hypothesis that Malays are inherently poor at mathematics: one biological 
and one cultural. At its base, the biological explanation is that Malays on 
average are not as intelligent as other races. In 1982, Former Prime Minister 
Lee Kuan Yew asserted that Malays are inherently worse at mathematics. He 
cautioned:

“[If] you pretend that... in fact [the Malays] can score as well as 
the Chinese in mathematics, then you have created yourself an 
enormous myth which you will be stuck with. And there will [be] 
such great disillusionment...” (Richardson, 1992)

By contrast, the cultural explanation hypothesises a vicious cycle. Whether 
because of different priorities or fewer opportunities, Malays have received 
formal education less than other races. Since parents are important 
indicators of their children’s educational achievement, this lack of education 
could be passed down through generations. 
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The general pattern

Regarding Hypothesis 1, the Malays in our sample are no different from 
the Chinese in the level of confidence they have in their mathematical 
abilities (Table 13). Overall, our respondents were surprisingly confident 
about their performance in mathematics during their time in the Normal 
(Technical) stream. 43% of Malays reported excellent or good performance, 
a percentage that was even higher than that of the Chinese (40%). Likewise, 
only 30% of the Malays rated their mathematics as poor or very poor, 
compared to a slightly higher 33% of the Chinese. The link between race 
and reported mathematics performance was statistically insignificant, that 
is, indistinguishable from random. 

When interpreting these results, we had to note two caveats. First, our 
results pertained to performance in mathematics offered at the Normal 
(Technical) stream, which is arguably a simpler level of mathematics. Thus, 
this may have engendered levels of confidence that would not have applied 
in different contexts.

Second, the Chinese may have held themselves to a higher standard of 
performance due to cultural expectations that they should generally be 
better at mathematics. These caveats aside, we noted that our results 
were not consistent with the notion that Malays in the Normal (Technical) 
stream perceived themselves as worse than their Chinese counterparts in 
mathematics.

Further reading

See RIMA’s report “Malays and Mathematics” (in preparation). 

Sonnenschein, S, and C Galindo. 2015. “Race/Ethnicity and Early 
Mathematics Skills: Relations between Home, Classroom, and Mathematics 
Achievement.” The Journal of Educational Research, 261–77.

Hypotheses

Hypothesis 1: 
Malays in the Normal (Technical) stream perceive themselves to 
be poor at mathematics 

Inconsistent: Malay interviewees had strikingly similar — and positive 
— assessments of their performance in mathematics compared to their 
counterparts of other races. 

Hypothesis 2: 
Poor performance in mathematics among Malays in the Normal 
(Technical) stream negatively affects their outcomes

Mixed: Poor mathematics performance impeded some interviewees, 
irrespective of race. Others adopted strategies that allowed them to 
achieve their dreams despite poor performances.

TABLE 13: SELF-REPORTED PERFORMANCE IN MATHEMATICS WHILE IN THE 
NORMAL (TECHNICAL) STREAM

Excellent/Good Average Poor/Very Poor 

Chinese 18
(40% of total)

12
(27% of total)

15
(33% of total)

Malay 16
(43% of total)

10
(27% of total)

11
(30% of total)
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Cases

Pathway 1: 
Poor mathematics performance closed doors

NTCHJK02’s negative peer influence and lack of studying led 
to poor mathematics results in secondary school. Neither of his 
parents could help, since neither finished secondary school. His 
“Ungraded” score from secondary school precluded him from 
taking a course, Aerospace, that interested him. He soon lost 
interest in an alternative course, Broadband and Technology, and 
dropped out of ITE. This seemed to have affected his aspirations. 
When interviewed, he had a vague ambition to be a military 
policeman — a career aspiration that could have been different 
had he been qualified to study Aerospace.

Pathway 2: 
Dream not directly related to mathematics skills

Although her father has a master’s degree in electrical engineering, 
NTAS30 did poorly in mathematics in secondary school. In ITE, she 
enrolled in a visual communications programme, which did not 
have mathematics as a prerequisite. She enjoyed this course so 
much that she became more focused and motivated in her studies. 
She reported a marked improvement in her circumstances, and 
bonded better with her friends. She subsequently completed the 
course and was on track in her pursuit of a polytechnic diploma.

Conclusions and discussions

If Malays were thought to be bad at mathematics, our sample was not privy 
to that thought. A plurality of them rated their performance in secondary 
school mathematics as good or excellent — an assessment that did not 
differ too much from their Chinese counterparts. Our interviewees provided 
little evidence that Malays had less confidence in their mathematics ability 
compared to their Chinese counterparts in the Normal (Technical) stream.
 
Of those who performed badly in mathematics, parts of the narratives of 
many showed underlying reasons — uninspiring teachers, unqualified or 

Pathway 3: 
Succeeded in aspiration based on initiative

NTAS28 dreamed of a career that involved computers. However, his 
poor mathematics scores precluded him from studying computing 
at ITE. Eventually, he chose a course that his father endorsed but one 
he did not enjoy, and he predictably performed poorly. Moreover, 
his father’s judgement was incorrect, as demand for ITE graduates 
with precision engineering certificates had slowed, and he was not 
able to secure formal employment. He became discouraged and 
took up production jobs in several factories on a contract basis 
before eventually working at Singapore General Hospital (SGH) as 
a general worker. Later, he started a computer-related company 
with his friends, allowing him to achieve his dream. However, this 
outcome was much delayed due to his poor results in mathematics. 
Moreover, several indicators suggested that his poor results in 
mathematics might not have reflected his skills. First, he revealed 
that his original positive results under his dedicated mathematics 
teacher in secondary school started to slip after this teacher was 
transferred to another school. Second, his ability to learn from 
his parents with their ITE and O-Level education was precluded 
by their abusive parenting style. Finally, his parents turned down 
a Malay/Muslim VWO’s offer of mathematics tuition, thus blocking 
him from getting additional support. 
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abusive parents, lack of funds for tuition. For some, bad performance in 
mathematics became a factor that impeded achievement. Many others 
benefitted from ITE’s flexibility, entering programmes that allowed them 
to obtain vocational education even without mathematics. Others adopted 
strategies that allowed them to bypass their poor performance — some 
achieved dreams that did not require mathematics qualifications; others 
made their own opportunities despite the lack of formal qualification. 

Large Family Size

Do those from large families experience worse 
educational outcomes?

Fruitful and multiplying

As family size increases, the resources available for each child diminishes. 
Parents have less time and money to invest in their children’s educational 
success, and this creates potential problems especially in a country with 
a results-driven education paradigm. Lower-income families are already 
disadvantaged — often endowed with fewer resources for tuition and 
other educational support, less time to spend on their children, and less 
experience with formal education. For larger, lower-income families, these 
resources must stretch even further. In addition, housing in Singapore is 
expensive, so large families often feel the stress of overcrowding and less 
study space.

These issues can be expected to affect all larger, low-income families. 
Because Malays tend to have larger family sizes, they may be affected 
even more. To what extent do the problems of larger family size affect our 
interviewees?

The academic debate

Starting with a classic article noting the impact of family size on children’s 
education and ultimate outcome (Becker and Tomes, 1976), scholars have 
consistently found a link between family size and school performance 
(Steelman et al., 2002), specifically that large families can affect educational 
outcomes. This effect was found in a number of contexts, including 
developed countries (e.g. Choi et al., 2017) as well as a range of developing 
countries like Peru (Patrinos and Psacharopoulos, 1997), Thailand (Knodel 
and Wongsith, 1991), and Vietnam (Anh et al., 1998). The opposite was 
found in Kenya (Gomes, 1984). The effect is due in large part to resource 
allocation, and in part due to large family size exacerbating other problems. 
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Academics have also been quick to point out that several factors can 
mitigate the impact of family size (e.g. Gibbs, Workman, and Downey, 
2016), such as family wealth (Lersch, 2019), parental education, extended 
family ties (Blaabæk, Jæger, and Molitoris, 2020) and birth order (T W 
Chan, Henderson, and Stuchbury, 2019; S E Black, Devereux, and Salvanes, 
2005). Many scholars emphasise that public programmes can make a huge 
difference by providing large families with needed resources (e.g. Steelman 
et al., 2002).

Singapore’s context

Singapore defines family size as the total number of children borne by women 
aged 40-49. Although the number has generally declined for each ethnic 
group, the average family size of Malays remains slightly higher compared 
to other races (though we note that trends such as preference for smaller 
families or later marriages that affect ideal childbearing years will point to a 
probable decline in these numbers in the future). Compared to other Malays 
in the region, Singaporean Malays have already experienced a dramatic 
demographic transition (AMP, 2012a). Currently, however, the percentage of 
Malay households with five members or more remains relatively high — 34.5%, 
compared to 23.0% among all Singaporean families. Even as Singapore’s total 
fertility rate (TFR) has dwindled to levels well below the replacement rate of 
2.1, the TFR among Singaporean Malays remains at its highest since 1980 
and continues to exceed the nation’s overall TFR by a significant margin. In 
the absence of income data broken down by race, it is difficult to pinpoint the 
impact this phenomenon has on Malays. It is possible that higher birth rate 
among the Malays in Singapore serves as a drag on their per capita income, 
even as overall income has increased over the years.

Many agree that a number of factors — such as the costs of having children 
due to the rising cost of living and the small square footage of available 
housing — outweigh Singaporean policies to encourage larger families, a 
reflection that certainly suggests that such challenges are issues for larger 
families. However, while there has been much research on why family sizes 
have shrunk in Singapore, little direct research has been conducted in the 
country on the impact of family size on children, with the exception of a study 
that found physical punishment increased in larger families consisting of three 
or more children (S R Quah, 2004). 

What impact do large families have on gendered roles and children’s 
education? About 4 in 10 economically inactive women in Singapore, 
regardless of ethnicity, cited family responsibilities as primary barriers 
to working outside the home (Ministry of Manpower, 2019, 44, Chart 
53). These responsibilities tend to be even greater in larger families. 
According to statistics, households with more children tend to have more 
economically inactive adult women (Department of Statistics, 2016, 171, 
Table 16).

These statistics were not broken down by race. Yet, the fact that Malays 
tend to have more children in general and a higher incidence of three or 
more generations living in the same household (Department of Statistics, 
2016, 265, Table 66) suggested that the main reasons cited for being 
economically inactive applied to the Malays even more acutely. 

Moreover, cultural attitudes might augment this impact. According to 
Suriani Suratman (2010), caregiving chores and housework are likely to 
fall on Malay mothers, making it more difficult for them to invest time in 
their children’s education. Even in dual-income Malay households, Malay 
cultural perceptions of traditional familial roles for women (caregiving) 
and men (breadwinning) tend to prevail. Larger family sizes — whether 
the mothers work outside the home or not — spread time resources even 
thinner. 

What would the impact be if mothers of large families do not work 
outside the home? This is uncertain. On one hand, it might create a more 
academically friendly environment, with a dedicated adult who has time 
to focus on children’s education. On the other, economically inactive 
women sometimes lack sufficient formal education to help their children 
manoeuvre the education system.
 
Further reading

Becker, Gary S, and Nigel Tomes. 1976. “Child Endowments and the 
Quantity and Quality of Children.” Journal of Political Economy 84 (4, Part 
2): S143–62.

Steelman, Lala Carr, Brian Powell, Regina Werum, and Scott Carter. 2002. 
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“Reconsidering the Effects of Sibling Configuration: Recent Advances and 
Challenges.” Annual Review of Sociology 28 (1): 243–69.

Hypotheses

For our purposes, we defined households with five or more persons as a 
large family.

Hypothesis 1: 
Malays have significantly larger families

Consistent: Malays among our interviewees come from larger families. 

Hypothesis 2: 
Those from larger families tended to have lower per capita 
income compared to those from smaller families

Consistent: There was a clear inverse relationship between family size and 
income.

Hypothesis 3: 
Those with better outcomes tended to come from smaller 
families

Inconsistent: No clear pattern was observed between family size and those 
with better outcomes. 

Hypothesis 4: 
Those from larger families tended to have worse outcomes

Inconsistent: Interviewees from larger families performed almost at par with 
those from smaller families.

The general pattern

While a family size of five might seem small or average in many other 
contexts, given Singapore’s population density, small housing sizes, and a 
host of other factors, three children already make an unusually large family. 
If a family size of five proves to be a problem, how much more so for even 
larger families?
 
Consistent with Hypothesis 1, and in line with the statistics in Singapore 
generally, our Malay interviewees hailed from significantly larger families 
compared to other interviewees (Table 14).

Our study focused on lower-income families. Not surprisingly, larger families 
had smaller per capita income (Table 15).

TABLE 14: AVERAGE HOUSEHOLD SIZE BY RACE
NOTE: THE RESULTS ARE STATISTICALLY SIGNIFICANT, THAT IS, UNLIKELY TO BE RANDOM (P=0.017).

Race Mean Number of Respondents

Non-Malay 4.57 56

Malay 5.3 47

Total 4.9 103

TABLE 15: PER CAPITA INCOME VS HOUSEHOLD SIZE
NOTE: THE RESULTS ARE STATISTICALLY SIGNIFICANT, THAT IS, UNLIKELY TO BE RANDOM P=0.004).

Household Size Number of Respondents Average Per Capita Income

Small (<5) 41 1072

Large (=>5) 59 694
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However, examining outcomes on a 1– 4 scale (with lower numbers 
indicating more positive outcomes), the average outcomes for small and 
large families were nearly identical (Table 16).

TABLE 16: AVERAGE OUTCOME BASED ON FAMILY SIZE (THE LOWER THE NUMBER, 
THE BETTER)
NOTE: RESULTS ARE NOT STATISTICALLY SIGNIFICANT, MEANING, THE RESULTS ARE LIKELY TO BE 

RANDOM (P=0.919).

Large Household 
Size (HH) Average Outcome Number of Respondents

HH (<5) 2.29 42

HH (=>5) 2.31 61

Total 2.31 103

Similarly, examining the sample as a whole, the average family size of 
interviewees with different outcomes did not vary significantly (Table 17).

TABLE 17: AVERAGE HOUSEHOLD SIZE FOR EACH OUTCOME
NOTE: RESULTS ARE NOT STATISTICALLY SIGNIFICANT, MEANING, THE RESULTS ARE LIKELY TO BE 

RANDOM (P=0.919).

Outcome Mean Family Size Number of Respondents

Dreams Realised 4.64 44

Crossroads 5.67 9

Making Do 5.00 25

Dreams Deferred 5.00 25

Total 4.79 103

Cases

Pathway 1: 
Parents overwhelmed by large family size

Pathway 1A: 
Financial burdens of a large family

NTAS21’s parents were divorced when she was in Secondary One. Soon 
after, her mother found a new boyfriend and took less responsibility 
for the family, being “preoccupied with her own relationship”. NTAS21 
has three other siblings — she takes care of her “little sister” whom 
she listed as a dependant. She quarrelled with her mother often, and 
found home life so “disorganised” that she spent more time with 
her grandmother. To exacerbate matters, her mother was diagnosed 
with cancer around the time she dropped out of ITE. Her mother’s 
conditions further complicated the family’s already precarious financial 
situation. So she started to work after Secondary Three. 

Pathway 1B: 
Single-parent headed households especially vulnerable

NTAS10’s outcome was consistent with the hypothesised causal 
mechanisms that link family size to outcome. He grew up in a family 
of nine, where he was the youngest of eight siblings. His father 
died when he was just one year old, compelling his mother, who 
had completed ITE but did not have much work experience, to 
work outside the home, where she earned less than S$1,000 as 
a cook. His mother was away most of the time, so he was raised 
mainly by his older brothers — the oldest was 20 years older — but 
none of them excelled in school. “Nobody monitored my school 
matters because I always kept to myself,” he explained. His mother 
cared about his education, but had little time to monitor him. 
“When I didn’t do well in my studies, my mother was disappointed. 
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I was her ‘last hope’ to doing well in studies but I let her down.” 
He explained: “The only subjects I liked were arts, design and 
technology (D&T), and computer [studies]. I liked these subjects 
because they were hands-on kind of subjects. I don’t like theory”. 
Unlike other respondents, his family received little financial aid 
to help with education and other expenses. This was because his 
mother did not apply for any, and also because his older brothers’ 
income might have been counted towards the family income. 
With little support, financially or otherwise, he performed poorly 
in primary school and secondary school. “I didn’t really study in 
school; I just played around. I was playful, I skipped classes… 
I didn’t prepare for exams, I just hantam [went through the exams 
without due consideration to performance],” he said. Thus, lack 
of resources and lack of parental attention were both linked to his 
outcome. 

Pathway 1C: 
Large family size exacerbating other problems

NTYL01 comes from a large family, with six siblings and a total of nine 
people staying in a four-room flat. Her father, a postal worker, was the 
sole breadwinner. Her mother was keener on her getting married than 
on her attaining higher education qualifications. When asked about her 
dream, she said she wanted to “travel to clear [her] mind”. However, 
her dreams were stunted by a disability. She had been suffering from 
epilepsy since the age of 10, and reported that she was “unable to 
study as per normal” and had trouble remembering things. Besides, 
she suffered from bullying during her time in the Normal (Technical) 
stream and in ITE. She turned to her teachers and institutions for help 
with the bullying but to no avail; her parents even took sides with the 
bully. Although she continued to study in ITE because her “parents 
were paying for it”, she had lost her motivation to study. Moreover, 
her results did not qualify her for her preferred course of study.

Pathway 2B: 
Large family muted negative impact of poor parental style

NTAS05’s parents’ parenting style was neglectful to the point 
of being abusive. Her parents were often thoughtlessly hurtful 
in what they said. “I was often hurt by their comments and they 
would call me names. They insult me without even realising it,” 
she recounted. Her parents criticised her academic performance in 
primary school, and they openly expressed their worries that she 
would not finish her education. She was shunned in middle school, 
and without parental support she withdrew into her own world. 

Pathway 2: 
Large families with unrelated poor outcomes

Pathway 2A: 
Problems in large families not related to family size

Superficially, NTAS01 was affected by being in a large family. He 
comes from a family of six, where he is the third of four siblings. He 
joined a gang when he was in secondary school, and participated 
in rioting. He dropped out of ITE and struggled to find a job due 
to lack of qualifications. However, neither of the two main causal 
mechanisms related to family size were linked to his performance. 
His parents had relatively high income, and his father is well-
educated with a diploma. His parents were permissive, but also 
“during [his] downtimes, they would be there for [him]”. His parents 
were concerned about his performance. They sent him to tuition 
and pressured him to finish secondary school. His older siblings 
performed relatively well academically: one was in the Normal 
(Academic) stream and the other in the Express stream. 
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“My only companion was my sketchbook, because I like to draw,” 
she noted. When her cousins’ family went through a financial 
crisis and moved in, her relationship with her family temporarily 
improved as her parents’ attention was divided, and they had less 
time for her. Thus, the increase in family size curbed the impact 
of her parents’ negative parenting style. When her cousins moved 
out during her polytechnic days, however, her relationship with her 
parents deteriorated even further.

Pathway 3: 
Overcoming the effects of large family size (financial aid, other 
forms of support)

NTAS23’s family of seven lived together in a two-room flat and 
shared a monthly household income of less than S$2,000. In 
addition to the strain of having to raise five children on such a low 
income, her parents also had to manage her mother’s illness and 
frequent hospitalisation. Given this situation, it was not surprising 
that the family’s relationship was strained. Her two younger 
sisters also entered the Normal (Technical) stream, but dropped 
out of ITE. Her elder sister became pregnant as a teenager and 
subsequently ran away from home, leaving her daughter in the care 
of her parents. Her parents cut off ties with this sister and refused 
to speak to her again. The family’s financial situation, overcrowded 
living conditions, and other problems worked against her during 
her primary school years. In addition, NTAS23, being a hands-on-
learner, did not thrive in the academic environment of her primary 
school.

In spite of these barriers, two factors helped drive her successful 
outcome. First, she received financial aid through a bursary. Her 
family also received some financial assistance. She also worked 
part-time doing administrative work during secondary school and 

at a restaurant during ITE. Second, she had positive experiences 
in Normal (Technical). Although she “slacked” during her second 
and third year of secondary school, she started worrying about 
her N-Levels as it approached, and that prompted her to study 
harder. More importantly, two people at her secondary school had 
an important impact on her. Her D&T teacher was inspiring, and 
her teaching methodologies matched her hands-on learning style. 
She enjoyed the subject greatly. A social worker in the student 
activity centre also motivated her to work harder. In the end, she 
performed well enough in her N-Levels to enter ITE, pursuing 
engineering, which made her father proud. Through all of this, her 
parents were quite strict with her. One of her biggest worries was 
“being seen as a failure in her parents’ eyes”. She set her sights on 
entering polytechnic but either way, she was on track to pursue her 
dream to become a mechanic. 
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Conclusions and discussions

While we found no generalisable relationship between family size and 
outcome among our interviewees, some individuals were certainly affected 
by having large families. The main barrier they faced was lack of resources 
— money and parental time. As noted above, large family size can 
exacerbate other problems. This is especially true if the large household is 
being managed by a single parent.

However, other interviewees, even those from low-income families, were able 
to thrive. Some of them received the needed resources or encouragement 
from outside their homes. For a small number, having a  large family proved 
to be a sanctuary from parents with negative parenting styles. 

Our Malay interviewees, like their counterparts throughout Singapore, came 
from larger families on average than our non-Malay interviewees. Equally, 
and unsurprisingly, those from larger families had lower than average per 
capita income than those from smaller families. However, among those who 
come from larger families, both Malays and non-Malays experienced similar 
outcomes. 

While family size did not affect eventual outcome on average, it did in 
particular cases. Some interviewees were older siblings burdened with 
taking care of younger siblings. In some cases, the family faced problems 
that were independent of family size, but were exacerbated by family size.

At the same time, a number of interviewees in our sample overcame 
problems related to family size. They found external financial resources, or 
forms of social support and encouragement. Only a few found that their 
large family size enabled them to escape from problems like poor parenting 
practices.

Parenting Style 
  
Are Malay parents permissive? How do different 
parenting styles affect each of Singapore’s ethnic 
groups?

A Western theory of parenting style

How do various parenting styles affect the outcomes of children? Are 
authoritarian parents necessarily worse than authoritative and engaged 
ones? Do permissive parents produce unmotivated children? Intuitively, the 
impact of parenting style would vary across cultures. Do Chinese families 
thrive under more authoritarian parenting styles, as many would think? Are 
Malay parents more permissive or more authoritarian? What is the impact 
of both stereotypical parenting styles on the upbringing of children? 

Our interviewees came from a diverse range of parenting styles. We explored 
to what extent have different parenting styles affected our interviewees’ 
outcomes. We also explored the factors that allowed interviewees to 
overcome the effects of negative parenting styles.

The academic debate

Much of the research about the impact of parenting style on academic 
achievement is based on four archetypes: authoritative, permissive, 
neglectful, and authoritarian (Baumrind and Black, 1967; Maccoby and 
Martin, 1983). Researchers generally argue that permissive and especially 
authoritative parenting styles lead to better academic outcomes among 
children of European descent, whereas the authoritarian style leads to 
dysfunctional learning attitudes and classroom engagement (e.g. Durkin, 
1995; Glasgow et al., 1997).

Outcomes vary by class, culture, and gender (e.g. Peterson and Hann, 
1999; Pittman and Chasep-Lansdale, 2001; Spera, 2005; Bornstein, Wilcox, 
and Kline, 2013). For instance, better outcomes have emerged from 
authoritarian parenting styles in African-American, Hispanic, and Hong 
Kong adolescents (e.g. Dornbusch et al., 1987; Leung, Lau, and Lam, 
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1998). Research conducted in Singapore found that girls tend to succeed 
academically under parenting styles characterised by warmth (Stright and 
Yeo, 2014).

Singapore’s context

The Singaporean education system, with its early onset of streaming 
and world-leading results, provides a unique context to the parenting 
paradigm. With children being streamed early, parents feel pressured to 
maintain a good academic standing for their children, lest those children 
fall behind. This has resulted in a “kiasu” (colloquial term for “fear of losing 
out”) attitude in parents which, when combined with Confucian ideals of 
education, leads to a more authoritarian parenting style (Chao and Tseng, 
2002). Research outcomes on the impact of authoritarian parenting styles 
in Singapore have been mixed, with some finding that some students 
responded well to authoritarian parenting styles (e.g. Ang and Goh, 2006), 
and others concluding that parental control is associated with maladaptive 
coping, including low task persistence and high anxiety (e.g. Luo et al., 
2013). 

Do Singaporean Malay parents tend to adopt authoritarian parenting styles, 
as Singaporean Chinese do? Although most Singapore-based studies on 
parenting style contain large, diverse, representative samples, few discuss 
— or even test for — ethnic differences. Quah (2004) was one exception. 
Yet her conclusions suggest that Malays have tendencies to associate with 
both permissive (more physically affectionate; less physically punishing) 
and authoritarian styles (children should be seen, not heard). Other studies 
have been similarly divided, with some experts suggesting that Malays 
have generally employed a permissive parenting style (Djamour, 1959; 
Hanafi, 2004), and others countering that authoritarian parenting was more 
common (Mofrad and Uba, 2014). 

But it is clear the stereotype on Malay parenting is that of permissiveness 
(e.g. Pang, 1981, 150). Overall, surprisingly few peer-reviewed studies 
weighed in on the question of the existence of a “Malay parenting style” 
(if any) in Singapore, and its impact on children.

Further reading

Hanafi, Z. 2004. Malay Adolescents’ Perceptions of Maternal and Paternal 
Parenting Styles. Malays J Learn Instructions, 1, 131-161. 

Quah, S. 2004. Ethnicity and Parenting Styles Among Singapore Families. 
Marriage & Family Review, 35 (3-4), 63-83.
 
Stright, A, Yeo, K, and Graesser, Arthur C. 2014. Maternal Parenting Styles, 
School Involvement, and Children’s School Achievement and Conduct in 
Singapore.

Journal of Educational Psychology, 106 (1), 301-314.

Luo, W, Aye, K, Hogan, M, Kaur, D, and Chan, B. 2013. Parenting behaviours 
and learning of Singapore students: The mediational role of achievement 
goals. Motivation and Emotion, 37(2), 274-285.

Hypotheses

Hypothesis 1: 
Chinese students in the Normal (Technical) stream experience 
parenting styles other than authoritarian

Inconsistent: The patterns of parenting styles did not vary by race in our 
sample. 

Hypothesis 2: 
Authoritarian parenting styles lead to better outcomes

Mixed: The interviewees of all races with the best outcomes tended to come 
from authoritative and authoritarian households. All four parenting styles 
were equally represented among interviewees with the worst outcomes.
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Hypothesis 3: 
Neglectful parenting leads to worse outcomes

Inconsistent: Interviewees from each of the three of the main outcomes 
(except ‘Crossroads’) experienced neglectful parenting nearly equally.

Hypothesis 4: 
Malays tend to experience permissive parenting and have 
worse outcomes

Mixed: Only 8 of the 49 Malays experienced permissive parenting styles. Of 
these, even as only one achieved their dream, only two had their dreams 
deferred. A much greater proportion of non-Malays (6 of 15) with permissive 
parents achieved their dreams.

The general pattern

Our interviewees, regardless of race, grew up in families with a variety 
of parenting styles. We found no discernible pattern between race and 
parenting style (Table 18).

TABLE 18: RACE VS PARENTING STYLE
NOTE: RESULTS ARE NOT STATISTICALLY SIGNIFICANT, MEANING THE RESULTS ARE LIKELY TO BE 

RANDOM (P=0.471).

Race Authoritarian Authoritative Neglectful Permissive Total

Chinese 11 12 14 13 50

Malay 16 13 11 7 47

Indian 1 2 0 2 5

Total 28 27 25 22 102

We found no clear relationship between parenting styles and eventual 
outcomes. However, around two-thirds of our interviewees with the best 
outcomes came from authoritarian or authoritative parenting styles. At the 
same time, among those with the worst outcomes, three of the parenting 
styles (except permissive) were distributed relatively equally (Table 19). 
However, the overall pattern was not statistically significant, suggesting 
there was no systematic relationship between parenting style and outcome 
among our respondents. 

TABLE 19: PARENTING STYLE BY OUTCOME
NOTE: RESULTS ARE NOT STATISTICALLY SIGNIFICANT, MEANING THE RESULTS ARE LIKELY TO BE 

RANDOM (P=0.111).

Outcome Authoritarian Authoritative Neglectful Permissive Total

Dreams 
Realised 15 14 7 7 43

Crossroads 3 3 1 3 10

Making Do 3 3 9 9 24

Dreams 
Deferred 7 7 8 3 25

Total 28 27 25 22 102
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TABLE 20: PARENTING STYLE VS OUTCOME BY RACE
NOTE: RESULTS ARE NOT STATISTICALLY SIGNIFICANT (MEANING, LIKELY TO BE RANDOM) 

AT P=0.375 AND 0.073.

Race Outcome Authoritarian Authoritative Neglectful Permissive Total

Non-
Malay

Dreams 
Realised 5 8 5 6 24

Crossroads 2 0 1 2 5

Making Do 0 2 4 5 11

Dreams 
Deferred 5 4 4 2 15

Total 12 14 14 15 55

Authoritarian Authoritative Neglectful Permissive Total

Malay

Dreams 
Realised 10 6 2 1 19

Crossroads 1 3 0 1 5

Making Do 3 1 5 4 13

Dreams 
Deferred 2 3 4 1 10

Total 16 13 11 7 47

Cases

Pathway 1: 
Consistent cases

Pathway 1A: 
Disengaged parenting led to negative outcomes

NTMCH01’s case was quite consistent with the hypothesis that 
permissive and disengaged parents harm their children’s prospects. 
Neither of his parents were engaged in his studies, but they 
repeatedly reminded him not to be lazy in school like his dad. While 
he had a vague dream of becoming a police officer, his behaviour 
was not directed towards achieving that goal.

Pathway 1B: 
Authoritarian parenting facilitated success

MTMCH02’s single mother adopted a strict regime, which in turn 
helped him to excel in his studies. His mother became a single 
parent when his father passed away when he was 10 years old. 
Although she had to work long hours, his mother imposed an 
extremely strict regime on him. She enrolled him in tuition in 
Primary Four. In spite of this, he performed poorly and had to 
repeat Primary Six and retake his PSLE. However, he did well in 
secondary school, earning the opportunity to be promoted to the 
Normal (Academic) stream, which was an offer he later declined. 
As the subjects were easy, he claimed that he did not have to study 
hard but he did his homework diligently. He was late to school 
every day, and ended up serving detention for a period of nearly 
six months. That was when he would do most of his homework. 
He did well for his N-Level exams and went on to ITE where he 
studied chemical process technology at NITEC and biotechnology 
at Higher NITEC. He went on to polytechnic to study environmental 

As shown in Table 20 regarding racial differences in parenting style, non-
Malays (15 of 57) experienced permissive parenting styles proportionally 
more frequently than Malays (7 of 47). However, only one of the seven 
Malays who experienced permissive parenting styles realised their dreams, 
compared to 6 of 15 permissively parented non-Malays. More than half of 
the Malays who realised their dreams were raised by authoritarian parents, 
while the most successful style for non-Malays was authoritative. Overall, 
the notions that Malay parents are permissive and that Malay children thrive 
under permissive parenting styles were inconsistent with the experiences of 
our respondents.
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Pathway 2: 
Supportive parenting overcome by external factors 

NTTTWE05 was an exception. He described his parents as 
warm and engaging, so he had the freedom to choose his own 
specialisation in ITE. This allowed him to pursue his interest 
in information communication technology, and subsequently 
design at Higher NITEC. He was not surprised to get into the 
Normal (Technical) stream. When his family moved to Singapore 
from Malaysia, he did not have many friends, and felt jealous of 
schoolmates from higher-income families who could afford “more 
items”. Although his parents did not have high income, they still sent 
him for tuition, but he dropped out because he felt unmotivated. 
He initially did well in the EM2 stream, but was knocked back 
when his friend died in Primary Five. Everything snowballed since 
then. Not only did he react badly to being placed in the Normal 
(Technical) stream, but his extended relatives stigmatised him. 
Overall, though he hoped to enter the Normal (Academic) stream, 
he felt fatalistic about his chances as “effort does not equate to 
results”. Although he felt like dropping out, his principals urged 
him to continue. While he appreciated the increased resources the 
government was investing in the Normal (Technical) stream and 
though his teachers were supportive, he did not feel motivated to 
study and did not focus on his studies till ITE. Although he enjoyed 
his course then, he admitted that he was floating along in life, 
unsure about what he wanted to do.

Pathway 3: 
Overcoming obstacles 

Pathway 3A: 
Permissive parenting overcome by teachers

Pathway 3B: 
Neglectful parenting overcome by supportive step-parent

NTAS18, who never met his biological father, was brought up by 
his mother. She was a person who socialised with people to the 
point of being “too much”. She would meet “new guys” and hang 
out with them. He recalled his mother leaving for a two-week trip 
to Indonesia that ended up lasting nearly six weeks, because she 
“met a guy there and was hanging out with that guy”. His mother’s 
neglect took a toll, as he recounted: “I felt stressed out because 

science. While he did poorly in primary school, it might have been 
linked to family trauma. In his case, it was his mother’s focused and 
rigid parenting style that saw him through secondary school, ITE, 
and then polytechnic. 

Although NTBS06’s parents were divorced, he described his 
childhood as “fun” with “everything provided”. He recalled often 
hanging out with his friends after school. He did not describe his 
dad at all, and did not appear to be close to his mom, who worked 
as a cleaner in condominiums. He shuttled between living with 
his grandparents in Clementi, and his mother in Commonwealth. 
Although his parents were not engaging, his teachers felt like 
substitute parents. “They won us over with their care and concern. 
They became like mothers and fathers to our class. The teachers 
are what changed us, turning us into the ‘best class in school’.” 
It was also the only class without anyone publicly caned. He was 
also especially excited after taking the NAPFA test in Secondary 
Three, which indicated he was suitable for his dream job: becoming 
a fitness/Muay Thai instructor. At the time of the interview, he was 
on track for this. He had secured internships at two separate gyms, 
and was preparing to take a qualifying exam.
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Pathway 3C: 
Neglectful parenting was overcome by finding a passion

NTBVWL01 grew up in a dysfunctional home, with neglectful 
parents who were borderline abusive. She reported that her father 
constantly scolded her, while her mother told her not to look smart 
or she would get bullied at school. As a girl, she was expected to 
bear the brunt of household chores and felt that her parents clearly 
favoured her brothers. In addition, her cousin attempted to sexually 
assault her, but when she reported this to her family, they did not 
believe her. She performed well academically at the beginning of 
primary school, but her grades soon began to drop. She also started 
hanging out with a peer group that had a negative influence on 
her, as she picked up smoking and grew disinterested in studying. 
Eventually, she realised this group had a negative effect on her and 
decided to become a loner and limited herself to spending time with 

my mother was not there. I tried to talk to my mother but she did 
not listen. I was hurt and my studies were affected. I began to flunk 
my subjects bit by bit. And there was a time when I felt like I didn’t 
want to go on anymore.” His mother married a staff sergeant in 
the police force. There was tension between his mother and step-
father, as he fruitlessly reminded her that she had a family and 
should not be “mingling around”. He cited his stepfather as the 
most important person in his life, and recounted: “My stepfather 
kept urging me to focus on my studies and get a good job. He 
advised me to leave the issues pertaining to my mother to him and 
not get distracted by it. He insisted that I focus on my education.” 
He was dissuaded from pursuing his original dream of being 
a nurse or a paramedic, but was on track for something else he 
enjoys: medical engineering. He brought his interests and desire to 
help people into his new field of study, and recounted that he was 
working on jaw implants in his course. 

classmates from her co-curricular activity. Despite this background, 
she was on track to design computer games, which is her passion. 
This interest began during her days in Normal (Technical) stream, 
when she had the opportunity to take extra classes in computer 
applications. But these ambitions only took off seriously at ITE, 
where she studied social media and web design. She enjoyed the 
hands-on curriculum and saw lots of opportunities. She found the 
teachers to be encouraging and received opportunities to assist 
companies with logo design. So while she was derailed by her 
traumatic childhood and her parents’ abusive parenting style, her 
interest in game design and the chance to study this specialisation 
at ITE put her on a path for success. However, not all was rosy 
for her. She found it difficult to find a job because the minimum 
credential “is always a diploma”. 

Conclusions and discussions

Our interviews were inconsistent with most of the stereotypes about the 
Normal (Technical) stream. Although many would expect the Normal 
(Technical) stream students to do poorly in the PSLE because their parents 
were not authoritarian, our sample contained almost an equal mix of all four 
parenting styles. Moreover, the notion that authoritarian parenting styles 
create the best outcomes in a Confucian environment like Singapore’s 
has only received partial support. Among those who had their dreams 
realised, authoritarian and authoritative parenting styles were the most 
common, in nearly equal numbers, although all four parenting styles were 
represented among the most successful group. However, the authoritarian 
and authoritative (as well as neglectful) styles were well-represented also 
among respondents whose dreams were deferred. 

Regarding race, the experiences of our interviewees were often inconsistent 
with the stereotypes about Malays. Among the little research that has 
been conducted on the parenting styles of Singapore’s Malays, there have 
been disagreements about whether Malay parents prefer permissive or 
authoritarian styles. The stereotype is much clearer: Malay parents tend to 
be permissive. However, the experiences of our Malay respondents were 
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consistent with the view that Malay parents tend to be authoritarian — 
only one in seven grew up in permissive homes. Plus, more than half of 
the Malays whose outcome were the best reported having authoritarian 
parents.

Like most of the factors discussed in this volume, we find the impact of 
parenting styles is highly contingent. Disengaged parenting often hurts, 
while interventions can help students adapt and thrive. Supportive parenting 
often helps, but can be overwhelmed by severe financial difficulties, trauma, 
or other challenges. 

It should be noted that while parenting style is among this study’s areas of 
interest, it is not its focus, and our methods of testing the hypotheses related 
to parenting styles are limited. Our results cast doubt on the stereotypes of 
both the Normal (Technical) stream as well as on Malay parenting practices. 
More research is necessary.

Family Dysfunction 
  
How do children survive family dysfunction?

Family dysfunction’s drag on education

It could be that many kids enter the Normal (Technical) stream simply 
because they lacked the motivation to study.

That lack of motivation often conceals a hidden problem. A child 
experiencing family dysfunction — continuous violence within the home, 
a family member with addiction or a similar problem, a broken family — is 
doing well just to survive. Scholastic responsibilities often take a backseat. 
Yet, in Singapore, students who fall behind — as do many who experience 
dysfunction — often enter a vicious cycle of hopelessness begetting failure, 
begetting more hopelessness.

The academic debate

Scholars have long linked a variety of family dysfunctions to children’s 
educational outcomes. Family-based abuse often affects educational 
outcomes, although other social, family, and personal factors also weigh in 
in such cases (Boden, Horwood, and Fergusson, 2007) Scholars agree that 
divorce can affect a child’s outcomes in school (McCombs and Forehand, 
1989; Kelly, 2000; Sanz-de-Galdeano and Vuri, 2007) by harming a child’s 
self-esteem (e.g. Watt et al., 1990) or sparking relocation (e.g. Pribesh 
and Downey, 1999). The effect is contingent on a number of factors (e.g. 
Mulholland et al., 1991) and some interventions are helpful for improving 
school performance (e.g. Pedro-Carroll and Cowen, 1985; McCombs and 
Forehand, 1989).

Singapore’s context

Some research has been conducted in Singapore on divorce and other 
forms of family dysfunction (e.g. Sun, Chong, and Lim, 2014; J L C Chan 
and Pfeifer, 2015; S E L Quah, 2015; Chng et al., 2018). Little of this 
research relates directly to race. According to stereotypes widely accepted 
in Singapore, Malay families experience more family dysfunction than their 
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counterparts of other races do. This argument has also been advanced 
through scholarship, both old (Djamour, 1959) and more recent, as well as 
in speeches of Singapore’s leaders (Lee, 2007).

The more pessimistic explanation is linked to the “undisciplined Malay” — 
particularly the negligent or irresponsible father. Often addicted to drugs or 
gambling, the father lashes out at the children. An alternative myth is more 
understandable: with larger families and lower incomes, Malays are more 
vulnerable to family dysfunction. While statistics show that divorce rates are 
higher among Malays, little data exist regarding violence in the home. Even 
less research has been directed towards the impact of family dysfunction in 
Singapore. We explore these stereotypes here.

One unique aspect of Singapore society makes dysfunction more difficult 
to research: physical punishment at home is, under some conditions, not 
only legal but also an expected part of family life. To many Singaporeans, 
it is acceptable, though it must be meted out fairly and in a controlled 
manner. As noted earlier, the implicit hypothesis underlying this attitude is 
widely rejected. For our purposes, the Singaporean acceptance of physical 
violence makes it difficult to judge whether such violence is functional or 
dysfunctional. In this report, we accept the Singaporean reality; the mere 
presence of physical violence did not signal family dysfunction.

Further reading

Boden, Joseph M, L John Horwood, and David M Fergusson. 2007. 
“Exposure to Childhood Sexual and Physical Abuse and Subsequent 
Educational Achievement Outcomes.” Child Abuse & Neglect 31 (10): 
1101–14.

Mulholland, Debra Japzon, Norman F Watt, Anne Philpott, and Neil Sarlin. 
1991. “Academic Performance in Children of Divorce: Psychological 
Resilience and Vulnerability.” Psychiatry 54 (3): 268–80.

Stevenson, Michael R. 2019. How Divorce Affects Offspring: A Research 
Approach. Routledge.

Hypotheses

Hypothesis 1: 
Family dysfunction is associated with neglectful and 
authoritarian parenting styles

Inconsistent: Family dysfunction was associated with a variety of parenting 
styles. 

Hypothesis 2: 
Family dysfunction is more common among Malays

Inconsistent: The patterns of family dysfunction were consistent across the 
races.

Hypothesis 3: 
Family dysfunction negatively affects outcomes

Inconsistent: There was no systematic relationship between family 
dysfunction and outcomes, as some were able to overcome the negative 
effects of family dysfunction.

The general pattern

Among our interviewees, family dysfunction occurred in roughly equal 
proportions (see Table 21).

TABLE 21: THE NUMBER OF RESPONDENTS WHO GREW UP IN A DYSFUNCTIONAL 
FAMILY BY RACE

Malay 15 of 47

Non-Malay 15 of 58
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The four dysfunctional families that adopted permissive parenting styles 
are non-Malay families. Beyond that exception, dysfunction occurred in all 
family types in roughly equal patterns (Table 22).

Comparing those who were from a dysfunctional family and those who 
were not, the average outcomes (on a 1–4 scale, with lower numbers being 
better) were strikingly similar and indistinguishable from random (Table 23). 

TABLE 23: THE AVERAGE OUTCOME OF FUNCTIONAL VS DYSFUNCTIONAL FAMILIES 
(LOWER NUMBERS REPRESENT BETTER OUTCOMES)
NOTE: RESULTS ARE NOT STATISTICALLY SIGNIFICANT, MEANING, THE RESULTS ARE LIKELY TO BE 

RANDOM (P=0.767).

From a Dysfunctional Family Average Outcome

Yes 2.26

No 2.23

TABLE 22: INCIDENCE OF FAMILY DYSFUNCTION BY PARENTING STYLES
NOTE: RESULTS ARE NOT STATISTICALLY SIGNIFICANT, MEANING, 

THE RESULTS ARE LIKELY TO BE RANDOM (P=0.159 AND 0.527).

Parenting 
Style

Total Number
Dysfunctional 

Families (Malay)
Dysfunctional 

Families (Non-Malay)

Authoritarian 29 5 4

Authoritative 29 3 1

Neglectful 24 7 6

Permissive 22 0 4

The patterns were similar across the races. Nearly half the interviewees 
from dysfunctional families (14 of 30) managed to overcome their family’s 
dysfunction and realise their dreams. The remaining 16 had their dreams 
deferred, although 9 of these were making do in professions that were not 
their original aspiration (Table 24).

TABLE 24: OUTCOMES OF RESPONDENTS FROM DYSFUNCTIONAL FAMILIES BY RACE
NOTE: RESULTS ARE NOT STATISTICALLY SIGNIFICANT, MEANING, THE RESULTS ARE LIKELY TO BE 

RANDOM (P=0.881).

Outcome Malay Non-Malay

Dreams Realised 7 7

Crossroads 0 0

Making Do 5 4

Dreams Deferred 3 4

Total 15 15

Cases

Pathway 1: 
Without intervention, dysfunction overwhelmed the student

NTAS21’s lack of motivation can be ascribed to her difficult home 
life. Her parents divorced when she was in Secondary One, and her 
mother quickly found a new boyfriend. She often quarrelled with 
her mother, and found her home life very “disorganised”, so she 
spent a lot of time with her grandmother. To exacerbate matters, 
her mother was diagnosed with cancer as she was completing her 
studies in the Normal (Technical) stream. Her mother’s situation 
further complicated things, especially in terms of finances.
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Pathway 3: 
Overcome by a passion and institutional support

NTBVWL01 grew up in a dysfunctional home with neglectful 
parents who were borderline abusive. She reported that her father 
constantly scolded her, while her mother told her not to look smart 
or she would get bullied in school. As a girl, she was expected to 
bear the brunt of household chores and she felt that her parents 
clearly favoured her brothers. In addition, her cousin attempted to 
sexually assault her, but when she reported this to her family, they 
did not believe her. Despite this background, she was on track for 
her passion — designing computer games. Her ambitions took off 
at ITE, where she found the teachers to be encouraging.

Conclusions and discussions

Our interviewees displayed similar patterns, with family dysfunction evenly 
distributed by race and by parenting style. In terms of outcomes, those 
from dysfunctional families did as well or as badly as those whose families 
were more functional. Why were the outcomes similar? It is because those 
who were from dysfunctional families overcame their problems in a number 
of ways: someone believed in them; they found and pursued their passion; 
they had a role model who inspired them.

Family dysfunction makes an impact on a person. It can cripple a student. 
Out of the 30 interviewees that had a demonstrably dysfunctional family, 
16 were not able to realise their dreams. The remaining 14 overcame their 
family dysfunction in one of two ways: finding a passion and receiving 
institutional support, or having had someone in their lives who believed in 
them. 

Of the former, once a person found their dream, they needed institutional 
support such as access to an appropriate school programme. Among the 
interviewees from dysfunctional families, only three with specific dreams 
had their dreams deferred. Two of them continued to harbour their dreams, 
but took no steps towards achieving them. The third lacked sufficient funds 
to pursue his dream.

Pathway 2: 
Someone believed in her

NTAS23 grew up in a large and dysfunctional family. Both her 
sisters dropped out of ITE. One of them became pregnant outside 
of wedlock and was cast out of the family. However, two central 
figures in secondary school — her D&T teacher and a social worker 
— believed in her, and helped her overcome the problems caused 
by her dysfunctional family.
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Juvenile Delinquency 
  
Is there redemption for gang members or other 
troublemakers?

Troubled youth

Gang membership and criminality in Singapore is much lower than it is in 
other comparable countries. Yet, many have pointed to the problem of 
juvenile delinquency as a rising concern in Singapore. Although studies 
on the racial elements of juvenile delinquency are few, many suspect that 
Malays engage in delinquent behaviour more often.

In our sample, we had a number of interviewees who had been identified 
as delinquents to various extents. Yet, some succeeded in achieving their 
dreams. Understanding the factors that helped some juvenile delinquents 
from the Normal (Technical) stream may suggest potential interventions 
that could be tested.

The academic debate

Regarding juvenile delinquency in general, some academics point to family-
based factors (Hoeve et al., 2007) or weak social bonds (Thornberry, 1987). 
Others point to structural factors such as the lack of crime prevention for 
the poor, hence compelling youths to defend themselves (D Black, 1983). 

Scholars have also struggled to understand why ethnic minorities in most 
Western countries engage in delinquent behaviour at higher rates (Lahlah 
et al., 2013). Older studies have attributed deviant behaviour to norms 
learned from growing up in low-income neighbourhoods (e.g. Miller, 1958; 
and more recently, Heimer, 1997). Some academics argue that this tendency 
is more related to poverty than race (e.g. Anderson, 1989; Sampson et al., 
1995).

Scholars have also searched for risk factors that correlate to juvenile 
delinquency in the hope that identifying youth at risk would allow for early 
intervention and prevention. One such study (Pungello et al., 2010) identified 

seven such factors, including large family size, education and marital 
status of parents, and frequent residential mobility. Such identification and 
intervention attempts remain controversial — for a discussion, see Evans et 
al. (2013).

Singapore’s context

While the history of research on juvenile delinquency in Singapore is 
long (Murphy, 1963) but not extensive, the issue remains a rising concern 
(e.g. Cheong et al., 2017). Tam, Heng and Bullock’s (2007) study of youth 
offenders noted that peer influence was prominent in 85% of cases. 
Ang and her collaborators (2015) associate juvenile delinquency with 
psychopathology. Kee et al.’s (2003) study of Chinese youth involved in 
gangs showed low self-esteem, but fewer incidents of parental abuse and 
indifference. While some research focused on deviancy among Malays 
in Singapore (J P Williams and Kamaludeen, 2017), little has been done 
on delinquency. Other studies (e.g. Cheong et al., 2017) collect data on 
Malays, but also do not discuss or analyse the role of race in juvenile 
delinquency in Singapore. There is no available breakdown of official 
statistics on youth delinquency by race.

Although data and research on delinquency are lacking, related issues 
such as the dropout rate among Malay students (see earlier section on 
education gap), which is common in youth offenders (Peh, 2000), have 
been studied. Observers such as Hazirah (2010) have underscored the 
irony of blaming Malay parents who are working hard to earn a living 
by depicting them as not caring about their children’s education, thus 
resulting in delinquency.

Due to the limitations of our methodology, we have a biased sample for 
this question. None of our interviewees were in detention when we talked 
to them, nor were they currently pursuing a life of crime, at least not 
openly. These limitations aside, our sample was sufficiently diverse as it 
contained delinquents, ex-convicts and adults who had been classified as 
youths at risk.
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Further reading

Ang, Rebecca P, Vivien S Huan, Wei Teng Chan, Siew Ann Cheong, and 
Jia Ning Leaw. 2015. “The Role of Delinquency, Proactive Aggression, 
Psychopathy and Behavioral School Engagement in Reported Youth Gang 
Membership.” Journal of Adolescence 41: 148–56.

Lahlah, Esmah, Kim ME Lens, Stefan Bogaerts, and Leontien M van der 
Knaap. 2013. “When Love Hurts: Assessing the Intersectionality of Ethnicity, 
Socio-Economic Status, Parental Connectedness, Child Abuse, and Gender 
Attitudes in Juvenile Violent Delinquency.” Child Abuse & Neglect 37 (11): 
1034–49.

Hypotheses

Hypothesis 1: 
Without intervention, students from the Normal (Technical) 
stream that display delinquent behaviour will not be able to 
achieve their dreams

Consistent: We had only two cases, but these experienced poor outcomes. 

Hypothesis 2: 
With interventions, students from the Normal (Technical) 
stream that display delinquent behaviour will be able to 
achieve their dreams

Consistent: In most cases, students who had specific interventions ended 
up doing well.

The general pattern

As noted above, our methodology precluded interviewing Normal 
(Technical) stream graduates who are currently incarcerated. Moreover, 
even though 11 of the 13 had experienced some kind of intervention, only 
3 of the 13 achieved or were on track to achieve their dreams, while the 
fourth faced a crossroads. Delinquency seemed to bear a long-term price. 

Of the nine less successful interviewees, four were making do and five had 
their dreams deferred. The first three pathways identified below proved to 
help our interviewees. That said, their results were still mixed. Of the six 
who traversed these three pathways, three were still unable to achieve their 
dreams, but made do with their lot in life. However, their outcomes were 
better than the six who took the other three pathways, where all of them 
had a negative outcome, including four whose dreams were deferred and 
two who were making do.

The difference here did not seem to be related to having an intervention, 
but to what kind of intervention was available. The first three pathways 
saw the interviewee being motivated — either through a wake-up call to 
maturity, being turned on at work, or pursuit of a passion. In these cases, 
success was limited because some interviewees were motivated late — 
after their original aspirations were unattainable. The two with no 
interventions appeared to be lost, with little aspiration. The two who had 
had someone believe in them — a teacher and a social worker, respectively, 
who went to extraordinary lengths — had turned away from crime. But 
one was in ITE studying a subject (mechanical engineering) that was not 
his passion (music), because his father did not let him enrol in LASALLE 
College of the Arts. The other had a good outcome at ITE, but was doing a 
job that was also not his dream.
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Cases

Pathway 1: 
A wake-up call

NTBSST01’s parents divorced when he was 10 years old, leaving his 
mother to raise him and his two younger sisters alone. His father was 
a “deadbeat” and the family received no maintenance from him. 
They also failed to get a subsidy from HDB. He made “the best of 
it” in Normal (Technical), and started to enjoy science in Secondary 
Three and Four, which sparked an interest to study chemical process 
technology at ITE. However, his behaviour led him to be barred 
from exams three times in ITE, and he was later expelled for bad 
behaviour. By his account, he only really matured and thought about 
the future near the end of his National Service. As he concluded: 
“Army really changed me.” Despite being expelled previously, he 
re-enrolled in ITE after National Service. With a newfound purpose 
and maturity, he studied chemical process technology, a major that 
directly related to his dream of becoming a pharmacist. If his plans 
to excel in ITE and enter polytechnic for further studies work out, 
he will be on track to achieve his dream. 

Pathway 2: 
Turned on at work

NTAS01 joined a gang in secondary school and participated in 
rioting. He dropped out of ITE and struggled to find a job due 
to lack of qualifications. The cause of his becoming a delinquent 
in the first place was puzzling. He has a large family, but his 
parents had relatively decent incomes, and his father is well-
educated. His parents were permissive, but supportive. As he 
said: “During my downtimes, they would be there for me.” 
His parents were concerned about his performance, and they 

sent him for tuition and pressured him to finish secondary school. 
Moreover, his older siblings performed relatively well academically: 
one in the Normal (Academic) and one in the Express stream. In 
his job search, he switched from finding jobs through employment 
agencies to relying on his network of friends. The latter approach 
helped him to learn more about a job before applying for it. He had 
jobs earlier for which he either lacked or “lost passion”. Although he 
seemed to have found his calling at his new job as a renewable 
energy specialist, and expressed hopes of making it his long-term 
career, his aspirations appeared somewhat detached from it. He 
didn’t have aspirations when he was in school, but at the time of 
the interview, aspired to have his own business. However, he has 
not given much thought to what kind of business he would like to 
be in, citing “lack of ideas”.

Pathway 3: 
Someone who believed in him

NTAS19’s father, a ship captain, was absent for most of his childhood. 
His mother practised a permissive parenting style, which meant 
little restriction on his behaviour. As a result, his truancy spiralled 
out of control and he was eventually imprisoned for his involvement 
in gang activities during his days at ITE. He was lucky to have a 
teacher who visited him in prison and went to great lengths to help 
him. The teacher made booklets “specially” for him, helped him to 
“spot questions”, and gave him practice papers. With his teacher’s 
support, he graduated from ITE with a GPA of 3.5.
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Conclusions and discussions

Notably, all of the 13 interviewees were doing better than their projections, 
having turned from the trajectory of their troubled youth. Yet, few were 
even on track for their dreams. As with many cases, finding a passion and 
pursuing it proved to be necessary for success. In every case we studied, 
passion and maturation were necessary to avoid the worst outcomes. Yet, 
passion was also insufficient: it was difficult for a juvenile delinquent from 
the Normal (Technical) stream to get back on track. Also notable was how 
two of the four who became passionate through work found their jobs 
through connections with family or friends — a luxury not afforded to every 
low-income Normal (Technical) stream student. 

We saw little evidence tying past juvenile delinquency and outcomes with 
ethnicity, as Malays were found in nearly every outcome and nearly every 
pathway, with the exception of the “no intervention”. Both of those on 
this pathway were Chinese. Yet our sample was too small to draw firm 
conclusions from this outcome.

Low Income Households 
  
Does income affect educational outcomes in 
a meritocratic Singapore?

Poverty and education

While Singapore aspires to be a meritocratic society, many citizens 
understand that income can interfere with the achievement of even the 
most intelligent and hardworking students. Low-income families cannot 
afford extra tuition for their children or better educational materials. Such 
families also lack the luxury of taking time off to volunteer in hopes of 
securing placement in superior primary schools. VWOs can provide tuition 
and materials to poorer families, but access and quality often lag behind 
those provided by the private sector. The lack of resources can thus become 
a vicious cycle, with children from lower-income families achieving less, and 
in turn commanding lower incomes themselves. For weaker students, lack 
of family income represents an even greater burden. Such students often 
need even more support — both academic as well as social — but can ill 
afford it. 

Beyond its effect on educational performance, income can also affect 
eventual achievement, as it can help children in other ways. Wealthy 
families are often well-connected, and can use those connections to provide 
opportunities for their children. Children from wealthy families can also 
afford to take poorly paid internships, or may have additional opportunities 
to partake in enriching experiences such as travel or extracurricular pursuits. 

There are other issues related to class, such as parental educational 
achievement and parental social class as tied to employment, that could 
affect the outcome of Normal (Technical) students. These are discussed in 
the following section.

The academic debate

Many studies around the world have linked family income to outcomes 
for both schooling (e.g. Reardon, 2013) and life achievement (e.g. Erola, 
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Jalonen, and Lehti, 2016). One well-controlled study concluded that the 
effect of income on outcome was independent of genetics (Plug and 
Vijverberg, 2005). Another found that the impact of income on achievement 
was getting worse compared to previous decades (Belley and Lochner, 
2007). 

Singapore’s context

While many are concerned that class advantages distort meritocracy in 
Singapore, others contend that the benefits of extra tuition are exaggerated, 
noting that the government is taking steps to ensure that “every school is a 
good school”. The government’s new nursery school programme, which is 
designed to eliminate barriers to access to preschool for all Singaporeans, 
is a welcome step in levelling the playing field. Government-sponsored 
research suggests that education can break the vicious cycle of poverty, 
with younger generations performing better than their parents, irrespective 
of income. However, studies of this sort that have the best data pertain only 
to father-son pairs where the father was born between 1969 and 1978 (Yip, 
2012), thus actually applying to an earlier time period.

Nevertheless, in Singapore, many observers have argued that poor students 
face significant “educational handicaps” that reduce their ability to use 
the education system as a mechanism to improve their social class (e.g. 
Ng, 2013; H R Tan, 2019). Wealthier parents can better afford the costs of 
sending their children to superior preschools, providing a head start over 
their peers in primary school. They can also provide private tuition for their 
children, further augmenting their advantage over their peers (Smith et 
al., 2015). Wealthier families can better afford the high real estate prices 
that are linked with better school districts. They can often afford the time 
and possess more desirable skills when it comes to volunteering — a step 
that often proves necessary to getting children into better schools. Low-
income Singaporean families who urgently need additional income may 
press their children to forgo educational opportunities in favour of joining 
the workforce earlier. Each of these factors, many argue, undermines the 
spirit of meritocracy, which intends to link effort and ability to outcome, to 
the exclusion of other factors such as wealth and connections.

Because Malays have much lower average incomes than other races in 
Singapore, the effect of family income on educational attainment and other 
outcomes is especially relevant. The median monthly household income 
of Malays in 2010 was S$3,844, compared to S$5,000 at the national 
level (Department of Statistics, 2011). The 2015 General Household Survey 
(GHS) (Department of Statistics, 2016) reported more Malay/Muslim 
households earned an income of less than S$1,500 per member (52.1%) 
compared to the resident population (33.3%).

This demonstrable income gap in the Malay community, with its attendant 
disadvantages for educational attainment, may be more of a causal factor 
for the disproportionate representation of Malays in the Normal (Technical) 
stream than any purported racial characteristics represented in the Malay 
stereotype.

The racial income gap in Singapore contributes substantially to the nation’s 
overall inequality. In 2018, Singapore’s GINI coefficient, a measure of 
inequality, stood at 0.435 before government transfers and 0.381 after 
government transfers (Ministry of Finance, 2018; Department of Statistics, 
2019). If Singapore were an OECD country, it would rank fourth from the 
bottom (32nd of 35 countries) for both indicators of overall inequality (OECD, 
2020, and author’s calculations). Thus, any educational path out of the 
vicious cycle of low family income will make a substantive contribution to 
addressing the measurable inequality in Singapore. In this way, identifying 
key educational interventions for Singapore’s Malay population can have 
significant and far-reaching consequences for the country.

As discussed in the next section, our interviewees showed little systematic 
connection between family income and eventual outcome. This does not 
mean that income does not matter. Nor does it mean that Singapore can 
ignore low income’s impact on potential academic success, or neglect 
redressing such economic impacts. Rather, it highlights the need for 
additional and highly focused points of intervention, ones that have already 
proven successful in the Malay context.
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Further reading

Smith, Catherine J, John A Donaldson, Sanushka Mudaliar, Mumtaz Md 
Kadir, and Lam Keong Yeoh. 2015. A Handbook on Inequality, Poverty 
and Unmet Social Needs in Singapore. Custom 2. Singapore: Singapore 
Management University, Lien Centre for Social Innovation.

Ng, Irene. 2014. “Education and Intergenerational Mobility in Singapore.” 
Educational Review 66 (3): 362–76.

Hypotheses

Hypothesis 1: 
Malays have lower incomes

Consistent: The Malays in our sample had much lower incomes compared 
to their counterparts of other races. 

Hypothesis 2: 
Family income affects outcomes

Inconsistent: For our interviewees, income had no systematic influence on 
outcomes.

Hypothesis 3: 
Lower-income Malays perform worse than lower-income 
interviewees from other races

Inconsistent: Race had no bearing on the way family income related to 
outcomes.

The general pattern

There was a clear pattern among our sample. While we chose to select 
interviewees from lower-income families in Singapore, the Malays we 
interviewed were from families with much lower incomes than the non-
Malays (Table 25). This was not a result of the Malays’ larger family size; the 

pattern held whether income or income per capita was used. This gave us 
confidence that our Malay interviewees were representative of Singapore 
as a whole in terms of income.

TABLE 25: PER CAPITA HOUSEHOLD INCOME VS RACE
NOTE: THE RESULTS ARE STATISTICALLY SIGNIFICANT, THAT IS, UNLIKELY TO BE RANDOM (P=0.012).

Race Average Per Capita Monthly Income (S$)

Malay 671.78

Non-Malay 999.91

Total 849

TABLE 26: MEAN INCOMES OF INTERVIEWEES WITH DIFFERENT TYPES OF 
OUTCOMES
NOTE: RESULTS ARE NOT STATISTICALLY SIGNIFICANT, MEANING, THE RESULTS ARE LIKELY TO BE 

RANDOM (P=0.150).

Outcome Average Per Capita Monthly Income (S$)

Realised 917.19

Crossroads 429.89

Making Do 968.08

Deferred 764.79

Total 848.97

We found no systematic relationship between income and outcomes 
(Table 26). We found no correlation between either total family income 
(correlation -0.60) or income per capita (correlation -0.57) and outcomes 
of our interviewees. The differences in average incomes across each of the 
outcomes were also indistinguishable from random.

The relationship between income and outcomes was no different for 
Malays than for those of other races. For Malays, we found no correlation 
between either total family income (correlation 0.039) or income per capita 
(correlation -.055) and the outcomes of our interviewees. 
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TABLE 27: MEAN INCOMES OF INTERVIEWEES WITH DIFFERENT TYPES OF 
OUTCOMES (MALAY ONLY)
NOTE: RESULTS ARE NOT STATISTICALLY SIGNIFICANT, MEANING, THE RESULTS ARE LIKELY TO BE 

RANDOM (P=0.221).

Outcome Average Per Capita Monthly Income (S$)

Realised 713.32

Crossroads 390.40

Making Do 815.33

Deferred 561.30

Total 671.78

When including only the results from Malay interviewees, differences 
between the average income for each outcome was still indistinguishable 
from random (Table 27). 

Using a series of income levels, we categorised our interviewees as poor 
or non-poor. However, there was no systematic difference between races 
(Table 28). A series of tests for goodness of fit revealed that income (however 
defined) had no significant effect on outcomes either among Malays or 
among their non-Malay counterparts. Poor Malays achieved similar results 
for outcomes as their non-Malay counterparts; the same was true for 
non-poor Malays and non-Malays.

TABLE 28: NUMBER OF INTERVIEWEES BY OUTCOME, INCOME LEVEL AND RACE
NOTE: THE DISTRIBUTION IS INDISTINGUISHABLE FROM RANDOM (P=0.086). THE TABLE USES S$750 PER 

MONTH PER CAPITA AS A CUT-OFF POINT. IF HIGHER (S$1,000) OR LOWER (S$500) LEVELS OF INCOME 

ARE USED, THE CONCLUSION IS THE SAME.

Race Outcome
Per Capita 

Income Below 
S$750/Month

Per Capita 
Income Above 
S$750/Month

Total

Malay Realised 9 10 19

Crossroads 4 1 5

Making Do 8 4 12

Deferred 8 2 10

Total 29 17 46

Non-Malay Realised 10 14 24

Crossroads 4 0 4

Making Do 4 8 12

Deferred 9 5 14

Total 27 27 54

Combined Realised 19 24 43

Crossroads 8 1 9

Making Do 12 12 24

Deferred 17 7 24

Total 56 44 100

Cases

Why did we find no systematic pattern between level of income and 
outcomes? The answer lay in the interviews. Some poor interviewees 
managed to use different tools and traversed different pathways in order to 
overcome the barriers related to poverty. Others who failed to overcome 
these barriers illuminated the nuances of income-related needs by the 
details of their stories.
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In most successful cases, financial support proved to be necessary but 
insufficient — it was financial support plus other kinds of interventions 
that allowed the student to succeed. A second group of students received 
financial support, but the amount of financial support was insufficient to 
meet their needs. A third group did not receive financial support because 
their case fell through the cracks. (A fourth group faced both financial 
problems and other more crucial barriers to their success. These are 
described in other relevant sections of this report.)

Pathway 1A: 
Financial support made a major difference

NTBS03 had financial difficulties when he was younger because only 
his father was the sole breadwinner, working as a security guard. His 
mother was a housewife who took care of him and his two sisters. 
His family was very responsible with money, and held a monthly 
meeting to plan their finances. As a hands-on learner, he found that 
the Normal (Technical) stream matched his talents. Moreover, he 
got into a good crowd of classmates who attended school regularly 
and worked hard. He was motivated and focused, so his grades 
improved. By the time he reached ITE, he had found a programme 
that greatly appealed to him — Mechanical and Electrical Systems. 
He eventually landed his dream job as a mechanic for SMRT, 
where he could learn “new things from the old-timers there” and 
advance in his career. All of this became possible for him through 
the financial assistance he had received during secondary school 
and ITE. Moreover, his family also received assistance directly from 
MENDAKI.

Pathway 1B: 
A merit-based pathway to overcome financial problems

NTMCH02’s financial troubles began when he was “young”. His 
parents had to go to court often and his flat was almost repossessed 
by the housing authorities. His father passed away when he was 
10 years old, and his mother became the sole breadwinner. She 
worked long hours — leaving early in the mornings and returning 
home late in the evenings. Despite her lack of funds and time, she 
was committed to him doing well in school, and enrolled him in 
tuition in Primary Four. However, he performed poorly in primary 
school, and had to repeat Primary Six as well as re-sit his PSLE. 
Throughout this period, however, his mother imposed a strict 
regime on him, ensuring that he came home from school on time. 
His Normal (Technical) teachers were also very strict with him. He 
was frequently late so he “had close to six months of detention”. He 
said that “the detention period was when [he] did [his] homework”. 
With his mother’s encouragement, he thrived in secondary school 
and blossomed in ITE, where he worked hard and became a leader 
in the student council. His performance at secondary school and ITE 
earned him scholarships and bursaries that covered his expenses. 
In addition, he worked almost constantly, although he said it was 
mainly for the experience. He later studied environmental science 
at Republic Polytechnic; MENDAKI paid his polytechnic school 
fees. His dream is to be an educator. However, being a teacher 
requires an A-Level certificate. Given his trajectory, he believed he 
had a chance to become an assistant to the teacher. 

His family of seven subsisted on a monthly income of less than 
S$3,000. He was a young rebel, smoking at 14, mischievous 
and wasting money. While secondary school became a refuge 
from home by providing him “a new family”, he dismissed the 
camaraderie he found there as “pretty stupid because we didn’t 
worry about our studies since everyone did badly together”. His 
life only turned around in ITE. Upon entering ITE he realised that 
“studies are important”. At ITE, he studied chemical processes, 
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Pathway 1C: 
A wealthier family hit by hard times

NTAS30, if described elsewhere, would underscore that debt 
problems are not inherently related to levels of education or social 
class but could affect families of all kinds. Her childhood was affected 
by her father’s credit card debt. Because he had a good education 
— a master’s in what his daughter believes is electrical engineering 
— and a commensurate salary from his engineering job, the way 
he managed his expenses reflected middle-class expectations. 
However, the sudden loss of his job forced her family to rent out 
their five-room flat and move to Johor Bahru in a bid to alleviate 
the financial burden. This forced her to face an unconscionably 
lengthy commute to school, and lose time that could otherwise 
have been devoted to her studies. Her mother, who had all along 
been a housewife and whom she described as the one who cared 
for the family, “[did] a lot” and was “the most positive one in the 
family”, had to go out and work during this time. This resulted in a 
decline in parental attention. A government-led tri-sector initiative 
helped the family in the long term: her father attended sessions 
at Credit Counselling Singapore (CCS), and it helped improve the 
family’s financial situation. She went on to ITE where she became 
“more focused and determined”, and completed her NITEC 
programme in visual communications. At the time of the interview, 
she was awaiting graduation from her Higher NITEC programme. 
She aspired to attend a polytechnic.

and performed well enough to qualify for Higher NITEC where 
he studied marine engineering. He subsequently received a 
scholarship from Singapore Civil Defence Force (SCDF) to become 
a marine firefighter that will pay for poly school fees, and provide 
additional financial support. 

Pathway 2: 
Financial support insufficient

NTAS22’s personal life was plagued with problems. His parents 
divorced when he was still in primary school. His father remarried 
but divorced a second time. Driven by financial difficulties, NTAS22 
was involved in theft, fights, and armed robbery. As a consequence, 
he was placed in a boys’ home. Between Primary Six and Secondary 
Two, he stayed at the Muhammadiyah Welfare Home. His father 
was an army regular. He received no financial assistance apart from 
army bursaries.

Pathway 3: 
Needed financial support but fell through the cracks

NTBVWL01 grew up in a dysfunctional home with neglectful parents who 
were borderline abusive. As a girl, she was expected to bear the brunt 
of household chores. She felt that her parents favoured her brothers. 
Her mother warned her not to look smart lest she get bullied (“blur 
blur and no one will target you”). In addition, her cousin attempted 
to sexually assault her, but when she reported this to her family, they 
didn’t believe her. Although she performed well academically at the 
beginning of elementary school, her grades soon began to drop. She 
started spending time with a peer group that had a negative influence 
on her, resulting in her smoking and losing interest in studies. Eventually, 
she realised this group’s negative effect, and decided to become a 
loner and only spent time with friends from her co-curricular activity. 
She needed financial aid, but her family did not receive any because her 
siblings were already working and earning a salary. She said: “My family 
was poor but when it was my turn for school, my older siblings already 
started working so I could not apply for financial assistance. Sometimes 
due to change in syllabus, I could not use the textbooks from my older 
siblings who are way older than me. We had no money for books.”
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NTAS08’s six-member household was clearly low-income, crowded 
into a two-room flat and with a total income of between S$2,000 
and S$2,999. Her parents fought constantly over financial problems. 
Although she received financial assistance in school under the FAS 
scheme, she needed additional assistance, especially when her 
parents found themselves on the verge of divorce. However, she 
was surprised that her application for financial assistance from 
MENDAKI was rejected because her identity card (NRIC) listed 
her race as Boyanese, and thus she did not qualify for aid from a 
self-help group that targets Malays. Despite what might have been 
considered a devastating setback, this rejection strengthened 
her resolve to find alternative means of financing her education. 
She did well in both the Normal (Technical) stream and ITE, even 
bypassing the need to sit for Higher NITEC to qualify for a place 
at a polytechnic. While in poly, she suddenly became qualified for 
financial aid from MENDAKI. She was unclear why, but thought 
it might be due to a change in MENDAKI policy. However, still 
angered by MENDAKI’s earlier rejection of her application, she 
successfully sought merit-based scholarships, instead of relying 
on need-based ones. Thus, she was a rare case of a student who 
was able to channel her feelings of discontent with her parents, 
friends, and socioeconomic predicament into positive behavioural 
outcomes. An aspiring social worker, she went on to earn a place 
at SUSS to pursue a part-time degree in social work while working 
full-time as a social work associate.

Conclusions and discussions

Family income proved to be important. Despite the fact that we found no 
systematic relationship between family income and eventual outcome, 
this was due to the resilience of and external support for many of our 
interviewees. It is important to remember that Normal (Technical) students 
typically face a myriad of issues, only one of which is financial. Nearly all 
of the lower-income students received some kind of bursary or financial 
support. This was rarely sufficient to help the student. Irrespective of the 
level of support, some achieved their dreams and some did not. However, 
this did not mean that financial support was not necessary — quite the 
opposite. 

Singapore is generous with its financial support to students, whether it be 
the government, self-help groups, or VWOs who provide such support. For 
most, without this lifeline, many doors would be closed. So that support 
must continue. But at the same time, we must remember that financial 
support alone will still be insufficient.
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Human Resource Endowment 
  
How have some broken the vicious cycle of educational 
non-achievement?

Lack of education: A contagion?

Not long ago, Singapore was a poor country. In its commitment to education, 
Singapore had to make heart-rending and deeply consequential choices 
about how to allocate educational resources. Many students — especially 
those without high academic aptitude — fell through the cracks, receiving 
less education than their abilities warranted. Simultaneously, many families 
struggled to keep their children in school. Unable to afford education-
related expenses or to forgo wages from their labour, some parents pulled 
their children out of school earlier than would be ideal. This period did 
not just affect Singapore’s pioneering generation, but lasted decades after 
independence.
 
As those youth who lacked sufficient education became parents, they 
found themselves often ill-prepared to help their own children navigate 
Singapore’s education system. Thus, many families entered a vicious cycle 
— one that was related only indirectly to income.

The academic debate

Beyond focusing on income (see previous section), the international 
academic literature suggests that two additional class-related issues affect 
a child’s performance. First, many scholars argue that the parents’ level of 
education correlates highly to the level eventually reached by their children 
(Dickson, Gregg, and Robinson, 2016). This relationship is especially 
true for mothers: irrespective of her child’s gender, the mother’s level of 
education has a huge influence (e.g. Coleman, 1965). Second, parents’ 
occupations can influence their children. These two factors influence 
educational outcomes in several ways, ranging from the parents’ ability to 
help with homework, the time they are able to allocate to help, and even 
their understanding of what it takes to navigate the education system as 
well as their ability to do so.

Singapore’s context

Research in Singapore suggests that parents’ education affects the 
educational performance of their children. This ties in to their ability to 
guide their children’s education in terms of developing competence in 
subjects and in negotiating the present multiple-pathway system. This 
factor disproportionately affects the educational attainment of Malays, 
which is generally lower than that of other ethnic groups. The education 
gap between races is discussed at length in earlier sections. Our interviews 
allowed us to understand the extent to which parents’ lower educational 
attainment has affected the education and outcomes of their children.

Further reading

Dickson, Matt, Paul Gregg, and Harriet Robinson. 2016. “Early, Late or 
Never? When Does Parental Education Impact Child Outcomes?” The 
Economic Journal 126 (596): F184–231.

Tan, Ern Ser. 2004. Does Class Matter? Social Stratification and Orientations 
in Singapore. National University of Singapore: World Scientific Publishing 
Co. Pte Ltd.



107106

Dreams Realised, Dreams Deferred: Understanding and 
Addressing the Racial Gap in Educational Achievement in Singapore

Understanding the Gap — Exploring the Hypothesised Causes of Success

Hypotheses

Parental education and interviewee outcome

Hypothesis 1a: 
Malays tend to come from families with lower levels of education

Inconsistent: The education levels of parents of our Malay interviewees 
were nearly equal to that of their counterparts of other races.

Hypothesis 1b: 
The children of parents with lower levels of education have worse 
outcomes

Mostly consistent: There was a significant relationship between parental 
education and the interviewees’ outcomes, but only when parents with 
university degrees were excluded from the sample. The pattern was similar 
across races.

Hypothesis 1c: 
The children of mothers with lower levels of education have worse 
outcomes

Inconsistent: There was no relationship between the education levels of 
mothers (or fathers) and the interviewees’ outcomes.  

Parental profession and interviewee outcome

Hypothesis 2a: 
Malays tend to come from families with blue-collar workers, 
especially in unskilled roles

Partially consistent: All races were represented among blue-collar families; 
few Malays came from white-collar families.

Hypothesis 2b: 
Children with parents working in “non-skilled” professions have 
worse outcomes

Inconsistent: No systematic relationship emerged between parental 
profession and interviewee outcome.

Hypothesis 2c: 
Parents’ occupational class affects Malays more than it affects their 
counterparts of other races

Inconsistent: Race did not seem to have a systematic effect on the 
relationship between parental occupation and interviewee outcome.
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The general pattern

Parental education and interviewee outcome

Hypothesis 1a: 
Race and parental education

The racial distribution was fairly regular (Table 29), except that more 
Chinese families were represented both among families with high (14 of 
20) levels of education, as well as among low (11 of 17) levels. Malays were 
well-represented among those with vocational (7 of 11) levels of education. 
Despite these differences, the average level of education was nearly 
identical across the races.

Hypothesis 1b: 
Parental education and interviewee outcome

A significant correlation emerged between the highest level of education of 
a parent and the eventual outcome of the interviewee — but only after we 
removed the three cases where the parents had attained a university degree 
or better. As expected, few (3 of 17) of the interviewees from families with 
low educational levels achieved their dreams, while 6 were making do and 
6 had their dreams deferred. Those with parents who had the equivalent 
of a secondary school education had a more mixed experience — the 
plurality (12 of 29) achieved their dreams, but 14 were making do or had 
their dreams deferred. The majority of those whose parents had achieved a 
vocational education (6 of 11) or a polytechnic diploma (11 of 20) achieved 

TABLE 29: PARENTAL EDUCATION BY RACE

Race High+ High Vocational Medium Low None Total

Chinese 1 14 4 12 11 4 46

Malay 1 2 0 1 0 0 4

Indian 1 4 7 16 6 1 35

Total 3 20 11 29 17 5 85

their dreams, while only three of each had their dreams deferred. These 
outcomes were consistent with the expectations of the hypothesis. 

Of the five students from families where no parent graduated from primary 
school, two achieved their dreams. This pattern was inconsistent with the 
hypothesised relationship between parental education and interviewee 
outcome. Even more surprisingly, of the three whose parents had a 
university degree or higher qualifications, two had their dreams deferred. 

Thus, the expected pattern appeared in every category — except for the 
extremes. When the three interviewees with a parent who had graduated 
from university were excluded from the sample, the correlation between 
parental education and outcome increased from 0.169 to 0.231 — the 
latter was statistically significant (p=0.037). 

Does parental education affect interviewees’ outcomes indirectly, through 
family income? As above, we saw there was little relationship between family 
income and interviewee outcome. Indeed, when per capita income was 
held constant, the relationship between parental education and interviewee 
outcome was very close to being statistically significant (p=0.53), but again, 
only when the parents with university degrees were excluded. 

Despite this statistical pattern, when we examined the qualitative data 
provided in the cases below, we concluded this relationship is spurious 
— there was little relationship between parental education and the 
interviewee’s eventual outcome.

Hypothesis 1c: 
Mothers’ education and interviewee outcome

Inconsistent with the hypothesised relationship between mothers’ education 
and the interviewees’ outcomes, we found no relationship (correlation: 
0.150). The correlation with fathers’ education was slightly lower (0.118), 
but neither correlation was statistically significant. The effect of parental 
education on the interviewee’s outcome only appeared when the parents’ 
highest level of education was considered. Gender did not influence the 
relationship between parental education and interviewee outcome.
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Parental profession and interviewee outcome

We sorted the professions of our interviewees’ parents into three categories: 
white-collar workers, skilled blue-collar workers, and unskilled blue-collar 
workers. In cases where both parents had professions, we classified the 
family based on the profession of the higher of the categories (e.g. if the 
father was an unskilled blue-collar worker and the mother was a white-
collar worker, we labelled the family as white-collar). We excluded from our 
sample those interviewees who lacked sufficient data for us to perform the 
analysis.

Hypothesis 2a: 
Professional class of parent by race

Parents of Malay interviewees had a range of unskilled, skilled, and white-
collar professions. The overall pattern was similar to their non-Malay 
counterparts (Table 30). Most of the interviewees’ parents were from blue-
collar professions (66 of the 93 interviewees for which we had data), including 
27 who were unskilled blue-collar workers and 39 who were skilled. The 
racial distribution among the blue-collar workers was relatively even across 
the races. However, relatively few of the Malay interviewees — 9 of 27 
— were from white-collar professions. This reflects the broad pattern of 
what we would expect in society: most Normal (Technical) students — and 
Malays disproportionately — hail from blue-collar families.

TABLE 30: PARENTAL PROFESSIONAL CLASS BY RACE

Race White-Collar Skilled Unskilled  Total

Non-Malay 18 21 12 51

Malay 9 18 15 42

Total 27 39 27 93

TABLE 31: PARENTAL OCCUPATION AND INTERVIEWEE OUTCOME

Outcome White-Collar Skilled Unskilled  Total

Realised 11 18 9 38

Crossroads 2 3 4 9

Making Do 4 10 10 24

Deferred 10 8 4 22

Total 27 39 27 93

Hypothesis 2b: 
Parental profession and interviewee outcome

Regarding the impact of parental occupation on our interviewees’ outcomes, 
no discernible pattern emerged (Table 31). Among the interviewees for 
whom we had sufficient data, nearly half (10 of 22) of those who had their 
dreams deferred were from white-collar families. By contrast, of those whose 
parents were unskilled blue-collar workers, one-third realised their dreams.
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Hypothesis 2c: 
Parental profession and interviewee outcome

The average outcomes of interviewees from each category of parental 
profession were nearly identical and indistinguishable from random. The 
pattern held across races (Table 32).

TABLE 32: PARENTAL OCCUPATION AND AVERAGE OUTCOME BY RACE
NOTE: RESULTS ARE NOT STATISTICALLY SIGNIFICANT, MEANING, THE RESULTS ARE LIKELY TO BE 

RANDOM.

Parental 
Profession

Average Outcome 
(Malay Only)

Average Outcome 
(Non-Malay Only)

Average Outcome 
(Entire Sample)

White-Collar 2.56 2.44 2.48

Skilled 2.22 2.19 2.21

Unskilled 2.29 2.33 2.33

Total 2.33 2.29 2.32

Cases

The statistical analysis suggested that the parents’ education made a 
systematic and significant difference in their children’s eventual outcome. 
However, when examining the cases, we found that this relationship was 
specious. In nearly every case, parental education had but little direct 
impact on the interviewee’s fate. And in some cases, higher levels of 
parental education created problems.

Pathway 1: 
Highly educated parents, successful outcomes

Pathway 1a: 
The experience of one of the interviewees was consistent with the 
causal mechanisms of the hypothesis 

The single case, NTMK01, was an Indian student whose mother 
was a nurse with a university degree. He reported that his 
relationship with her was stronger than that with his father, who 
had an N-Level education, and was rarely seen due to shift work 
as a security officer. His mother helped to guide him, as he noted: 
“During N-Levels, my mom would make me study a lot. I felt a 
bit pressurised but other than that, [my parents] are okay.” In part 
because of his mother’s guidance, he was studying psychology at a 
private university, though he was worried he might not achieve his 
dream of becoming a psychologist. Despite his mother’s influence, 
he experienced a great deal of stigma for going through the Normal 
(Technical) stream. He related: “[My] extended family looked down 
on me and they asked why I went to Normal (Technical) stream. 
There were certain people who talked behind my back, but my 
parents were there for me, and told me to do what I could do. They 
didn’t force me, so I tried my best because I didn’t want to let my 
parents down.”
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Pathway 1b: 
Family dysfunction impeded potential benefits the child might have 
received from well-educated parents

NTBVWL01’s father and mother achieved a vocational certificate 
and a polytechnic diploma respectively. This could have helped her 
if not for her dysfunctional family. She recounted that she didn’t 
receive much family support, and that her parents’ income (as a 
Grab driver and an HR officer) was insufficient for the family of five. 
In fact, despite her strong educational background, her mother 
perversely advised her not to show that she was “smart”, lest she 
get bullied. In her household, she was “bullied” into doing the 
household chores, without help from her sister who was around 
most of the time. Her dad appeared to be an authoritarian who 
would “scold everyone for no reason”. But any trust that remained 
between her and her parents was broken in primary school when 
they did not believe her account of being sexually assaulted by her 
cousin.

Pathway 1c: 
Mother’s education was an inspiration but not a guide 

NTAS11’s mother achieved the equivalent of a polytechnic 
certificate, but not when he was a student. In fact, it was his mother’s 
accomplishments that inspired him to become more serious about 
pursuing his dreams. His father passed away when he was three 
months old, and his mother “supported [him] all the way”. At 
first, he did not study, and was streamed into Normal (Technical). 
Scared to inform his mother, he reported a 181 score for his PSLE 
rather than his 135. This was to no avail because “she knew [he] 
was lying”. His mother found a job as a cashier at [a petrol station], 
worked hard, and was subsequently promoted to supervisor and 
then manager. She was so valuable that the company sent her for 
a diploma course. Seeing this example plus his mother’s concern 

inspired him to focus as well. He worked his way through secondary 
school. Aspiring to the unlikely dream of becoming a pilot, he chose 
to study aerospace avionics at ITE. He performed so well that he 
qualified to study aerospace engineering in poly, hence keeping his 
unlikely dream alive. He thought that if his mother could do it, “why 
not me [him], right?”

Pathway 2: 
Successful outcome despite poorly educated parents

NTAS03’s parents’ highest educational qualification was primary 
school. However, he had two siblings who went to the Express 
stream and then to JC to do their A-Levels. His younger siblings 
were doing well too. That placed him in the ‘lowest’ position in terms 
of academic performance among his four brothers. His mother had 
a tendency to judge him based on the attainments of his siblings, 
the latter once overheard his mother saying he was “bodoh” 
(stupid). He did not mention his father, but this could be because 
his father was retrenched and was looking for a job. Despite his 
mother’s remarks, he said his parents (along with his siblings) were 
most influential in his decision making and he often turned to them 
when he had difficulties or trouble — meaning he did consult his 
parents. This may rule out his parents as authoritarian. Instead, they 
may have been more authoritative but with a penchant for making 
unconstructive remarks about their son’s educational performance. 

Despite his poor start, he managed to finish Higher NITEC. 
Although he harboured a dream of being a filmmaker, he was 
happily working as a policeman. 
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Pathway 3: 
Values of well-educated parents impeded outcome

NTBVWL02 aspired to be a dancer but his dad tried to discourage 
him, describing dancing as too “girly” for a male. He added that 
his life’s choices were his dad’s more than his. He found his parents 
constraining rather than supportive. His parents had noteworthy 
educational attainments — his father held either a NITEC certificate 
or a diploma, while his mother held a polytechnic diploma and 
worked as a human resource officer. However, he felt that they 
tended to “lecture” him rather than guide him (it could be the case 
that he expected them to support his dream, which he interpreted 
as guiding, whereas not supporting his dream was interpreted as 
lecturing). They wanted him to look for a job rather than pursue his 
dancing dream.

Conclusions and discussions

Social class — as defined by parental education or parental profession — 
made surprisingly little difference in the outcomes of the interviewees. 
Although we initially found a statistically significant systematic relationship 
between parental education and interviewee outcome, a review of the 
cases convinced us that this relationship was spurious. Some interviewees 
with primary-school-educated parents had siblings in the Express stream. 
Other interviewees with well-educated parents reported feeling lost when 
it came to navigating Singapore’s education system.

All told, of the 15 interviewees who a) had parents who rated “high” or 
better in terms of formal education, and b) had realised their dream, only 
one case was relatively consistent with the hypothesised causal mechanisms 
between parental educational levels and successful outcomes. Yet even in 
his relative success, this interviewee was stigmatised by nearly everyone in 
his orbit, with the notable exception of his parents. One additional case in 
which a parent’s education made a difference actually occurred in a way that 
lay outside the path implicitly imagined in the hypothesis. The parent was 
not able to help the student with homework or to navigate the education 
system, because that parent had not yet received her diploma when the 
interviewee was in school. Her subsequent efforts to earn that diploma, 
however, made a profound impact on the interviewee, who found in her a 
caring role model. 

When interpreting this failed hypothesis in our study, we called to mind the 
overall context: namely that parents’ relatively high polytechnic education 
had proved insufficient to prevent the student from entering the Normal 
(Technical) stream. Several factors may explain this lack of a relationship 
between parental education and profession on the one hand and interviewee 
outcome on the other. First, it could be that a polytechnic diploma earned 
decades before did not allow the parent to guide or advise their children 
effectively. Second, many students were estranged from their parents, thus 
muting the potential impact their parents’ education could have on their 
future. Third, many parents with higher levels of education put excessive 
pressure on their children who did not excel academically, contributing in 
many cases to their sense of isolation and stigma. Not a small number of 
interviewees rebelled against this pressure. The latter two factors raise the 
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question of whether higher parental education is only useful to children 
under two conditions: the parent-child relationships are strong enough 
to allow children to access this educational resource successfully, and the 
parents do not unduly impose their values onto their children. Whether 
these two conditions matter is a subject for further research, and if borne 
out, a possible clue to strategic interventions that could promote academic 
success.

These results also offered a cautionary tale about statistical analysis. This was 
not the first time that even statistical patterns based on superficial variables 
suggested the presence of a systematic relationship that was consistent with 
a prominent hypothesis. This relationship crumbled easily after scrutinising 
the cases. One primary conclusion was that there are numerous pathways to 
success or failure for Normal (Technical) students. We found little evidence 
that social class by itself represents one such pathway. This is not to say that 
social class is not important. Fortunately, however, though students cannot 
choose the social class into which they are born, they may be able to access 
other strategic interventions for achieving their dreams.

Religion and Education 
 
Does religious education interfere with (secular) 
academic achievement?

Islam and education

Compared with the other ethnic groups, there is greater religious 
homogeneity in the Malay community, with 99.6% of Malays considering 
themselves Muslim (not considering the diversity of that 99.6% in terms 
of cultural variations, race, orientations, and adherence to schools of 
thought)6. The remainder of Singapore’s Muslim population are primarily of 
Eurasian, Chinese, Arab and South Asian descent. Amid rising religiosity7, 
it is worth examining the practice of Islam, mainstream education in the 
context of religious education, and the presence of part-time programmes 
conducted by Islamic institutions catering to students who are not enrolled 
in full-time madrasahs, such as the popular Muis’ aLIVE programmes.

The academic debate

Some scholars characterise Islam as being resistant to values of 
modernisation and progress, and indirectly to educational achievement 
(e.g. Tham, 1983; Bafana, n.d.). By contrast, many Islamic scholars contend 
that, far from de-emphasising academic achievement, it is actually the 
obligation of Muslims to cultivate knowledge throughout their lives (e.g. 
S F Alatas, 2006). In the context of an Islamic value for knowledge, Douglas 
and Shaikh (2004) contend that there is no essential difference between 
secular (mainstream) education and religious (Islamic) education. Dangor 
(2005) goes further to argue that the separation of traditional and secular 
education is ‘a later development — a legacy of colonialism’ (p. 521).

Specifically regarding the role of mathematics and science, one Singapore 
Ustaz (Islamic Scholar) also maintained that Islam calls for “understanding 
the way nature works”. Therefore, if applying tools such as mathematics 
and science enhances students’ understanding of how the world works, 
then such tools are important. The scholar noted that “[the perception] that 
Islam says Muslims need to study the Quran more than school subjects like 
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mathematics and science is not true... [Secular and religious knowledge] 
are all interrelated” (Personal Communication, 4 October 2016).

The scholar also noted that different parents assign differing degrees of 
importance to Islamic religious education for their children. He believes 
that parents also have to be “questioned” as “they are in a position to send 
their children to different types of schools depending on what they think 
is important and that their children have no choice but to go along” (Ibid). 

Thus, the debate continues as to whether, as is sometimes claimed, Muslim 
students prioritise religious studies over mainstream education, and if 
doing so deprives such students of time to focus on secular subjects and 
whether this ultimately results in academic underachievement. Do students 
who attend religious institutions face academic consequences linked to 
resource misallocation compared to other ethnic counterparts? Whatever 
the case, religious education is integral to the socioreligious life of Muslims 
and, for the majority, cannot be negotiated. Hence, Islam exercises an 
indisputable influence on education. Our respondents allow us to examine 
religion’s impact on education, if any. 

Singapore’s context

Compared to cultures of other ethnic groups, the Malay culture encompasses 
a stronger influence of religious values. Religious values are reflected in the 
conduct of a Muslim and the person’s everyday practices, such as greetings, 
compulsory daily and Friday prayers, and decency of dress. For this reason, 
many Malay parents ensure that their children receive basic religious 
education. Some parents go further, by enrolling their children in full-time 
madrasahs, while others enrol their children in part-time programmes 
conducted mainly in mosques and private Islamic educational institutions. 
The children have to spend several hours a week attending classes and 
completing homework assigned by religious teachers. For some, this means 
having to divide their time and attention between religious and “secular” 
education.
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Hypotheses

Hypothesis 1: 
Muslims assign greater significance to religious education 
than mainstream education, thereby orientating Malay/Muslim 
students to give more attention and resources to religious 
education than to mainstream education

Inconsistent: While parents and students emphasise religious education, 
interviews revealed no evidence that more time and resources are allocated 
to the pursuit of religious education. On the contrary, the respondents 
held aspirations that are non-religious in nature and generally believe that 
mainstream education is crucial to achieving those aspirations.

Hypothesis 2: 
Religious education influences the outcome of Muslim students

Inconsistent: Three cases indicate that, even when there was difficulty 
occurred in juggling religious and mainstream education, it was not cited as 
the overriding factor. In all cases, non-religious factors outweighed religious 
ones, such as the family’s financial circumstances, learning issues and peer 
influence.

The general pattern

Of all our Malay respondents, it is telling that only a handful mentioned 
time conflict between religious and academic education. It never came up 
when the issue of religious education was discussed, let alone cited as a 
factor to explain why the students fared poorly in the PSLE or were affected 
either positively or negatively in their academic performance.

For example, one interviewee attended Quran reading classes, but when 
listing the challenges she faced in education, she made no mention of 
religious classes interfering in her mainstream education. She had home 
tuition in addition to religious classes. Another interviewee attended not 
only Quran reading classes but also part-time madrasah. She too had 
tuition. While she lamented about having to juggle religious and mainstream 
education, she did not harp on this when asked about the challenges she 
faced in education, instead, she mentioned that she had a tutor and later, 
friends who kept her motivated.

When identifying factors that undermine mainstream education outcomes, 
the first interviewee mentioned financial constraints, which forced her 
family to move to Johor Bahru in Malaysia, as the overriding factor. She 
had to wait for her father’s payday before buying schoolbooks and spent 
considerable amount of time commuting between Johor and Singapore. 
The second interviewee shared that her main challenge in education was 
coping with the disappointment of being the only one among her siblings 
to be streamed into Normal (Technical). She struggled with mathematics 
but attributed her struggles to her teacher, saying that when there was a 
change of teachers, her grade for the subject improved.
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Cases

Pathway 1: 
Balancing religious and mainstream education

NTAS29 attended only Quran reading classes whereas NTAS31 
enrolled in both Quran reading classes and part-time madrasah. 
NTVK01 attended weekend madrasah, which required greater 
commitment than the Quran reading classes that NTAS29 attended. 
NTAS29’s parents provided her with home tuition, which is likely to 
be more expensive than Quran reading classes. NTAS31’s parents 
likewise invested in tuition for mainstream education despite their 
child being enrolled in both Quran reading classes and part-time 
madrasah. NTVK01’s parents did not enrol their child in a tuition 
programme for mainstream education but did so for weekend 
religious class. However, they appear to have a relatively liberal 
view of religion, allowing their child to be a bartender, a job often 
seen as not being compatible with Islamic teachings as it means 
serving alcoholic drinks. The cases above do not provide a clear 
indication that among those attending religious classes, greater 
significance is attached to religious education than to mainstream 
education. 

Pathway 2: 
Religious education as a non-factor in contributing to academic 
underachievement

None of the three attending religious classes — NTAS29, NTAS31 
and NTVK01 — said that prevented them from having enough 
time and resources for mainstream education. While NTAS31 said 
she had difficulty juggling two religious classes — Quran reading 
and part-time madrasah — with tuition, her pressing problems 
in education had nothing to do with religion. For example, she 

was struggling with mathematics and was consistently failing 
until Secondary Three. In Secondary Four, her circumstances in 
school changed. She said: “In [Secondary Four], they changed 
my [mathematics] teacher and she taught in a way that made it 
easier for me to understand. So throughout [Secondary One] to 
[Secondary Four], I had been failing mathematics, but when they 
changed the teacher, I actually managed to pass my mathematics 
and got a D for N-Levels.” In the case of NTAS29, her financial 
circumstances were her most pressing problem. Because of 
financial constraints, she had to move to Johor Bahru in Malaysia 
and had to wait for her father’s payday before she could buy 
the materials she needed at school. She also had to spend time 
commuting between Johor and Singapore. As for NTVK01, he 
was from the Normal (Academic) stream but was later relegated 
to Normal (Technical) stream. He said: “During [Secondary One], 
I was extremely playful and didn’t really concentrate on my studies. 
I was just playing with my soccer friends and used to hang around 
at malls and in school after class instead of going home to study. 
I wasn’t very surprised that I went into Normal (Technical) after 
[Secondary One].” The cases above showed that factors such as 
teaching approach, financial problems, and peers tend to be issues 
that have a larger bearing on educational outcomes. 
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Conclusions and discussions

A limitation of examining the effects of juggling religious education with 
mainstream education, in the case of this research, is that it does not examine 
a whole range of attitudes towards religious and mainstream education 
on the socioreligious spectrum, i.e. the different orientations towards 
the practice of religion and how each of them influences attitudes about 
religious and mainstream education. Those with a “stricter” interpretation 
of Islamic teachings may devote more time and resources to religious 
education and impart values that place a greater emphasis on religious 
goals than “worldly” ones. However, it is fairly safe to say that parents whose 
goals or aspirations for their children have strong religious underpinnings 
are more likely to enrol their children in full-time madrasahs than mainstream 
schools either to ensure that their children receive education in a school 
with an Islamic ambience or to instil religiously-inclined aspirations in their 
children, such as becoming asatizahs (religious teachers). 

This section technically confines itself to those whose goals or aspirations 
are in mainstream education and jobs outside the religious sector — goals 
such as picking up industry-relevant skills in institutes of higher learning 
and a course of their choice; or aspirations for certain professions, such 
as becoming a pilot. For such students, religious education is a means of 
acquiring the right values, which is viewed as important, but separate from 
education and career objectives. To this end, our research suggests that 
while such students may find balancing religious and secular education 
a challenge, by and large most do not see this balance impacting their 
educational outcomes appreciably, as some educators believe. It is worth 
noting that there are different types of religious education, such as Quran 
learning classes, part-time and weekend madrasahs, each requires different 
levels of commitment. It is therefore beyond the scope of our research 
to draw any definite conclusions about whether juggling religious and 
mainstream education has a bearing on education outcomes. We can only 
note that none of our respondents, who were attending different types 
of religious classes, cited those classes as influencing their educational 
outcomes. 

Racialisation of Attainments and Attitudes 
  
Do discriminatory attitudes in society, including among 
Malays, explain the education gap?

Exploring the mindset that Malays need to change their 
mindset

Throughout this volume, we have used our respondents’ experiences to 
examine a number of often-held hypotheses related to the stereotypes of 
the Malays. They are lazy and do not like to study (no more or less than 
others); they are bad at mathematics (no better or worse than others); they 
have larger families (they do) and this systematically explains the education 
gap (we find less evidence for this); their parents are too permissive (our 
evidence is contrary); they are more prone to family dysfunction and/or 
delinquency (we found no evidence supporting this); they are poorer (our 
sample was) and this systematically impedes their outcome (we found no 
evidence of this); they spend too much time studying religion (no evidence 
of that either). 

Our interviews were inconsistent with the hypothesised systematic 
relationship between these stereotypes of Malays and their outcomes. We 
found little evidence of a systematic mindset among the Malays that a) 
does not appear among their counterparts, or b) appears at all. 

In this section, we ask, is it the mindset that Malays need to change? In 
short, we approached the sensitive question about the extent to which 
racism affected our respondents. 

The academic debate

– Origins of stereotypes in Singapore

Racial stereotypes in Singapore appeared early in the country’s history, and, 
like many things in Singapore, were imported. The late academic Syed 
Hussein Alatas argued that the Malay stereotype had its roots in history — 
during the period when the British colonised Singapore. The negative traits 



129128

Dreams Realised, Dreams Deferred: Understanding and 
Addressing the Racial Gap in Educational Achievement in Singapore

Understanding the Gap — Exploring the Hypothesised Causes of Success

associated with the natives originated from Singapore’s colonial history, 
specifically in the 19th century when such domination peaked. It was during 
this period, Alatas observed, that the Malays were:

“portrayed as meek and needing as much help as possible from 
superior colonialists. On the whole, colonial portrayal of Malay 
character has exclusively emphasised traits considered negative 
by the observer.” (H Alatas, 1977, 117)

Colonials labelled Malays as having “negative traits” such as indolence 
because the Malays of that period avoided colonial capitalist plantation 
labour — an avoidance understandably intensified by the discrimination 
and exploitation perpetrated by that system. Historical records indicating 
that Malays were actively and extensively involved in farming, industry, 
commerce, trade, war, and government (H Alatas, 1977, 80) undermined 
the premise of such colonial-era stereotypes. 

Yet, the effects of these unfounded stereotypes still persist today, Alatas 
argued:

“…characterisations (are) used to explain the 
underachievement of the Malay community in academics as 
well as professions since the 1980s. Malays are said to have 
lagged behind other communities due to what others have 
defined as cultural traits e.g. inclination to leisure and a relaxed 
lifestyle.” (H Alatas, 1977, 118) 

Apart from the specious historical explanation, there has been no direct 
evidence that the Malays as an ethnic group are less industrious than the 
other ethnic groups in Singapore. In a study by Frederic Deyo (1983), it was 
found that ethnicity is not in and of itself an important differentiating factor 
when it comes to work values. Rather, Deyo’s results suggest that latent work 
values among members of an occupational group are determined in part by 
socialisation (which may include socialisation resulting in ethnic subcultures) 
and in part by institutional processes through which occupational recruitment 
selects particular personalities and social locational characteristics.

Deyo found that the Malays in his study had greater work commitment 
and job involvement than did the Chinese in Singapore. However, Deyo 
suggested that this:

“may be explained by the fact that whereas Chinese men 
seek employment through readily accessible, established 
recruitment institutions, Malay men have to individually 
seek such employment. The consequence of this difference 
in recruitment modalities may be to select only the more 
aggressive and ambitious Malay men for industrial employment 
while facilitating job-entry for relatively less ambitious Chinese 
men. Suggestive of such a possibility is the finding that Malay 
men in [their] sample tended to be from families of lower 
socioeconomic status than that of Chinese men.” 
(Deyo, 1983, 227) 

This finding plays counter to the Malay ethnic stereotype, while illustrating 
a more nuanced ethnic dynamic, situating ethnicity-related results in their 
larger sociocultural context.

– Research on race in the classroom

Within the classroom, Tan Tarn How notes that the main factor differentiating 
Malay and Chinese students was motivation, not ability.

“What distinguished the Chinese from the Malay pupils? 
Certainly not ability, for many of the Malays were actually 
smarter than their counterparts. I found that it was motivation 
that set them apart… generally [they] did not think it was 
worthwhile slogging it out… It is not the lazy native myth – and 
it is, in my mind, a myth — that I am trying to perpetuate here: 
Malays work hard in things they believe in, music, for example. 
Indeed, I find that they are seen in a certain disreputable light 
by their peers, if they give the impression that they are too 
gung ho about anything, from pleasing the teacher to being 
too willing to participate in class…” (ST, 10 July 1992)8
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– Perceptions of race

One study (Khoo and Lim, 2004) concluded that teachers who are less 
aware of their own ethnic attitudes and stereotyping may unconsciously 
perpetuate such stereotypes rather than nip them in the bud and prevent 
them from developing into prejudice, discrimination, or racism (see Table 
33 and Table 34).

TABLE 33: PERCEIVED TRAITS OF ETHNIC GROUPS BY TRAINEE TEACHERS 
(REPRODUCED FROM KHOO AND LIM, 2004:9)

Perceived Traits of Malays

Traits Number Percentage

Very Religious 215 61.8%

Loyal to Family Ties 205 58.9%

Tradition-Loving 166 47.7%

Happy-Go-Lucky 136 39.1%

Lazy 123 35.4%

Kind 104 29.9%

TABLE 34: ETHNIC GROUPS’ PERCEIVED TRAITS OF MALAYS (REPRODUCED FROM 
KHOO AND LIM, 2004:10-1)

By Chinese By Malays By Indians
By Eurasians
and Others

Very 
Religious 67.5%

Loyal to 
Family Ties 54.0%

Tradition-
Loving 56.5%

Loyal to 
Family Ties 75.0%

Tradition-
Loving 62.8%

Tradition-
Loving 51.3%

Very 
Religious 56.5% Conservative 50.0%

Loyal to 
Family Ties 60.3% Generous 41.0%

Loyal to 
Family Ties 47.8% Courteous 50.0%

Happy-Go-
Lucky 42.6% Artistic 41.0% Sensitive 43.5% Peace-Loving 50.0%

Lazy 39.3%
Peace-
Loving 38.5% Kind 34.8%

Very 
Religious 50.0%

Kind 30.0% Courteous 33.3%
Happy-Go-
Lucky 30.4%

Happy-Go-
Lucky 37.5%



133132

Dreams Realised, Dreams Deferred: Understanding and 
Addressing the Racial Gap in Educational Achievement in Singapore

Understanding the Gap — Exploring the Hypothesised Causes of Success

Overall, non-Malays tend to perceive Malays as very religious (58%) but 
Malays do not rank being very religious among their own top traits (see 
Table 35). All ethnic groups, including Malays, perceive Malays as loyal to 
family ties (59.3%). Only the Chinese perceive Malays as lazy. Only Malays 
perceive themselves as artistic and generous. 

TABLE 35: PERCEPTIONS OF MALAYS BY CHINESE AND NON-CHINESE (REPRODUCED 
FROM KHOO AND LIM, 2004:13-4)

Ethnic Group’s Perceived Traits of Malays When Ethnic Identity is Salient

By Chinese By Non-Chinese

Traits % Traits %

Very Religious 71 Loyal to Family Ties 63

Loyal to Family Ties 63 Tradition-Loving 50

Tradition-Loving 55 Very Religious 47

Lazy 49 Generous 34

Happy-Go-Lucky 45 Artistic, Neat 25

Conservative, Generous 31 Materialistic, Courteous, Sensitive 22

Uniformity Index 7.54 Uniformity Index 6.35

Ethnic Group’s Perceived Traits of Malays when National Identity is Salient

By Chinese By Non-Chinese

Traits % Traits %

Very religious 57 Tradition-loving 40

Loyal to family ties 54 Kind, Quarrelsome 33

Tradition-loving, 
Happy-go-lucky 41

Very religious, Conservative, 
Courteous, Peace-loving 27

Lazy 35

Conservative 28

Kind, Pleasure-loving 23

Uniformity Index 8.53 Uniformity Index 10.74

Uniformity Index 5.74 Uniformity Index 8.72

Ethnic Group’s Perceived Traits of Malays when Identity is Salient

By Chinese By Non-Chinese

Traits % Traits %

Very religious 70 Loyal to family ties, Tradition-loving 61

Loyal to family ties 60 Artistic 48

Tradition-loving 39 Courteous, Peace-loving 43

Happy-go-lucky 37 Generous 39

Kind 33 Sensitive, Conservative 38

Lazy, Faithful 28 Lazy 26
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Early studies such as Bagley (1975) and Brittan (1976) posit that school 
teachers tend to perceive ethnic minority students as disorderly and to 
underestimate their academic potential. In Mabey (1981), some teachers 
were found to hold racist frames of reference towards students belonging 
to ethnic minority groups who are disproportionately found in the lower 
socioeconomic rungs of society. When teacher attention is accorded 
to minority students, it often manifests itself in the form of discipline, 
punishment (J Williams, 1987), and chastisement for their disruptive 
behaviour and poor economic progress.

Prejudicial attitudes and low teacher expectations harm the self-confidence 
and self-esteem of ethnic minority students, which in turn socialises such 
students into expecting and accepting worse academic performance (Rist, 
1970; Haynes, 1971). Minority students, on being confronted by teachers’ 
prejudice, repeated failure in examinations, and the stigma of being caught 
in lower academic streams, will sometimes rebel against the education 
system, resisting school rules and engaging in other forms of disruptive 
behaviour (Troyna, 1978). 

Negative stereotyping of Malay students is not just limited to non-Malay 
teachers. During our discussions with Malay teachers, it was apparent that 
many had resorted to the dominant stereotypical notions of Malays and the 
cultural deficit thesis to explain the poor academic performance of Malay 
students relative to Chinese and Indian students.

When contextualised in institutional terms, teacher bias and ethnic 
stereotyping are exacerbated by the generally stressful nature of the 
profession, particularly for those teaching in neighbourhood government 
schools. Under trying conditions, students who do not conform to class 
rules or are disruptive are often severely reprimanded instead of being 
counselled. The problem is more pronounced when the class is made up 
of “underachieving” students from the Normal (Technical) stream. Our data 
indicate that teachers found it very difficult to render the kind of special 
and individualised attention which these “underachievers” and others with 
learning problems require. 

Singapore’s context

The perspective of Malay leaders on the performance of Malays in 
education has been changing in terms of how performance is evaluated. 
Past leaders tended to focus rather severely on the attitude of students and 
parents, although indicators, such as the rate at which Malay students were 
progressing to secondary schools and post-secondary institutions, were 
showing signs of improvement (Ministry of Education, 2019). 

On 20 August 1983, former Parliamentary Secretary (Health and Culture) 
Wan Hussin Zoohri told parents and students during the Sang Nila Utama 
School’s Speech Day that he was very disturbed by the school’s students’ 
lack of self-discipline at home. He cited data from the school’s survey, which 
showed 64% of the 598 students spent two to four hours watching television 
every day while only 36% spent the same amount of time doing their work. 
He said: “The fact that you are below average in your performance demands 
that you need more time to study and comprehend your academic work. 
What you lack in intelligence must be augmented by your perseverance 
and diligence” (Zoohri Wan Hussein, 1983). 

Former Environment Minister and Minister-in-Charge of Muslim Affairs 
Ahmad Mattar spoke about the “negative academic influences Malay 
students had on one another”, which included “poor English proficiency 
and motivation to study”. He cited a survey which showed that “Malay 
pupils spent 16% to 24% less time on homework than non-Malays” that was 
published by The Straits Times in 1986 (The Straits Times, 15 September 
1986, cited in Rahim, 1998:166).

In later years, attention shifted towards national statistics with ethnic 
breakdowns, released perennially by the Ministry of Education (MOE) 
through press releases and through its annual publication, Education 
Statistics Digest. Then-Muslim Affairs Minister Yaacob Ibrahim expressed 
dismay as he highlighted Malay underperformance in mathematics in 2009 
(Hussain, 2019). The passing rate of Malay pupils in mathematics at the 
PSLE level had declined over the past three years to 56%.
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In 2006, it was 58.9%, and in 2007, 56.8%. Hussain remarked:

“Mathematics is a subject that requires a great deal of stamina 
— sustained practice, attention and concentration. Many of our 
pupils who did poorly do not have this stamina.” 

The Minister urged parents to be strict and to ensure that their children 
devote a few hours a day to mathematics drills. He added that middle-class 
Malay parents who push their children see them doing as well as others 
(Hussain, 2019).

However, Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong has often taken a relatively 
laudatory stance when assessing the performance of Malays in education. 
At the Third National Convention of Singapore Muslim Professionals, 
for instance, he highlighted the progress that Malays have been making 
in a number of areas including education. His view is that the Malays 
should measure their progress by comparing their results with their own 
starting points rather than comparing their results with the results of other 
communities, which would be akin to comparing with a “moving target” 
(Lee, 2012). 

The Prime Minister’s message notwithstanding, the prevailing lag in the 
educational performance of Malays as compared to other communities 
continues to fuel perceptions that Malay students lack ability and a proper 
attitude and their parents lack commitment. 

Further reading

Hafsah binte Mohammad Kassim. 2006. Singapore Malays’ Attitude 
Towards Education: A Look at the Impediments to Educational 
Development. Thesis Submitted for the Degree of Master of Arts 
Department Of Malay Studies. National University of Singapore.

Lily Zubaidah Rahim. The Singapore Dilemma: The Political and Educational 
Marginality of the Malay Community, Kuala Lumpur: Oxford University 
Press, 1998.

Hypotheses

Hypothesis 1: 
Malay students do not experience racism in the classroom. 
It only happens outside the classroom environment

Inconsistent: Individual Malay/Muslim interviewees related experiences 
of perceived racism in the classroom. These experiences revolve around 
feelings of the marginalisation of Malay/Muslim students, such as student 
perceptions of favouritism towards students of other races or a co-ethnic 
teacher expressing views that stem from the “Malay problem” stereotype. 

Hypothesis 2: 
Malay/Muslim students internalise racism

Consistent: A number of interviewees have testified to experiencing 
internalised racism or have shared views or experiences suggesting that 
they have internalised stereotypes relating to their own race. Malay/Muslim 
students who have internalised the “Malay problem” stereotype are likely to 
shun their co-ethnics as they see mingling with other races as contributing 
to their progress and a signal that they belong to a different category of 
Malay/Muslims.

Hypothesis 3: 
Perceptions of racism in recruitment and in the workplace 
undermine aspirations

Inconsistent: Interviewees remained optimistic despite their negative 
experience in job applications or in the workplace.
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The general pattern

Based on responses to the question on racism, experiences vary. Some 
interviewees shared experiences that bordered on internalised racism; 
others felt they were being marginalised in class because of their ethnicity. 
Some felt that being looked down upon when mingling with students of 
higher stream and being a Malay/Muslim compounded the problem two-
fold, and some did not experience racism in class but experienced it during 
recruitment for jobs. 

Some Malay/Muslim students found that teachers of the same race 
expressed views that were reminiscent of the “Malay problem” stereotype. 
Such remarks from a co-ethnic tended to carry more weight, as their views 
were interpreted as honest appraisal. The consequence was that the effect 
of motivating or demotivating a student was greater than it would have 
been if the remarks had been made by someone of a different race. 

However, students’ experiences with teachers who deliberately or 
inadvertently conveyed views or ideas with racist connotations were 
mitigated by their encounters with supportive teachers. In the cases of 
several interviewees, this resulted in better outcomes for subjects taught by 
supportive teachers. For instance, an interviewee did poorly in her Mother 
Tongue, a subject in which she felt she was supposed to do well, but did 
relatively well in mathematics and English, subjects in which she had had 
supportive teachers. 

Some interviewees took to mingling with students of another race, 
particularly the Chinese, to cope with perceptions about Malays. These 
were likely students who had internalised stereotypes about Malays and 
saw mingling with students of other races as contributing to their academic 
progress and to signal their being of a different category of Malays — one 
that was capable, disciplined, and hardworking, as opposed to one that 
was disruptive, academically weak, and lazy. 

In the streaming system, the problems experienced by Malay/Muslim 
students were compounded by their overrepresentation in the Normal 
(Technical) stream. They experienced a kind of double whammy where they 
were affected by both ethnic and educational-stream-related stereotypes, 

and they felt discriminated against on both fronts not only by their teachers 
but also by students in higher streams. 

Some of the Malay/Muslim students did not experience racism in the 
classroom or among their non-Malay peers, but instead faced discrimination 
while applying for jobs and in the workplace. This should have had the effect 
of tampering with their aspirations and with their perception of the jobs 
available to them. One interviewee shared her concerns about the bilingual 
requirement specified by many jobs — a worry that is aggravated by the 
rejection such students actually encounter during their job applications 
because they are not effectively bilingual which, in the job market sense, 
means being bilingual in English and Mandarin, not just another language 
like Malay. However, surprisingly, the career-related motivation of Malay/
Muslim students in the school environment was not impaired. They 
continued to harbour career aspirations, and their expectations as to what 
they could realistically achieve had not been moderated.
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Cases

For students experiencing racism in the classroom, negative effects are often 
mitigated by their encounters with supportive and encouraging teachers. 
What is harder to tackle is Malay/Muslim students’ perceptions that they 
will face discrimination during recruitment or in the workplace, and the 
effect that such perceptions may have on their aspirations — which in turn 
may have a bearing on their choice of courses and on their motivation.

Pathway 1: 
Facing a co-ethnic teacher with internalised stereotypes

NTBVWL01, a Malay, had a Malay Mother Tongue teacher who 
admonished her for her attitude and academic performance in a 
way that seemed to stem from the “Malay problem” stereotype. 
She described her teacher’s actions as inducing negativity and 
found them demoralising.

NTAS04, a Malay, witnessed a Malay Mother Tongue teacher 
making remarks that he perceived to be racist. He said: “There are 
teachers from other Normal (Technical) classes who said Normal 
(Technical) punya Melayu [Malays of Normal (Technical) stream] 
cannot go through [cannot progress]. They forget that, in their 
classes, there are Malays too. These remarks came from Malay 
teachers. The non-Malay teachers during my time were not, should 
I say, racist? They didn’t say such things.”

NTBVWL01’s performance in her Mother Tongue suffered although 
she thought, as a Malay, she should be able to do well in the subject. 
She shared that, in contrast with her Mother Tongue teacher, she had 
other teachers who were supportive. Her computer teacher acted 
like her counsellor, and helped her in mathematics. She attributed 
her good results in a mathematics test to her: “I was suspended 
from class because I was caught smoking. She supported me, gave 
me a mathematics Normal (Academic) paper. She was surprised 
because I got everything correct.” She said of her English teacher: 
“She was teaching us a lot, encouraging us to study more for the 
future. I really liked her as a teacher even though I was not close to 
her.” Eventually, she did well in English, was average in mathematics 
and fared poorly in Mother Tongue.

NTVK04 was pursuing his aspiration to be a pilot. To keep himself 
motivated while in Normal (Technical) stream, he mingled with 
those who were more committed to studying — the Chinese. He 
said: “Most of my friends are actually Chinese. Not many Malay 
and Indians. They always wanted to play soccer, make noise in 
class, and didn’t want to study.”

Pathway 2: 
Students who internalised the “Malay problem” stereotype

Internalisation of the “Malay problem” stereotype manifests itself in the 
form of peer selection, when those doing so were seeking to counter the 
perceived negative influence of Malays and cultivate the positive traits of 
other races, mainly the Chinese.
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NTAS08 related that her closest friends in both the Normal 
(Technical) stream and ITE were Chinese, although there were more 
Malays among her friends. She said: “[The Malays] were noisy in 
class. I had worked hard to progress from primary school to Normal 
(Technical) to ITE. It was quite hard, so I valued that. My Malay 
friends don’t understand why I’m studying so hard. I’ve faced 
incidents when I had my books thrown [as] they were not happy 
about my grades. They [the Malay friends] don’t understand why 
I can get exceptionally good grades. I was subjected to rumours 
[that I was currying favour].” 

NTAS04 articulated stereotypical views about the different races: 
“When I hang out with Indians, I learn how to save money. They 
really taught me how to be stingy. When I go out with Chinese, 
they teach me how to make money by selling stuff like pirated CDs 
and [contraband] cigarettes. Whether good or bad, they taught me 
how to make money. When I go to Malays, they teach me how to 
waste money. Because of this, my friends are 50% Chinese, 35% 
Indians, and 15% Malays.”

NTAS28 bemoaned: “I get along better with non-Malays because 
with Malays, sometimes their politics and hierarchy gets too much. 
The girls are really rubbish and they are always trying to get boys’ 
attention by being loud and giggly. I find that very annoying.” 

NTAS05 experienced racism when job hunting: “I think my race 
was a problem. I think there were jobs that I was denied because 
of my race. I recalled once during an interview, the interviewer 
thought I was Chinese (interviewee does look Chinese). But when 
she found out I was Malay, she immediately said I wasn’t the 
candidate they were looking for. It was obvious. I’ve had a number 
of such experiences. They either wanted someone who could 
speak Chinese or was Chinese.” The experience didn’t cause her 
concern about her future. There were other issues that she found 
more pressing, such as whether the skills she was acquiring in her 
design programme would remain relevant once automation took 
root, and whether she would have to seek opportunities overseas 
instead of in Singapore as the “design life slowly dies down”. 

NTAS16’s experience of looking for a job left her with the impression 
that employers often want someone with O-Level qualifications 
who can speak Mandarin. She felt that being Malay and being 
in Normal (Technical) was an obstacle. In the part-time jobs she 
landed, she felt that co-workers would sometimes look down on 
her. However, her experiences didn’t leave her with concerns about 
her employability because of her race. Her biggest worry, apart 
from being financially stable, is how technological advancements 
will affect her future career prospects. 

NTAS17 found the requirement to speak Chinese to be the biggest 
challenge, in addition to not being allowed to don the hijab 
(Muslim headscarf). She also felt disrespected in the workplace 
environment at a job she managed to land. However, her worries 
about her future have less to do with her race and more to do with 
the rising cost of living and population growth. 

Pathway 3: 
Remaining optimistic about future prospects despite 
experiences of racism during recruitment and/or at the 
workplace
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NTBS07 had a negative internship experience. He said: “The 
people there favoured the Chinese intern over me. I was trying 
my best in the work allocated to me but they were never satisfied, 
picking on little details even when I did things well. However, the 
Chinese intern was given easier jobs and could go for breaks with 
them like one of the [permanent] employees. The rules given to 
me were onerous and enforced unilaterally on me.” However, this 
was not a matter he raised when asked about his worries. Instead, 
he talked about whether he would be able to support his parents.

Conclusions and discussions

While meritocracy is the principle on which Singapore pinned its hopes 
for progress for every individual and community in the country, there 
are structures in place that prevent meritocracy from taking its intended 
course. Prejudice arising from unfounded ethnic stereotypes may retard 
the educational progress of otherwise meritorious students. Unfortunately, 
societal measures that seem to weigh ethnicity as a relevant factor may 
inadvertently reinforce the seeming relevance of such stereotypes. The 
CMIO (Chinese, Malay, Indian, and Others) racial categorisation, for 
instance, tends to promote looking at issues through a racial lens. Data 
released into the public domain through Censuses of Population, GHS and 
Education Statistics Digest provide breakdowns according to ethnicity. In 
part because such data show the Malays lagging behind others in most 
socioeconomic and educational measures — without explaining the 
complicated web of sociocultural and socioeconomic factors contributing 
to such a lag — these measures have the inadvertent effect of legitimising 
cultural and even genetic arguments for success and failure. This view 
permeates every segment of society resulting in perpetuation and 
internalisation of stereotypes, which are taken to be true because, to many, 
they seem to be congruent with both societal measures and their own 
general observation. 

Schools and job markets are not immune to imbibing stereotypes. In a 
streaming system, for instance, it is inevitable that an overrepresentation 
of an ethnic minority in the lower streams leads to negative perceptions 
formed about the race, as one sees what is most visible — race, not one’s 
socioeconomic background. 

In schools, teachers function under tenuous conditions, juggling teaching 
with administrative workload, parental demands, and career progression. 
This often results in limited bandwidth for counselling disruptive students, 
and teachers resort to reprimanding instead. Disruptive students are likely 
those who feel teachers are prejudiced and experience repeated failure 
in examinations. The problem is compounded if an ethnic minority is 
overrepresented among the lower performing students and in the lower 
stream, which can lead to a backlash against the prevailing education 
system, as Tronya (1978) observed. The problem is worsened by a co-ethnic 
teacher who may invoke unfavourable stereotypes against the person’s own 
race in dealing with these students. Under such circumstances, and against 
a backdrop of racialised structures, it is easy for generalisation to take place.
 
Despite these problems, our interviewees reported having supportive 
teachers whose dedication to their profession helped them overcome both 
prejudice among teachers and their own behavioural problems and turn 
around their poor performance in some subjects. This is a hopeful sign 
amid difficult conditions and may highlight a potential leverage point for 
changemakers to draw upon going forward.

In terms of the job market, another possible ill effect of negative ethnic 
stereotyping of Malays is that Malay/Muslim students may perceive their 
future opportunities in light of the discrimination they are likely to face 
when seeking or carrying out part-time work, temporary employment, or 
internships while still engaged as full-time students.

Once again, our interviewees demonstrated hopeful possibilities in the 
midst of stereotypes that worked against them. Although some had had 
unhappy experiences during recruitment at their workplace, such as being 
turned away when an interviewer realised that they were Malay, and others 
reported feeling looked down upon and not respected at the workplace, 
nevertheless, they remained optimistic about their future prospects and kept 
their aspirations intact.
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Gender 
  
Do gender roles affect education attainment and 
employment outcome?

Gender, race, education and employment

In Singapore, statistics underscore two paradoxical trends. Women from 
recent generations are better educated than men, yet they participate in the 
workforce at lower rates, are paid less, and generally enter less prestigious, 
more stereotypical feminine careers. The Normal (Technical) stream is no 
exception: 62% of Normal (Technical) students are boys. Moreover, girls are 
better represented in “Applied and Health Sciences” and “Business and 
Services”, whereas boys are disproportionately found in “Electronics and 
Infocomm Technology” and far more often in “Engineering” (see Figure 6). 
While such trends likely occur across Singapore’s races, Malay women 
may face additional barriers due to the widespread assumption that Islam 
prescribes patriarchy. This perception shapes the pressures that Malay 
women and girls in Singapore encounter as they chart their futures.

FIGURE 6: ENROLMENT IN ITE BY COURSE AND GENDER (2018)
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The academic debate

Internationally, academics note girls’ superior performance over boys 
across all subjects and levels, including (though to a lesser extent) 
mathematics and science (Voyer and Voyer, 2014). Academics explain this 
trend in a number of ways. Some suggest that girls place greater emphasis 
on mastery whereas boys focus on task completion (Kenney-Benson et al., 
2006). Others argue that girls’ tendency to perform better than boys in IQ 
tests and achievement test scores is linked to girls’ superior self-discipline 
(Duckworth and Seligman, 2006).

In terms of understanding education and career choices, scholars have 
found that gender-typical vocational choices occurred more frequently in 
patriarchal families, suggesting that our respondents’ choices regarding 
their areas of study can be linked to family background (Hadjar and 
Aeschlimann, 2015). Moreover, lower-income families with less formally 
educated parents often hold more conservative attitudes towards gender 
(Marks, Lam, and McHale, 2009), and Muslims in particular are often strict 
adherents to traditions.

Regarding religion, some scholars point to the patriarchal aspects of most 
religions, including Islam as affecting girls’ opportunities for education and 
achievement.

Singapore’s context

Similarly, scholars argue that in Singapore, boys are likewise less focused on 
learning, less interested in schoolwork, and less mastery-oriented towards 
learning English.

Scholars attribute Singaporean girls’ superior academic performance to 
the fact that teachers respond more favourably when girls exhibit more 
socialised behaviour of affiliation and affection, which in turn reinforces 
positive academic outcomes (Yeung, Lau, and Nie, 2011).
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Regarding career choice, scholars conclude that, not surprisingly, male and 
female students tend to choose traditionally “masculine” and “feminine” 
fields, respectively (Chong, 2014). Malays are no exception, with studies 
finding a clear division of labour within the Malay/Muslim household, 
with the husband responsible for providing “adequate food, housing 
and clothing for his wife”, while the wife, in turn, is expected to “provide 
domestic services for her husband and children” (Li, 1989, 18–19). While 
scholars uncovered changing patterns of the involvement of Malay men in 
the household, they found “unchanging perceptions pertaining to notions 
of women’s and men’s work” (Suratman, 2011, 109).

Islam, which is practised by many Singaporean Malays, accords roles in the 
household for both men and women, with the men adopting leadership 
roles. Patriarchal tendencies in some Muslim households are more 
pronounced than in others and these could lead to the prioritising of marriage 
over educational progress in women, reducing education opportunities for 
girls, and compelling women to undertake more household duties.
 
Here, we ask if girls are entering the Normal (Technical) stream in lower rates, 
and when they do, do they choose more feminine subjects? We further 
ask about the impact of religion — whether any patriarchal tendencies 
that exist in Islam interfere with the educational attainment of our Muslim 
interviewees.

Further reading

Chua, Vincent, Mathews, Mathew, and Loh, Yi Cheng. 2016. “Social Capital 
in Singapore: Gender differences, ethnic hierarchies, and their intersection.” 
Social Networks 47: 138-150. 

Li, Tania. 1989. Malays in Singapore: Culture, Economy, and Ideology. 
Oxford University Press, Singapore, 1989.

Suratman, S. 2011. Gender Relations in Singapore Malay Dual-Income 
Households: (Un)changing Views and Practices. Islam and Civilisational 
Renewal 3 (1): 90-115.

Hypotheses

Hypothesis 1: 
Girls are disadvantaged in terms of education

Mixed: Our findings corroborate research that suggests the contrary, 
i.e., that the inadvertent outcome of gender roles was to inculcate girls 
with attributes that contribute to better performance in education, e.g. 
discipline, cooperativeness and industriousness. 

Hypothesis 2: 
Gender influences choice of vocation as there is a notion of 
masculine and feminine jobs

Consistent: Based on respondents’ testimonies and data from official 
sources, gender does influence choice of vocation along “feminine” and 
“masculine” lines.

Hypothesis 3: 
Malay women have worse outcomes than their Chinese 
counterparts

Inconsistent: The outcomes of Malay women are on average similar to that 
of their counterparts.

The general pattern

Paralleling the gender imbalance found in the Normal (Technical) stream, 
we interviewed far more men (72) than women (35). Analysing our sample 
as a whole reveals no systematic pattern regarding the impact of gender. 
Men (2.36) and women (2.18) had similar outcome scores based on how 
they achieved their dream (p=0.497). Analysing our sample by race and 
gender similarly reveals no clear pattern: the outcomes of Malay (2.31) and 
non-Malay (2.1) women were indistinguishable from random (p=0.651). 
Controlling for income per capita does not change the conclusion: there 
appears to be no systematic difference in outcome based on gender 
(p=580). 
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Cases

Despite the lack of a systematic pattern based on gender, it did play a 
role in a number of individual cases. In some cases, differences in parental 
expectations of male and female children, with expectations being 
greater for the former than for the latter, may result in poorer educational 
outcomes for women. Such cases notwithstanding, the more salient issues 
contributing to educational outcomes are those that cut across genders —
financial difficulty, trauma, parenting style, motivation, wake-up calls, and 
role models, etc.

Pathway 1: 
Differential treatment by parents affects outcomes

NTBVSL01 recalled that her younger brothers were treated better 
in terms of the way her mother talked to them and the way she gave 
them more privileges. She studied business and administration 
at NITEC level for one year before deciding to drop out. She 
attributed this to finding the course “boring” as she had to “sit 
there and type”. She described herself as a “very practical person” 
and wanted to do hands-on types of courses. She shared that 
the majority of her classmates in the business and administration 
course were girls. While it is difficult to conclude that her choice of 
business and administration instead of a hands-on type of course 
like engineering was due to a gendered perspective of courses at 
ITE, it is worth noting that her parents hold traditional views about 
gender. Research suggests that girls from patriarchal families are 
likely to choose “feminine” types of courses, consistent with her 
choice of business and administration. However, she denied that 
her family had had any influence on her going to ITE.

Similarly, NTKYJA3’s parents were protective of her brother. She 
noted: “Mother would allow my brother to buy things that they 
could not afford. If we [girls] did so, we would be caned and 
scolded.” Her family did not expect her to do as well as her brother. 
Her brother went on to university whereas she and her sister ended 
up in ITE.

Pathway 2: 
Gendered views of courses and careers affect career choice 
and outcomes

When NTST01 was asked about her decision to avoid taking D&T, 
she quipped: “it’s not a zha bor (Hokkien for girl) thing to do”, 
alluding to stereotypes that technical subjects fall in the male 
domain and hence not something she would want to venture into. 
At ITE, she enrolled in a video production programme, which had 
a balanced male-female enrolment and was more gender-neutral. 
However, she found the programme a mismatch for her interests 
and had no plans to pursue it as a career. At the time of the 
interview, she planned to go into sales and was pursuing a business 
and administration programme at PSB Academy.

NTYL01 also commented that there were very few women in her 
Building course at ITE since “it was more of a man’s job”. Despite 
enrolling in a gender atypical course, the jobs she took on after 
graduation were conventionally considered “feminine”: she 
worked as a part-time childcare teacher and as a salesperson after 
finishing her course. Her educational outcome was hampered more 
by the bullying she experienced in primary school, which continued 
till her secondary school years. In addition, she found her mother 
unsupportive of her plight and her teachers unhelpful in addressing 
her difficulties brought on by bullying. 
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Pathway 2: 
Intersection between culture and gender

The different experiences of NTCHJK03 (Malay, male, 27 years old) 
and NTYL01 (Malay, female, 27 years old) exemplify an intersection 
between culture and gender. NTCHJK03, when asked where he saw 
himself in 10 years, replied that he would be living with his mother 
since, “as a Muslim, the man needs to take care of his mum”. This 
is in contrast with NTYL01, who hoped to be “a housewife and 
to be able to work from home” so as to be able to “take care of 
my family”. While both individuals placed greater importance on 
family, their approaches were conspicuously gendered. 

The emphasis on family and the distribution of responsibilities 
were more pronounced when compared to Chinese individuals. 
NTJKYL01 (Chinese, male, 27 years old) indicated “finding a 
girlfriend and having a family” as a goal, and NTSNGW1 (Chinese, 
male, 27 years old), similarly expressed a desire to be “married, 
with children”. However, in both cases, they did not mention a 
particular role they expected to play.

NTSNGW4’s (Chinese, female, 26 years old) response to the same 
question was that she “should be able to hold a stable income 
[and] maybe have a family”. Here, there seemed to be greater 
commonality within the different ethnic groups than within the 
different genders in individuals’ projections of the future.

NTCHJK03 appeared to demonstrate the most drive and was most 
certain about what he intended to pursue. His dream of becoming an 
educator has been deferred due to his lack of an O-Level certificate, 
but he has consistently striven to attain scholarships and bursaries, 
as well as expand his skills. The others, by contrast, had less material 
goals, preferring job stability and “a simple life” (NTSNGW1). 
These might indicate how different cultural perceptions interact 
with gender to impact how aspirations are shaped. NTCHJK03 felt 
acutely responsible as the only male to maintain his mother and 

correspondingly might be more determined to pursue his goals. In 
sum, our interviews demonstrated consistency with the hypothesis 
about gendered division of labour for Malays (taking care of 
mother vs taking care of family). The interviews also indicated that 
the value Malays placed on family might guide their aspirations to a 
larger extent than would be the case for our Chinese interviewees.

Trends in choice of courses among Malays

An overwhelming number of Malay men among our respondents enrolled in 
“masculine” areas of study. Only one Malay male was found to be pursuing 
a programme deemed “feminine”. By contrast, more Malay women were 
in courses viewed as “masculine”. Table 36 provides some indication that 
women are more open to pursuing a male-dominated course than men in 
pursuing a female-dominated course.

TABLE 36: CASES WITH ITE COURSES BY GENDER AND RACE

Malay Men in ‘Masculine’ Area of Study

NTBS07 Precision Engineering

NTBS06 Fitness

NTBS03 Mechanical and Electrical Systems

NTBSST01 Chemical Processes

NTVK05 Mechatronics

NTVK04 Aerospace Avionics

NTVK03 Marine and Offshore Technology

NTMCH02 Environmental Science

NTMCH01 Broadband and Technology

NTVK02 Facilities Management
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Malay Men in ‘Masculine’ Area of Study

NTAS09 Information Technology

NTAS10 Engineering

NTAS11 Aerospace Avionics

NTAS12 Aerospace Engineering

NTAS13 Marine Engineering

NTAS18 Medical Manufacturing

NTAS19 Precision Engineering

NTAS20 Electronics Engineering

NTAS22 Mechanical Engineering

NTAS24 Marine Engineering

NTAS26 Fitness Training

NTAS27 Fitness Training

NTAS28 Precision Engineering

Malay Women, in Masculine Area of Study

NTYL01 Building

NTAS17 Aerospace Engineering

NTAS21 Fitness Training

NTAS23 Mechanical Engineering

NTAS29 Engineering in Business

NTAS31 Engineering in Business

Malay Men, in ‘Feminine’ Area of Study

NTAS07 Human Resources and Administration

Malay Women, in Feminine Area of Study

NTVK01 Human Resources and Administration

NTAS02 Nursing

NTAS08 Social Sciences (Social Work)

NTAS16 Finance Services

Conclusions and discussions

Despite the prevailing narrative of equality of opportunity in Singapore, men 
and women experience different treatment throughout their lives — a trend 
contributed to by an undercurrent of patriarchy and deep-rooted traditions. 
Although no instances of overt sexism were observed by respondents in 
the classroom environment, what happens in the home environment is a 
different matter altogether: gendered values and beliefs, both normalised 
and unquestioned, have a subtle but substantial impact on educational 
experiences and subsequent life choices. 

Streaming complicates this pattern. Men may be disproportionately placed 
in the Normal (Technical) stream due to their primary school performance, 
whereas women experience wider gender inequality, both at work and at 
home. 

On the domestic front, the clear distinction in parental support between male 
and female siblings underscores the fact that patriarchal attitudes persist; 
favouritism based on gender almost certainly affects girls’ self-esteem and 
academic motivation. Unfortunately, beyond this, we can say little: few of 
our respondents could trace the impact of such favouritism to their own 
life choices and experiences. Moreover, because this study focused on the 
Normal (Technical) steam, our respondents were consequently relatively 
young. This necessarily limits our ability to understand the impact of our 
respondents’ experience with the Normal (Technical) steam on marriage 
prospects, participation in the labour force, domestic responsibilities, and 
other crucial issues. 
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Chapter III
Reflections on Reforms in the Streaming 
System: Subject-Based Banding
On 5 March 2019, Education Minister Ong Ye Kung announced during 
a debate over his ministry’s budget in Parliament that the MOE will end 
streaming in 2024, replacing the current system with subject-based banding 
(SBB). He also revealed that in 2027 a common national examination and 
certification will replace the GCE O-Level or N-Level examinations that 
currently prevail (Mokhtar, 2019).

These dramatic changes would mean that, from 2024, secondary school 
students in Singapore will no longer be streamed into Express, Normal 
(Academic) or Normal (Technical). Instead, at the start of Secondary One, 
students can take a combination of G1/2/3 (G stands for General) with G1 
being the least demanding and G3 the most. The allocation of the G suite 
of subjects will be based on their PSLE scores. Students will study academic 
subjects at a level best suited to them. From early 2020, 25 secondary 
schools were to pioneer the SBB initiative.

The goal of introducing SBB, according to Ong, is to allow students to 
customise their education, minimise labelling and stigmatisation, and 
encourage a growth mindset amongst all students (Mokhtar, 2019). In this 
regard, the goals set for the reforms indeed address some of the concerns 
that this research raised. 

It is worth noting that the Singapore education system’s practice of 
streaming students based on examination scores is about 40 years old 
and was part of primary schools’ provision for 30 years until SBB was 
implemented for Primary Five students in 2008 (Mardiana, 2019). 

One goal that streaming has effectively achieved, according to Ong, is to 
reduce the attrition rate in Singapore’s school system. It has been credited 
with enhancing post-secondary prospects — from institutions of higher 
learning to employment. Thus, although the system itself is viewed as 
inegalitarian, at the societal level it is perceived to have contributed to 
more egalitarian outcomes. 

While some effects of streaming are laudable, the system also raises 
concerns, such as students tempering their aspirations as streaming seems 
to present them with a vision that their post-primary and post-secondary 
pathways have been cut out for them. Our research shows that while many 
have aspirations, these are quite aligned with their view on what they 
can realistically achieve. Some aspirations that were shared are: baker, 
filmmaker, mechanic, illustrator, paramedic, police officer, counsellor, social 
worker, cyber security specialist, pilot, footballer, rugby coach, dancer, and 
musician. Several had “loftier” goals such as wanting to be an architect, 
accountant, and English teacher, but have either given up or are not 
confident that their aspiration is attainable.

Although there may be flexibility built into the streaming system, switching 
from one stream to another often entails a significant jump in difficulty 
levels. Two of our respondents (NTAS02 and NTAS03) for instance, were 
“promoted” from Normal (Technical) to Normal (Academic) on the basis 
of their performance in the former but returned to the latter because they 
found the change too substantial to cope with. The view that they would 
need to take a longer route to get into institutions of higher learning is 
another dampener on their aspirations. 

In the case of many of our respondents, streaming has the effect of shaping 
perceptions of their ability levels. They may, for instance, not have confidence 
in dealing with difficult subjects like mathematics. This point was echoed 
by Member of Parliament, Intan Azura Mokhtar in her parliamentary speech 
on 4 March 2019, during which she shared her experience as a former 
mathematics teacher of a Secondary Three to Four Normal (Technical) class 
in 1999 to 2000. Her students had told her then, “...[Teacher] we cannot 
do mathematics. We’re Normal (Technical)”. Intan argued that it was not 
because they really could not do mathematics but because they believed 
they could not. She believes academic streaming places self-limiting beliefs 
on students who think they are only as good as the stream they are in (Intan, 
2019).

In distinguishing SBB from streaming, Ong used the following analogy: 

“So from three education streams, we will now have ‘One 
secondary education, many subject bands’. We will no longer 
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have fishes swimming down three separate streams, but one 
broad river, with each fish negotiating its own journey.” 
(Ong, quoted in Davie, 2019)

To clarify, Ong noted that his ministry hopes as students study various 
combinations of subjects, schools in turn will begin to group students in 
different ways, not necessarily according to ability. This, in turn, should 
encourage students to help each other, and facilitate different forms of 
social mixing. He cited the example of Edgefield Secondary School, where 
classes incorporate students from each of the three streams (Davie, 2019).

Our research shows that a diverse lot of students — hands-on learners, 
late bloomers, those underperforming due to circumstances such as trauma 
have all been lumped together as they were channelled into the Normal 
(Technical) stream. Based on Ong’s clarification, SBB shows promise in 
addressing the diversity among lower performing students. For example, 
late bloomers may find it easier to cross subject banding (e.g. from G1 
to G2) than it is to cross a stream (i.e. from Normal (Technical) to Normal 
(Academic)). 

However, there is also concern that many problems associated with 
streaming may replicate themselves in SBB. For instance, a student pursuing 
a G1 suite of subjects may be labelled a weak student and form a self-
defeating perception about his or her ability in a subject, say, mathematics. 

There are also concerns about whether schools can manage SBB effectively 
so that it would indeed be an improvement over the streaming system. 

Mardiana Abu Bakar (2019), a lecturer with the Curriculum, Teaching 
and Learning Academic Group of the National Institute of Education in 
Singapore, in her article for Karyawan, argued that the ways schools 
manage SBB could contribute substantially to the students’ sense of 
success and failure. Mardiana noted that primary schools implementing 
the SBB initiative currently offer between four and six choices. The task of 
timetabling around a set of 17 combinations of subjects has overwhelmed 
many schools. Given this, Mardiana asked how secondary schools, which 
typically offer far more subjects — between three and five times more — 
than primary schools, will manage. Edgefield Secondary, the SBB pilot 

school to which Ong alluded, went through more than 100 permutations 
before finalising its current timetable. 

Mardiana’s PhD research discovered that only two of the four principals 
she interviewed understood the conceptual framework of the new banding 
task for which they were responsible. The teacher and principal highlighted 
in Mardiana’s case studies changed little, and continued to harbour “low 
expectations of his students, teach them to the test, and instil in them 
a fear of the PSLE”. She concluded that for the reforms to succeed, 
educators must overcome long-held understandings engendered by the 
old streaming mindset, in order to handle the far more complex tasks of 
“deciding, planning and enacting the banding of students into so many 
choices of subjects” (Mardiana, 2019). 

Thus, Mardiana’s research unearths worrying signs that this reform might 
entail repackaging of the old system, sparking little substantial change. 
Mardiana concludes by asking: “Will SBB in our secondary schools be the 
reform it promises to be, and make an impact on the way we value all our 
students and think all of them worthy of equitable curriculum access? Or 
will it be a re-formation of the old stratification along the lines of the three 
‘G’s?”

Like Mardiana, we hope that SBB will recognise the diversity among students 
in lower tracks; not curtail the aspirations that tend to fuel determination, as 
shown in our research; and that the climb from a lower ‘G’ to a higher one 
is not overly steep (as seems to be the case with streaming), so more will be 
able to make the switch. 

In sum, an education system should not only strive to prevent dropouts 
among lower-performing and less-privileged students, but also provide a 
meaningful and fulfilling learning journey so that they too can thrive in the 
system and have better post-secondary and future employment prospects. 
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Chapter IV
Conclusions
 
Part I: Research Question 1 
  
What factors explain the education gap among 
Singapore’s ethnic groups? 

This research project undertook to answer this question by scrutinising 
some commonly held hypotheses about the factors that cause Singapore’s 
education gap. In the sections above, we analysed each factor systematically 
through our interviews. 

To answer Research Question 1, a factor must systematically explain 
why a) students were streamed into the Normal (Technical) stream, and 
b) the composition of the Normal (Technical) stream appears to be 
disproportionately Malay.

As seen in Table 37, however, we could identify no clear, single factor that 
meets both criteria. Factors that could explain the education gap were 
distributed equally among our respondents, regardless of race. Other 
factors that were more common among our Malay respondents did not 
turn out to explain the education gap systematically.

TABLE 37: THE EXPLANATORY POWER OF RESEARCHED FACTORS

Factors That Varied by Race 
(i.e. More Common Among Malay Respondents)

Yes No

Factors That 
Systematically 
Lead to an 
Education 
Gap

Yes None

• Motivation, Determination, Aspiration
• Poor Mathematics Skills
• Parenting Style
• Family Dysfunction
• Juvenile Delinquency
• Parenting Style
• Gender Discrimination

No

• Peer Influence
• Large Family Size
• Low Family Income
• Religious Attitudes

• Parental Human Resource Endowment
• Social Racial Attitudes (racist incidents 
   discussed by respondents all occurred 
   after PSLE)

Why did we fail to find factors that could answer this research question?
 
As noted above, we identified three types of factors. As seen in Table 37, 
none of them answered the question satisfactorily.

 1. Causal but not disproportionately distributed factors: Our 
 evidence was consistent with several hypotheses that each identified 
 different factor was expected to impede our respondents’ education. 
 However, these factors were not disproportionately found among 
 the Malays in our sample and thus could not answer Research 
 Question 1.

  It is possible that our sample was not randomly chosen, and thus 
 these factors might appear more in the larger population than they 
 did in our sample. Only a broader representative survey could 
 provide more definitive evidence. 
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  However, our research justified paying attention to any Singaporean 
  primary school student — regardless of race — who struggles 
 with these difficulties. This list should also include factors that are 
 not commonly associated with race but could cause students to 
 enter the Normal (Technical) stream, such as learning disabilities, 
 which are discussed in the next section.

 2. Disproportionately distributed but not causal factors: Other 
 factors (like income and family size) were more commonly found to 
 affect our Malay respondents, but our respondents’ experiences 
 suggest that these factors were not systematically linked with their 
 progress. 

  However, note the word “systematically”. As noted throughout this 
 report, some of our respondents struggled with these factors. Other 
 respondents experienced effective interventions that neutralised 
 these factors, meaning that these factors did not cause their outcomes. 
 Thus, to say that on average, these factors had no systematic effect 
 does not mean these factors were not vitally important to 
 understanding individual cases.

 3. Some factors were neither causal nor were they disproportionately 
 distributed among our Malay respondents.

 Keeping the caveats discussed above in mind, we propose a 
number of key insights regarding Research Question 1.

1. Addressing factors that were shown to cause streaming — such 
as determination and aspiration — could help all Singaporean 
children, regardless of race, find new ways to apply themselves 
to their studies.

2. Neutralising some factors requires specific interventions. For 
instance, family income did affect many of our respondents’ 
ability to achieve their potential. In cases where it did not, 
specific interventions were in play to mitigate these factors’ 
impacts.

3. This study’s focus and research design allowed us to draw 
fewer clear conclusions about how to ensure that more 
children do well in the PSLE, in order to be streamed into 
programmes that maximise their education and potential. 
Despite this caveat, however, we believe that many of the 
interventions discussed in Research Question 2 should 
also be of help to children at the primary school level, if 
the interventions take place before they face entry into the 
Normal (Technical) stream.
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Part II: Research Question 2 
  
What factors explain why some Normal (Technical) 
students — including Malays and others — end up 
with better outcomes than others? Are these “success 
factors” the same for Malay students as they are for 
others?

Each of our respondents entered the Normal (Technical) stream facing 
challenges. Some received interventions; others did not. Through our 107 
interviews, we identified a limited number of “issues” — problems our 
respondents faced that not only caused them to do badly in the PSLE, but 
also challenged them in secondary school and beyond. Some respondents 
thrived because they experienced some kind of “intervention” — some 
mechanism that helped them to succeed, and often to achieve their 
dreams. Those students who failed either received no such intervention, 
or faced additional pitfalls that prevented the intervention from effectively 
helping them.

We were surprised to find that the issues and interventions did not match 
up. Just as the way one ends up falling into a hole is not necessarily the 
same way one climbs out of the hole, successful respondents overcoming 
similar challenges may have achieved their dreams not through similar 
interventions, but through extremely different ones. 

In this section, we will focus on these challenges, as well as the interventions 
and pitfalls. Another fact surprised us: although we talked with 107 unique 
individuals, there were only a handful of different issues they faced, just as 
there were only a handful of interventions.

Part A: Issues

Factors that explain why respondents entered the Normal (Technical) 
stream 

While each of our respondents was unique, the issues that each faced were 
not so singular in nature. Nearly all of our respondents had faced one or 

more of a limited number of issues — common problems that retarded their 
academic performances (see Table 38, below). 

Having interviewed students in the Normal (Technical) stream, we have 
focused on entering that stream as a concrete expression of each student’s 
personal experience with the education gap in Singapore. We found five 
separate but sometimes overlapping pathways that our interviewees, 
regardless of race, had traversed to end up doing badly in the PSLE. Note 
that none of these five are directly related to ethnicity. 

These five challenges also underscore the fact that a typical Normal 
(Technical) stream teacher faces students with a diversity of needs (Table 38).

TABLE 38: COMMON CHALLENGES RESPONDENTS FACED

The 
Challenges
Primary 
Causes of 
Poor PSLE 
Performance

Reason 
for Poor 

Performance

Outward 
Appearance Implications Observation Potential 

Intervention

1. Hands-on-  
Learner (HoL)

Not 
academically 

inclined

Some studied 
hard, but 

performed 
poorly

Some gave 
up in primary 
school out of 

frustration

Will continue 
to struggle in 
N(T) — still 
academic, 

but just 
slower and 
with stigma

HoL often 
feel inspired 
when they 
reach ITE 

because they 
start to excel 
in something, 

breaking a 
vicious cycle

Increase the 
number of 
vocational 
subjects 

Modify 
teaching style 
in academic 

subjects
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The 
Challenges
Primary 
Causes of 
Poor PSLE 
Performance

Reason 
for Poor 

Performance

Outward 
Appearance Implications Observation Potential 

Intervention

2. Late 
bloomer

Immaturity/
lack of effort

Lack of 
passion

These 
students 
can be 

academically 
inclined, 
but have 

yet to apply 
themselves

Sometimes 
from 

low-income 
families (lack 
of academic 

guidance 
and/or 

preschool 
experience)

Often finds 
N(T) 

boring/too 
slow. Since 
streaming 
formally 

begins early 
— at age 
12 — late 

bloomers are 
at a disad-
vantage 

compared to 
their coun-
terparts in 

some other 
advanced 
countries 

Some of 
these will 

bloom 
“late”, and 

start the long 
climb up the 

academic 
ladder. 

Some late 
bloomers 

have yet to 
bloom

Counselling, 
provision of 

a role model, 
maturity 
(National 
Service)

Increased 
access to 
preschool

Help in 
finding their 

passion

3. Family 
dysfunction/ 
trauma

Severe 
family issues/

traumatic 
experience 
distract the 

student

Some 
of these 
are also 

academically 
inclined, but 
are weighed 

down

If the family 
dysfunction/

trauma 
continues, 

may 
continue to 
disengage/

act out

Those who 
have been 
helped will 
also start 
the long 

climb up the 
academic 

ladder

Counselling, 
social work 
intervention

The 
Challenges
Primary 
Causes of 
Poor PSLE 
Performance

Reason 
for Poor 

Performance

Outward 
Appearance Implications Observation Potential 

Intervention

4. Undi-
agnosed/ 
untreated 
learning 
disability

Learning 
disability

Some are 
academically 

inclined, 
but have 

internalised 
messages 
that they 
are slow 
learners, 

leading to 
vicious cycle

Will continue 
to struggle in 
N(T), as well 
as potentially 

ITE and 
other 

vocational 
classes

We saw no 
examples of 
these, which 

is nearly 
impossible

Diagnose 
learning 

disabilities 
early

Consider 
testing 

N(T) stream 
students 

for learning 
disabilities

5. Weak 
in English9

Lack of 
fluency in 
English

Families, 
especially 

low-income 
ones, who 

speak 
dialects/ 

languages 
other than 
English at 

home

Vicious cycle 
and early 
streaming 
create a 
barrier

Increase 
access to 
preschool

Extra English 
classes as 
early as 
possible
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If this analysis is valid, a typical Normal (Technical) stream teacher can 
be confronted with five types of children in his or her classroom, each 
of which a) requires different modes of instruction, b) will thrive under a 
different curriculum, and c) requires discrete interventions. The outward 
behaviour of different kinds of children can be similar or identical, 
requiring tremendous effort and discernment to know which student is of 
which kind. This teacher must not only identify the needs of each child, 
but also find resources for them — some of which are easily accessible 
in Singapore and some of which are not. Some interventions that are 
appropriate for some kinds of students (e.g. Hands-on-Learners) will be 
the opposite of what is necessary for others (e.g. academically inclined 
Late Bloomers). If a student is misidentified, the student’s progress will be 
retarded and the student may become even more frustrated. 

We hope that insights into the challenges contained in this report will help 
VWOs, government officials, and others design effective interventions to 
support Singapore’s students facing these challenges. Doing so could 
help the children in question do better in the Normal (Technical) stream, 
or avoid it altogether. Effective interventions could reduce the number of 
dreams deferred.

Part B: Interventions and pitfalls

The drivers of success — and the barriers that stand in the way

Why did some achieve their dreams, despite facing serious 
challenges? 
They received one or more specific interventions. 
Why were the dreams of some deferred? 
They either received no intervention…
…or experienced a pitfall that impeded that intervention. 

All respondents — those who had achieved their dreams and those with 
dreams deferred — all faced similar issues. Can we learn from those who 
did succeed? What caused that success? 

Based on our respondents’ experiences, the successful among them received 
some sort of intervention. Not everyone who received similar interventions 
succeeded, yet those who stumbled usually faced a similar pitfall.
 
These interventions and pitfalls are listed in Table 39, below.

TABLE 39: COMMON INTERVENTIONS AND PITFALLS RESPONDENTS FACED 

Interventions:
Drivers of 
Success

Sources Where it was 
NOT found… 

Pitfalls:
Factors that 
can Impede 
Interventions

Potential 
Intervention

1. Someone 
who 
unconditionally 
believes in the 
child

Often a 
teacher, 
social worker, 
or extended 
relative the 
child looks 
up to [Usually 
a personal 
authority 
figure, but 
one in the 
child’s own 
sphere whom 
the child 
looks up to 
and wants to 
please]

Has to have 
a personal 
relationship

Not a single 
case of…

… a mentor 
from a VWO

… a ‘high flying’ 
distant role 
model like a 
CEO or public 
figure

Rarely an ITE 
teacher (often 
an NT teacher)

Many interviewees 
had supportive 
NT teachers who 
did not serve this 
role — needs 
to be sustained 
and often 
“unconditional”

Many people 
find it difficult to 
provide positive 
regard that is 
perceived as 
unconditional

Some personal 
authority figures 
hold stereotypes 
related to race, 
class, gender, and/
or the Normal 
(Technical) stream 
itself

Encourage and 
train teachers 
and social 
workers — what 
they are doing 
matters and 
can make a 
difference
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Interventions:
Drivers of 
Success

Sources Where it was 
NOT found… 

Pitfalls:
Factors that 
can Impede 
Interventions

Potential 
Intervention

2. Finding 
a passion

Some had 
lifelong 
passions 
(music, flying) 
that weren’t 
encouraged

Hands-on-
Learners often 
found passion 
in vocational 
settings (ITE) 
or at their jobs 
(rarely in NT)

Family 
members 
or aptitude 
tests could 
sometimes 
help identify a 
passion

Rarely in NT

From parental 
pressure

For Hands-on-
Learners, these 
don’t come 
from academic 
fields

This cannot be 
forced

Respondents are 
often discouraged 
or blocked from 
pursuing their 
passion

Often gender/
racial stereotypes 
get in the way (e.g. 
discouragement 
of male 
dancers, female 
programmers)

If there are no 
jobs/insufficient 
incomes in the 
careers, it can lead 
to frustration 

Student trades 
passion for 
more stable 
opportunities

Train teachers 
and encourage 
parents/
relatives 
to identify 
passions in 
children

Administer 
aptitude tests

Provide funding 
to help children 
pursue their 
passions

Interventions:
Drivers of 
Success

Sources Where it was 
NOT found… 

Pitfalls:
Factors that 
can Impede 
Interventions

Potential 
Intervention

3. Financial aid Self-help 
groups, 
VWOs, 
schools 
themselves

Bonds (like 
SCDF) that 
are tied to 
passions are 
especially 
effective

Family incomes 
are often 
unstable

Respondents 
sometimes fall 
through the cracks 

– Parents too 
stressed/proud to 
fill in applications

– Family income 
appears higher 
than actual 
resources (e.g. 
counting income 
of estranged 
relatives)

Loosen criteria 
to help prevent 
students from 
falling through 
the cracks

Bottom line: 
This was 
absolutely 
necessary 
for nearly 
everyone who 
succeeded. 
It was rarely 
sufficient 
except in 
combination 
with other 
factors

4. Institutional 
support/ 
Flexibility 
— provide 
second/ third/ 
fourth chances

Helpful for 
late bloomers

This is already 
largely 
provided in 
the case of ITE

– Flexible 
majors

– Multiple 
‘second 
chances’
 
– Paths to 
‘work up’ to 
desired major

NT has become 
more flexible 
over time 

Very few 
respondents 
knew about 
ITE career 
counselling

The only students 
who didn’t 
appreciate ITE 
were those with 
mismatched 
majors

Either allow 
flexibility or a 
clear path to 
progression to 
desired major

Type of 
institutional 
support 
depends 
on whether 
student is a 
Hands-on-
Learner or Late 
Bloomer — 
need different 
kinds of 
support
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Interventions:
Drivers of 
Success

Sources Where it was 
NOT found… 

Pitfalls:
Factors that 
can Impede 
Interventions

Potential 
Intervention

5. Trauma/
wake-up calls

Major loss, 
illness of 
relatives or 
life setbacks 
helped some 
respondents 
mature/get 
more serious 
about their 
lives 

Cannot be 
forced

None had a 
‘tough love’ 
situation — 
wake-up calls 
were organic

More often than 
not, these created 
vicious cycles/were 
major setbacks

Most of the 
time, the 
respondents 
were on their 
own to manage 
their wake-up 
call

Supportive 
parents, friends 
helped greatly

Part III: Final Thoughts on… 
  
Race in Singapore

While our interview instrument was not specifically designed to capture or 
explore data on racism in great depth, many of the responses we recorded 
certainly contained tales of perceived racism — a prejudice that was keenly 
felt by a number of our respondents. For some, this manifested itself in the 
form of a direct experience: the racism experienced by one interviewee 
during his internship; the racism faced by another during her job hunt; the 
possible racism in the classroom that a third experienced; or the racism a 
fourth felt in being looked down upon by Chinese Express stream students. 
For many others, we could trace the effects of internalised racism, either on 
the part of co-ethnic teachers whose disparaging remarks carried particularly 
hurtful weight because their assessments as co-ethnics were assumed to 
be more valid, or on the part of the interviewees themselves. The latter 
dissociated themselves from their co-ethnic peers in a bid to better their 
own educational outcomes or otherwise distance themselves from the very 
stereotypes that they themselves were then enacting by means of that very 
dissociation. 

While most respondents did not explicitly state that racism had led to poorer 
post-Normal (Technical) outcomes (with the exception of one whose poor 
internship grade diminished his chances of placement in a polytechnic), it 
is inevitable that pervasive stereotypes can shape perceptions both in the 
classroom and later in the workplace, ultimately resulting in dreams being 
deferred.

It does not help that Malays are overrepresented in the Normal (Technical) 
stream, a status which could potentially convey its own educational 
stigma to them, seeming to validate (and thus to help perpetuate) the 
Malay stereotype. Reforms may to some extent mitigate the prevalence 
of such stereotypes. The segregation of students within the school 
environment based on current streaming practices has had the effect of 
almost ghettoising lower performing students, leading to their feeling of 
being further stigmatised. With the reforms that come with Subject-Based 
Banding (SBB), there may be more intermingling of students, judging by 
the analogy provided by Minister Ong10: “…from three education streams 
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[Express, Normal (Academic), and Normal (Technical)], we will now have 
one secondary education, many subject bands. We will no longer have 
fishes swimming down three separate streams, but one broad river, with 
each fish negotiating its own journey.” 

It is premature at this juncture to say how SBB will pan out in practice, as 
academics have already noted challenges such as timetabling issues that 
primary schools face in implementing SBB. The challenges in implementing 
SBB in secondary schools may in fact result in weaker students being 
lumped together again, thus replicating the effects of the Normal (Technical) 
stream. However, assuming that the vision Minister Ong has outlined turns 
out well in practice, then there will be improvements in terms of students’ 
ability to network across ability levels, and less acting out of their perceived 
labels. For example, although SBB has G1s, G2s and G3s, a typical student 
may have at least one or two G2s or G3s to mitigate the effects of G1, the 
lowest ability level. This is in contrast with Normal (Technical), which acts as 
a single overriding label. 

Much of the perpetuation of the stereotype about Malays being lazy, 
unmotivated, or lacking aspiration happens beyond the classroom, playing 
out in structural issues like the CMIO (Chinese, Malay, Indian, Others) 
classification, in remarks made by leaders, in the Malay community’s 
elites dissociating themselves from the community or in their trying to act 
as its saviours. So, while reforms within the school system are very much 
welcomed and may lead to at least marginal improvement in the problem of 
inequity in education, the larger forces underpinning the Malay stereotype 
also matter in the school context and will continue to have a bearing on 
how Malays are perceived in the classroom. 

Still, our interviews have repeatedly demonstrated the difference that 
teachers themselves can make, for good or bad, in retarding or encouraging 
the aspirations of students in their care. One further intervention that could 
help to guard students against the effects of the Malay stereotype and help 
inoculate the classroom against structural and societal forces of prejudice that 
could enter from outside the schools, would be to assist teachers in rooting 
out such prejudice. Programmes and trainings could be made available 
for teachers on how to objectively see the issues faced by their students, 
and how to guard against their own views being tainted by stereotypes 

about the Malays. In addition, given how many of our interviewees cited 
helpful interventions by teachers as being instrumental in their educational 
success, it would be interesting to survey teachers about what resources 
would support them in making more such interventions possible.

… Streaming policy

Our interviews showed that there are different types of students — the Late 
Bloomers, the Hands-on-Learners, and the Underperformers (e.g. due to 
trauma), to name a few — who ended up dissatisfied with what the Normal 
(Technical) stream had to offer them. There were also interviewees who had 
not expected to enter the Normal (Technical) stream, believing that they 
could get at least into the Normal (Academic) stream. There is no evidence 
to suggest that these students are “not academically inclined”, despite what 
is usually imputed to them due to their presence in the Normal (Technical) 
stream. They ended up disappointed and demotivated.

Streaming appears not to have a built-in mechanism to discern the different 
typologies of students. It has the effect of lumping them into a single broad 
category — Normal (Technical) — and restricting them to educational 
pathways that are virtually cut out for them, as if this “one-size-fits-all” 
approach really fits all these very different kinds of students. They have few 
pathways out of their situation; the switch from Normal (Technical) to Normal 
(Academic), based on our interviewees’ testimonies, was by no means easy, 
as many ended up returning to Normal (Technical). 

Notably, many of our interviewees actually managed to perform better when 
their issues were addressed — some found a role model, some had teachers 
whose teaching approach they could relate to, others had a wake-up call or 
found their calling. 

Considering the different typologies, the streaming system appears to be a 
somewhat disproportionate response to learning issues faced by students. 
The key determinant is a single high-stakes examination — the PSLE. While it 
may be argued that it is an efficient way of sorting out students according to 
abilities, this purported efficiency comes at the expense of important nuance, 
which has led to the dreams of many students being deferred.
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… Education

Streaming has effectively achieved its main objective of reducing dropouts, 
which is certainly a vast improvement over pre-streaming days, when 
there was a high incidence of students leaving school before completing 
secondary education. However, as our study shows, streaming is also 
capable of dragging a diverse lot of students unsatisfactorily through their 
secondary education, culminating in poor post-secondary and employment 
outcomes. 

It points to the need for any future education system to take a step further 
into important life improvements for its beneficiaries, namely to not only 
prevent dropouts but also to make students keen learners. As it is now, 
streaming is rigidly imposed from the top down, even with all the recently 
introduced flexibilities taken into account. This is vividly illustrated by one 
interviewee who had an interest in English literature but was unable to 
engage with the subject as a Normal (Technical) student. Her flair in this 
area was never recognised and instead, she had to take subjects she lacked 
interest in. 

Many of our interviewees had their dreams deferred — some not making it 
to ITE or dropping out of it, others graduating from ITE but not benefiting 
much from the skills they acquired. For example, one student at the time of 
our interview was working as a general worker, despite having graduated 
from ITE with a NITEC in precision machining. He had wanted to pursue 
computer programming but his grades in Normal (Technical) had prevented 
him from doing so. He neither has interest in precision machining nor sees 
a future in it, and his employment future hangs in the balance. Working 
as a general worker is not a significant improvement over what someone 
else who failed to complete 10 years of education might have achieved. 
One wishes for better outcomes for graduates of Singapore’s educational 
system. 

… The future

Since its founding, Singapore has strived to lead the world in specific areas 
— not copying models elsewhere, but looking towards the future with an 
eye on innovation and invention.

In this spirit, we envision a future for Singapore’s education system that 
places as much emphasis on developing motivated, passionate learners 
as it does on students merely completing 10 years of schooling. One that 
helps each child find, pursue, and develop his or her own passion. One 
that prepares children for a life dedicated to contributing their talents and 
determination to meet Singapore’s increasingly complex challenges. 

These observations and recommendations are offered with the earnest 
hope that Singapore will not just be a meritocratic system, but a land where 
dreams are realised for all of our citizens.
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Appendix
As humans, we all form hypotheses based on our experiences, observations, 
or what we hear from leaders and key influencers. Some are conjectures we 
might find to be ill-informed, or even repulsive. However, as academics, 
we cannot afford to dismiss or accept any of these hypotheses at face 
value. Instead, we must review the debate and seek to understand the 
arguments. While we may find inherent flaws in many of the arguments, 
we can nevertheless hold them up to scrutiny based on a methodologically 
rigorous approach, such as the in-depth interviews we have undertaken 
as part of our qualitative study. No single study can purport to do this 
conclusively. However, by strategically focusing on vital segments of this 
issue, we can shed more light on this debate. Our hope is to contribute to 
the efforts of those seeking to solve the problem, and to increase tertiary 
education11 opportunities for all Singaporeans. 

In addition to reviewing the debate, we adopt a novel approach to 
understanding an important piece of the puzzle. We opted to conduct 
in-depth interviews. Although surveys or other devices tend to be quicker, 
and allow for more breadth, they almost without exception lack the depth 
of information that we needed. Because this research project focused on 
testing and understanding underlying causes behind variables, we needed 
to understand more of the story as it relates to important theoretical 
debates. Conducting interviews also allows us to probe into the answers, 
as well as identify and explore a range of issues that we might not have 
otherwise identified. This manner of collecting and analysing hard evidence 
allows us a systematic way of adjudicating these debates. 

If Research Question 1 focuses on the factors through which Malays 
disproportionately “enter” the Normal (Technical) stream, then Research 
Question 2 focuses on what happens after they “exit” that stream. Most 
people might imagine that graduates of the Normal (Technical) stream 
would fare poorly by any measure, especially when compared to graduates 
of other streams. Yet they would also imagine that their fates should 
vary. Indeed, the media contains stories of exceptional students who had 
overcome adversity and succeeded, despite being streamed into the 
Normal (Technical) stream (e.g. H R Tan, 2019). What factors shape the 
extent of success for those who enter the Normal (Technical) stream? 

In this report, we are primarily concerned with the issue of race. We know 
that the Malays are disproportionately represented in the Normal (Technical) 
stream (Albright, 2006). Yet, we do not know to what extent they perform 
better or worse than their counterparts once in that stream, and if the 
outcome differs, why. While we cannot generalise our sample to the overall 
population, we are able to scrutinise our interviews to ask if the factors that 
influenced the outcome are the same for Malays as they are for others. 

Measuring “Outcomes”

As noted above, measuring outcomes is fraught with difficulty. Should 
we adopt society’s measures for success? If so, we also adopt society’s 
prejudices. In Singapore’s case, doctors, lawyers, and business leaders 
are considered to be in prestigious occupations. The PMET (Professionals, 
Managers, Executives, and Technicians) standard continues to dominate.

At the same time, the then-appointment of Ng Chee Meng and Ong Ye 
Kung as joint Ministers of Education, the former focusing on schools and 
the latter on higher education, marked a major change in the education 
system. In a joint message, both men pledged to educators that, as the 
system expands in “scale and complexity”, they would construct additional, 
and better, pathways for Singaporeans to traverse in achieving their dreams 
(Teng, 2015). The opening — less than a decade prior to their appointments 
— of the School of the Arts and the Singapore Sports School underscores 
the commitment to recognise a wider array of abilities and talents, and 
create pathways for them. 

Moreover, the “value” of different types of careers is poorly understood. 
For example, according to a Graduate Employment Survey undertaken 
by Nanyang Technological University (NTU), NUS, Singapore Institute of 
Technology (SIT), SMU, and Singapore University of Technology and Design 
(SUTD), those majoring in the hard sciences had among the lowest gross 
monthly median salaries in 2018 (MOE Graduate Record Survey, 2019). In 
spite of this, the science streams are more popular among JC students. 
These careers largely continue to be considered prestigious, in part because 
they are thought to fetch higher salary.

In the end, we measured outcomes in two ways.
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We initially asked our respondents what they considered to be their dreams, 
and categorised them according to whether they had achieved their dream. 
We discovered that many had never thought about it, or had very vague, 
somewhat unconvincing dreams. There are those who dream big, yet take 
few steps to achieve those dreams. A Malay proverb associated with having 
aspirations but not working towards them is “Angan-Angan Mat Jenin”, or 
AAMJ for short, as will be used in this paper. Others have found that the 
doors to their dreams have been firmly closed. Some, in the snapshot of 
our interviews, are at a crossroads: a position where they have done what 
they can to achieve their dreams, but are waiting for an outcome that is 
largely out of their hands (e.g. they have applied to a particular course 
in the polytechnic, or applied for a job). Still, others have “settled” for 
something other than their dreams and yet, are relatively happy — making 
do despite their dreams being deferred. Finally, some have no dream, but 
still work hard. Those who seemed to be relatively satisfied we labelled 
“worker bees”, while those that are unhappy (and we found no cases of 
this) we were prepared to label as “drones”. We created categories along 
these lines (see Table 40). 

Label Aspiration Work Label

Slacker: The interviewee has no dream and is satisfied 
with not working hard (vs demoralised); this person is 
relatively happy.

No No Making Do

Deferred: The interviewee has a dream, and finds the 
doors to that dream to be closed. The prospect for 
change, while possible, is not clearly in sight.

Yes Yes
Dream 

Realised

AAMJ: The interviewee has a specific dream, and holds 
on to it. The doors to that dream are not closed, but the 
interviewee is taking no specific steps to achieve it.

Yes No
Dream 

Realised

Drone: The interviewee has no dream, is working hard, 
but is unhappy/dissatisfied with career or life trajectory 
(vs worker bee).

No Yes
Dream 

Realised

Demoralised: The interviewee has no specific dream, 
is not working hard, and is unhappy about his/her 
situation (vs slacker); this person is relatively unhappy.

No No
Dream 

Realised

Measure 1: Outcome versus aspiration (if any)

Based on the discussion above, one priority in measuring the outcomes 
of our sample is to base them on interviewees’ own aspirations. Another 
important dimension of this is whether their aspirations were material or non-
material (like “having a happy family”, or “spirituality”, or “motorcycling to 
the Himalayas”). A second dimension would be whether they are making 
significant efforts to improve their lives. We classify these as per Table 40 
below:

TABLE 40: APPROACH TO MEASURING OUTCOMES BASED ON ASPIRATION

Label Aspiration Work Label

Dream Realised: A specifically identified dream is 
already fulfilled.

Yes Yes
Dream 

Realised

On Track: Interviewee is in a degree course or other 
pathway that should normally lead him/her to achieving 
his/her dreams.

Yes Yes
Dream 

Realised

Silver Spoon: Interviewee’s life is substantially in line 
with his/her dreams, but not due to his/her own effort.

Yes No
Dream 

Realised

Crossroads: Interviewee is waiting for a decision — 
such as a pending job application outcome — that 
is substantially out of his/her hands. If the decision is 
positive, the interviewee’s dream will be achieved or 
on track for achievement. If not, their dream will be 
deferred.

Yes Yes Crossroads

Making Do: The interviewee has a dream, which was not 
achieved. However, the interviewee finds whatever the 
person is currently doing to be satisfying.

Yes Yes Making Do

Worker Bee: Dream not yet found; Non-dreamer: 
The interviewee has no specific dream, but is working 
hard and is relatively satisfied with his/her occupation/
trajectory.

No Yes Making Do
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Ultimately, what constitutes a dream is a judgment call. Some interviewees, 
even when pressed, came up with a vague dream (e.g. “a good life”) or 
seemed to make one up on the spot. For a dream to be considered one, 
the interviewee had to talk convincingly about a relatively specific dream. 

Similarly, categorising our respondents was also difficult. The categorisation 
is useful to help generalise and aggregate our respondents’ outcomes. Many 
did not fit comfortably in any category. Some may not describe themselves 
as belonging to that category. However, we resisted the temptation to 
proliferate additional categories. 

As Table 41 suggests, a large proportion of interviewees (43%) were 
satisfied (“fulfilled”) — this proportion did not vary between Malays and 
non-Malays. Indeed, proportions were similar across the broader category. 
We were surprised, however, to find that less than one-quarter of our 
sample were unsatisfied — and a proportionally smaller number of the 
Malays were unsatisfied. This is inconsistent with the commonly held belief 
that the Normal (Technical) stream is a dead end, and that most people 
there end up unhappy. 

We can demonstrate this by translating the outcomes into a rank, 
one to four, with one being “dreams realised” and four being “dreams 
deferred”. Here, we suggest that those who are demonstrably “on track” 
are qualitatively similar to those older respondents who have “realised” 
their dreams. Those who are classified as AAMJ are qualitatively similar to 
those who have had their dreams deferred. This measure is not perfect. For 
instance, the assumption that the distance between those in Level 1 and 2 
is the same as those between Level 3 and 4 is almost certainly false. Given 
this, throughout this report, we will disaggregate the statistics alongside 
average measures of outcomes. While this measure is imperfect, it is close 
enough to allow an analysis of outcome. Either way, it allows us to classify 
our respondents based on their dreams on a scale of 1 (high) to 4 (low). 

TABLE 41: INTERVIEWEES’ OUTCOMES BASED ON DEGREE TO WHICH THEY 
ACHIEVED THEIR DREAMS

Whole Sample Malay

    Realised 7 7% 2 4%

    On Track 37 35% 17 36%

    Silver Spoon 0 0% 0 0%

1. Total: “Fulfilled” 44 42% 19 40%

2. Crossroads 11 10% 5 11%

    Making Do 12 11% 10 21%

    Worker Bee 11 10% 3 6%

    Slacker 2 2% 0 0%

3. Total: “Doing Fine” 25 24% 13 28%

    Deferred 11 10% 2 4%

    Demoralised 10 10% 5 11%

    Drone 0 0% 0 0%

    AAMJ 5 5% 3 6%

4. Total: “Unsatisfied” 26 25% 10 21%
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Based on this, the outcome across races is nearly identical. As can be seen 
in Table 42, little difference separates the average satisfaction of the Malays 
versus that of the average sample.

TABLE 42: AVERAGE OUTCOME OF THE MALAY INTERVIEWEES VERSUS THE ENTIRE 
SAMPLE

Entire Sample Malay

2.31 2.30

Measure 2: Outcome versus society’s standard

On its face, evaluating the interviewees based on their own dreams or 
aspirations, as we do with Measure 1, seems to be the fairest and most 
reasonable way of measuring. After all, isn’t that the purpose of an 
education system — preparing students to achieve their own dreams 
and aspirations? In recent years, leaders have stepped up efforts to get 
society to shift away from traditional measures of success, and to recognise 
broader ones (Heng, 2014). For instance, Education Minister Ong Ye Kung 
in a speech in Parliament, highlighted the need for parents to allow their 
children to pursue their interests. Moreover, if Singapore is serious about 
having multiple lines of success — where an artist or a technician is just as 
valuable in society’s eyes as a doctor or a lawyer, then measuring that level 
of success should be based on what constitutes success in the students’ 
eyes.

However, some might counter that Singaporeans like those we interviewed 
have lower aspirations. After all, many students in the Normal (Technical) 
stream have reported feeling demoralised at the point of classification 
and even before. What if a large number of interviewees are realising their 
dreams only because they have been socialised to think small about their 
own aspirations, to be more “realistic”, and to realise that many careers are 
unattainable? Interviewees could even be unconscious about this — having 
a type of false belief that their aspirations are what they dream about, 
when they are in fact subconsciously afraid to think big. For instance, two 
Singaporean scholars concluded that children from lower-income families, 

could be discouraged from “dreaming big”, simply due to the fact that 
their academic performances tend to be worse than others (Seah and 
Quah, 2018). Does the student who aspires to be a barber truly desire to 
be a barber? If he does, then that’s an acceptable aspiration. But if that 
student is aspiring to be a barber simply because he or she cannot dream 
bigger, then our first measure of success might reflect the inability of our 
interviewees to dream bigger dreams.
 
Thus we developed a second measure — evaluating each of the interviewees 
based on what we believe the general society would find acceptable. 
After all, Singapore’s society remains largely pragmatic. Unconventional 
aspirations like a career in filmmaking are often not regarded by society 
as a wise career choice given the uncertainty of making a living, let alone 
drawing a high income, from it. We evaluated both the aspiration (those 
with no aspirations were labelled “unacceptable”) and the outcome. The 
results are discussed in this paper.
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Comparing the Two Measures of Success

How do these measures compare? Tables 43 and 44 tell the story. First let 
us consider students’ aspirations, as summarised in Table 43. Contrary to 
the commonly held view that Normal (Technical) students think small, about 
half the interviewees who achieved their dreams held aspirations that we 
believe society would find acceptable. On the other hand, many of the 
interviewees (14 of 44) who realised their dreams chose an aspiration of 
which society would not approve of. These include a baker, a Muay Thai 
teacher, a computer repair shop owner, and a subway system mechanic: 
“dream careers” that we believe many in society would consider to be 
reflective of low aspirations. Similarly, most of those with dreams that were 
deferred (12 of the 19 who harboured dreams at all) held aspirations that 
we believe society might not be quick to applaud. While society might 
sympathise with the aspiring forensic pathologist, video editor, or counsellor 
for their unrealised dreams, they would feel less regret on behalf of those 
aiming to be physical education teachers or hospitality workers.

Leaving aspirations aside and instead comparing actual outcomes against 
those which we believe society would judge to be acceptable (see Table 
44), we see that out of the 26 respondents who have been classified as 
having their dreams deferred, not a single one would have had an outcome 
that would have been deemed acceptable by society. The same is not true 
as we move up the measures of success based on the respondent’s dreams. 
Among the 25 who failed to achieve their dreams but are reasonably happy 
anyway (“making do”), 10 are in situations that society would consider 

TABLE 43: EVALUATING THE ASPIRATION OF EACH INTERVIEWEE BASED ON WHAT 
GENERAL SOCIETY MIGHT FIND ACCEPTABLE

Acceptable Unacceptable Unacceptable 
(No dream) Total

Dreams Realised 30 14 0 44

Crossroads 8 2 0 10

Making Do 7 8 10 25

Dreams Deferred 7 12 7 26

Total 52 36 17 105

acceptable. Society would agree that the outcomes of just over half of 
those who realised their dreams (23 of 44) were positive, but they would not 
approve of the outcomes of a substantial number (12 of 44) who believed 
that they had realised their aspirations.

TABLE 44: EVALUATING THE OUTCOME OF EACH INTERVIEWEE BASED ON WHAT 
GENERAL SOCIETY MIGHT FIND ACCEPTABLE

Outcome

Acceptable Unacceptable Too Early 
to Judge Total

Dreams Realised 23 12 9 44

Crossroads 4 5 1 10

Making Do 10 11 4 25

Dreams Deferred 0 24 2 26

Total 37 52 16 105

Conclusions

Our report started out as a query into Singapore’s education system and 
race. It tested a number of hypotheses based on race to explain why more 
Malay students were appearing in the Normal (Technical) stream, and what 
interventions and pathways allowed some to succeed in achieving their 
dreams. Ironically, our conclusions reject most of the race-based hypotheses. 

Because race played relatively modest roles in our understanding of the 
outcomes of the Normal (Technical) stream students that we interviewed, 
few of our recommendations are specific to race. Instead, in accordance 
with our analysis of our interviews, we suggest changes that should help all 
Normal (Technical) stream students, regardless of race.
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Endnotes
1 The term Malay/Muslim has been defined in a number of ways but 
is used primarily to refer to Malays in Singapore, the vast majority of 
whom are Muslims. This report focuses on Malays, and treats other races 
separately, irrespective of religion.

2 Post-secondary (non-tertiary) refers to students attending pre-university 
classes and junior colleges or other post-secondary level courses e.g. 
fifth or sixth year of the Integrated Programme, NITEC, Higher NITEC or 
Master NITEC.

3 Secondary education refers to students attending Secondary One to 
Five or courses of secondary level offered in the vocational, technical and 
commercial education institutions e.g. ITE Skills Certificate Course. 
(This is not NITEC. NITEC comes under post-secondary qualification.)

4 The age group of between 25 and 39 was selected because, considering 
that the Normal (Technical) stream was implemented in 1994, if a student 
was aged 17 then, he would be 38 in 2015, the time GHS was conducted. 
It would also take time before the effects of streaming are felt, hence the 
age of 25 as the lower level. The age breakdown GHS provided is in terms 
of 25 to 29, 30 to 34 and 35 to 39.

5 Refer to the Education Statistics Digest released annually by MOE 
for ethnic breakdown of education performance; and the Censuses of 
Population and GHS for income and occupational distribution by ethnicity.

6 For example, four major ideological orientations may be distinguished 
in Islam (and also in relation to education): (i) the secularist, (ii) the 
traditionalist, (iii) the modernist/liberalist, and (iv) the fundamentalist (Daun 
and Arjmand, 2018). The orientations do influence the level of significance 
attached to secular education vis-à-vis religious education and how it 
varies according to gender.
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7 Muis Academy initiated a discussion themed Religion, Society and 
Public Space in light of what was described as “rising religiosity in an 
increasingly complex world…”. Retrieved from https://www.muis.gov.sg/
muisacademy/Academic-Resources/Research/Religion-and-Society.

8 Repetition of Malays excelling in something when they are interested 
in it (cf. “if you can only give him an interest in the job, he will perform 
prodigies: he will strive, and endure, and be cheerful and courageous with 
the best,” H Alatas (1977), 41-45).

9 Weak English is not the only language-related issue. A small number of 
respondents entered the Normal (Technical) stream after just missing a 
score sufficient for the Normal (Academic) stream because they did poorly 
in Mother Tongue. Two found their circumstances to be unfair: one was 
a Chinese student who had grown up in Cambodia and another was a 
Filipino (later excluded from the sample) who was compelled to test in 
Mandarin.

10 The Straits Times. 2019. No more streaming for students: Full transcript 
of speech by Education Minister Ong Ye Kung. Retrieved: https://www.
straitstimes.com/singapore/education/no-more-streaming-for-students-
full-transcript-of-speech-by-education-minister.

11 Tertiary education here is defined as polytechnic, professional 
qualifications which require at least a polytechnic diploma as a 
prerequisite, and university graduate and post-graduate qualifications.
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