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Early gaps among students
too significant for comfort,
must be closed: Tharman

Groups like Yayasan Mendaki can help address
gaps between Malay/Muslims and their peers

Ng Wei Kai

More work must be done to close
the gap between students with dif-
ferent academic starting points, as
well as the gap between Malay/
Muslims and their peers, said
Senior Minister Tharman Shanmu-
garatnam yesterday.

The Government is working to
address these gaps to even the play-
ing field, but community groups
like Yayasan Mendaki are also cru-
cial in this effort, he told an audi-
ence of more than 200 at the sixth
Mendaki Symposium.

Some of these gaps are too signifi-
cant for comfort, he said, and there
is one between Malay/Muslim stu-
dents and their peers even after ac-

counting for socio-economic sta-
tus, said Mr Tharman, who is Coordi-
nating Minister for Social Policies.

He said: “We have to work a lot
harder to even up the playing field
in the youngest years... The gaps
faced by the Malay community are
not just because Malays are over-
represented in the lower socio-eco-
nomic groups.

“Even within the lower socio-
economic groups, there is a greater
proportion of Malays who start off
weak in school, and remain weak.”

Mr Tharman added: “Every soci-
ety has this problem, where perfor-

mance in school is not just a func-
tion of individual talents and attri-
butes, but also a function of com-
plex, multifaceted and interlinked
social problems. And we have to
work harder to address these prob-
lems in Singapore. Work harder to
make sure that the early disadvan-
tages in life do not replicate them-
selvesand become stubborn disad-
vantages throughoutlife.”

Apart from closing early gaps, Mr
Tharman, who was education min-
ister from 2003 to 2008, also
touched on the need to broaden
Singapore’s meritocracy by blur-

ring the hierarchy of skills, and to
strengthen a sense of togetherness
by increasing social mixing.

There is too sharp a hierarchy be-
tween academic skills and non-aca-
demic skills, and between some
academic skills and other aca-
demic skills, he said.

“We have to blur that hierarchy
of skills, develop respect for differ-
ent skills as we grow up, and in-
deed give everyone a chance to
pick up different skills. That, too,
has to start young and continue
into the working years, so that we
have a workforce and society
where every skill is valued, and ev-
eryjobwell doneisrespected.”

Singapore must also strengthen
its sense of togetherness across dif-
ferent socio-economic and ethnic
groups. The country has avoided
big problems that many other soci-
eties have faced, but has to do even
better in the future, he added.

“It means avoiding social dis-
tances that develop when children
are young and stay through life.
And importantly, to develop that
sense of familiarity, friendship and
solidarity that we must have with
each other as Singaporeans.”

Mr Tharman said one way to do
this is through shared experiences

like co-curricular activities, and
that much is already being done on
a structural level to ensure social
mixing through schemes like full
subject-based banding in schools.
Such a banding, where students
take subjects at a higher or lower
level based on their strengths, will
be in place in secondary schools by
2024. There will be no more sepa-
rate Express, Normal (Academic)
and Normal (Technical) courses,
with students in mixed form classes.
Mendaki also disclosed selected
findings from a three-year study
with the Singapore University of
Social Sciences seeking to identify
the determinants of academic per-
formance among Mendaki Tuition
Scheme (MTS) students. The
study, covering about 12,000 stu-
dents in the MTS scheme from
2018 to 2019, found that academic
performance was strongly corre-
lated with socio-economic status.
Other major factors were stu-
dents’ intrinsic motivation, perfor-
mance in mathematics and partici-
pation in co-curricular activities. It
also found that a strong academic
foundation is important in support-
inglifelonglearning.
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Grades and family finances

A pilot study by Mendaki and the Singapore University of
Social Sciences looking at students in the Mendaki Tuition
Scheme found a strong association between their academic
performance in PSLE and their socio-economic background.

Higher proportion Higher proportion
of high performers’ of low performers’
families families
Main applicant Married Unmarried
(usually a parent)
Household sizes Smaller Larger
Children in the Mendaki
Tuition Scheme within Fewer More
the household
Income distribution Higher Lower
and mean
Housing Non-rental Rental
Size of housing Larger Smaller
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i Researchers at the Singapore Uni-
i versity of Social Sciences (SUSS)
. have found a strong link between
¢ pupils’ socio-economic status and
¢ theiracademic performance.

In 2019, they analysed data from

i 875 Primary 6 pupils enrolled in
: Malay/Muslim self-help group
i Yayasan Mendaki’s tuition scheme
¢ and used cluster analysis to group
¢ the pupils into two blocs.

Cluster analysis is a process

¢ which groups subjects with similar
i traits and characteristics together
: toform “clusters”.

The researchers found that the

¢ pupils fell into two clusters, with
¢ pupils in the first having better
¢ PSLE scores, and pupils in the sec-
: ond doing worse.

Pupils in the first group also

: tended to be of a relatively higher

socio-economic status, while
those with indicators related to
having a lower socio-economic
platform tended to perform worse.

Some of the indicators of socio-
economic status that the re-
searchers used were the type of res-
idence, whether or not the pupil
lived in a rental block, and the
household’s per person income.

An extension of this pilot study
was conducted three years later,
also by SUSS, looking at 2,541 pri-
mary-level pupils.

The pupils fell into three clus-
ters, whose characteristics fol-
lowed those identified in the first
study.

Pupils in the first cluster had a
higher household per capita in-
come, a lower rate of living in
rental housing and a smaller house-

hold size. Theyalso did better in lit-
eracy and numeracy.

Pupils in the second cluster were
in the middle in terms of socio-eco-
nomic status and were also in the
middle in terms of academic per-
formance, while those in the third
cluster skewed towards a lower so-
cio-economic status and had the
worstgrades.

Researchers said this study pro-
vides increasing evidence of the
link between lower socio-eco-
nomic status and lower academic
achievement.

The paper said: “The findings of
this study indicate clearly that the
issue of the Malay community’s un-
derperformance goes beyond
school support, with social and in-
come inequalities affecting aca-
demic outcomes.”
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PSLE scores linked to socio-economic status: Study

Associate Professor Sylvia
Chong, who was the principal in-
vestigator in both studies, said
they provide a baseline for future
research.

She said: “A longitudinal study -
which looks at the same variables
over a longer period of time -
would be very useful for Mendaki,
moving forward.”

Senior Minister of State for Man-
power and Defence Zaqy Mo-
hamad, who is deputy chairman of
Mendaki, said the findings would
help Mendaki make data-driven
andinformed decisions.

He said: “We have better capabili-
ties now to use data to run our pro-
grammes, launch new pro-
grammes, and fill up the gaps of
how we can help the community.”
Ng Wei Kai





