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Do students' perceptions of school 
change over time? 

Tan Wee Kiat & Esther Tan 

Introduction 

In Singapore, children move from primary school to secondary school 

after the Prir:nary School Leaving Examinations (PSLE). On the basis of 

the PSLE results, the children are streamed into the 'Express', 'Normal 

Academic' and 'Normal Technical ' courses. The top 50% cohort of these 

students are categorised as 'Express' students and are expected to com

plete the secondary school education in four years while the 'Normal' 

students may take five years to do so. Whether in the Express or Nor

mal course, school and schoolwork take up a big part of the student's 

time and life. How they perceive their school and schoolwork is there

fore of great interest to educators, parents and the public. 

In a study on the risk-taking behaviour of 5149 Singapore students aged 

12 to 19 conducted in 1994, two foreign researchers, Ball & Moselle, 

remarked : "Youth culture revolves, for the most part, around school and 

school-related activities. If one overhears teenagers huddled together 

in shadowy alcoves or at the back of the bus, it is not uncommon to find 

that the topic of conversation is schoolwork, teachers and grades". In 

another survey on the state of youth in Singapore conducted by Yeo & 

Chow in mid-1997 on a representative sample of 600 youths aged be

tween 15-29 years of age, 'schoolwork' was listed as a major concern 

by 25.3% of the sample. No doubt if we looked at the youth in this sample 

who are students in secondary schools , the percentage listing school

work as a major concern would be much higher. 

The present study tries to track the kinds of impressions that Singapore 

students have of themselves and their school as they proceed through 

the secondary school years. The questions that are of particular interest 

in thislongitudinal study are the following. 

What is the pattern of student perceptions, over time, of 

(a) school (b) teachers (c) peers (d) schoolwork? 

Do students in the different courses differ in their perceptions of school? 

Do girls and boys differ in their perceptions of school? 
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The Sample 

The sample comprised 250 students from four schools. The 250 stu

dents participated in the study for four years from Secondary One to 

Secondary Four. In the sample there were more girls than boys (54% 

compared to 46%) . The Express course students made up 57.6% of the 

sample while the Normal (Academic) and Normal (Technical) students 

formed 30.0% and 12.4% respectively. 

Data collection 

Questionnaires were administered to t~e students every year. The first 

data collection was conducted in 1995 when the students were in Sec

ondary One. They were followed up for four years until 1998 when they 

were in Secondary Four. A number of students who participated in the 

survey in Secondary One did not participate in the later years. The 250 

students in the sample are those with complete data from Secondary 

One to Secondary Four. 

Instrumentation 

In this study the students' perceptions are based on data gathered from 

four questionnaires. The questionnaires contain items asking for re

sponses with regard to: 

(a) You and Your School (14 items) 

Example: I am proud of this school. 

(b) You and Your Teachers (15 items) 

Example: My teachers care for me. 

(c) You and Your Classmates (16 items) 

Example: My classmates encourage me to work hard. 

(d) You and Your Schoolwork (14 items) 

Example: I am confident of obtaining good results in my 

tests/exam. 

The items in the questionnaires were constructed with the help and ad

vice of lecturers from the National Institute of Education and the school 

principals. Each item in the questionnaire contained a 4-point response 

choice. A response of 'Strongly Disagree' was scored as 1 point while 

'Strongly Agree' would be given the maximum score of 4 points. An av

erage score of'2.5 and above may be regarded as a positive score. 
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What are the students' perception of their school? 

The data (Table 1) shows that the adolescents in the sample seemed to 

be quite positive in their perception of school as they generally obtained 

mean scores above 2.50 . All the students seemed to be very positive 

about school when in Secondary One, especially the girls i~ the Ex

press course. 

As expected, the picture was most positive when they were in Second

ary One but declined slightly as the boys and girls grew older and moved 

up the levels to Secondary Four. Probably the transition from primary 

school to S~:condary One made them feel "grown up" and " important". · 
>' 

They were less enchanted with their school as they moved up the levels 

although the overall picture was still a positive one. At Secondary Four, 

the male students in the Express course and the female students in the 

Normal (Academic) course had the least-positive perceptions of school. 

It may be conjectured that for the Express male students, they feel the 

pressure of school expectations in doing well in the 0-Level examina

tions while the Normal course girls, at 16 years of age, are finding school 

regulations restrictive of their freedom and enjoyment. 

Table 1 : Perceptions of School 

Level Course Male · Female Average 
~ 

Sec 1 Express 3.09 3.22 3.16 

N.Acad 3.24 3.03 3.14 

N.Tech 3.15 3.14 3.15 

Average 3.15 3.15 3.15 

Sec 2 Express 2.98 
' 

2.91 2.94 

N. Acad 2.90 2.97 2.94 

N. Tech 3.03 2.82 2.92 

Average 2.96 2.92 2.94 

Sec 3 Express 2.83 2.99 2.91 1 

N.Acad 3.03 2.84 2.94 

N. Tech 2.88 2.84 2.86 

Average 2.90 2.93 2.91 

Sec4 Express 2.79 2.99 2.89 

N.Acad 3.03 2.76 2.89 

N. Tech 2.87 2.89 2.88 

Average 2.89 2.91 2.89 
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What are the students' perceptions of their teachers? 

With regard to perception of the teacher-student relationship, the major

ity of the students in the sample were positive in that regardless of age 

or gender, they all scored a mean that was above 2.50 (Table 2). That 

the students' perceptions of teachers were markedly higher in Second

ary One may perhaps be due to the fact that teachers are aware of the 

drastic change in curriculum from primary to secondary school and make 

extra effort to help the students to cope with this change. 

However, the students appeared to be more critical of their teachers as 

they grew older as there was a gradual drop of the mean scores across 

the age groups. This decrease in mea~·scores was observed with both 

gender groups which means both boys and girls alike, became more 

critical of their teachers as they grew older although the overall picture 

remained positive. That children become less impressE?d by adults 

(whether they be teachers or parents) is not unusual as the children 

develop greater competency and, hence, less dependency on adults. 

The girls in the Normal (Academic) and Normal (Technical) courses had 

the least-positive perception of teachers when in Secondary 3 while 

Express-course boys experie.nced this least-positive perception in Sec

ondary Four. If time had permitted, a sub-study to find out the reasons 

for this dip in perception for these sub-groups at these particular ages 

would have been illuminating. 

Table 2: Perceptions of Teacher-Student Relationship 

.. 

Level Course Male Female Average 

Sec 1, Express 3.07 3.12 3.10 

N.Acad 3.12 2.81 2.96 

N.Tech 3.00 2.95 2.98 

Average 3.07 3.00 3.04 

Sec2 Express 2.84 2.85 2.84 

N.Acad 2.89 2.84 2.87 

N. Tech 2.72 2.88 2.80 

Average 2.84 2.85 2.85 

Sec 3 
I 

Express 2.92 2.90 2.91 
' 

N.Acad 2.93 2.65 2.79 

N. Tech 2.91 2.66 2.78 

Average 2.92 2.79 2.86 

Sec4 
; 

Express 2.70 2.80 2.75 
' 

N.Acad 2.98 2.75 2.86 

N. Tech 2.84 2.84 2.84 

Average 2.80 2.79 2.80 
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What are the students' perceptions of their classmates? 

Students, like all human beings, need to feel accepted and appreciated 

by their peers. The sense of belonging and class membership are im

portant indicators of school adjustment. As the schools in this study are 

co-educational , the student needs to feel accepted and appreciated by 

their peers of both sexes. In this study, all the means are above 2.50 

indicating that the perceptions of peer relationships were generally posi~ 

tive (Table 3) . 

In Secondary One, the students from the Express Course and Normal 

(Academic) cou~~e enjoyed more positive peer relationships than their 

counterparts in the Normal (Technical) course. The Normal (Technical) 

students are the ones who performed the most poorly in the Primary 

School Leaving Examinations (PSLE) . That this affected negatively their 

views of themselves, making it haraer to accept and appreciate their 

peers, may be conjectured. This would not, however, explain why their 

perceptions of their classmates were again lower when they were in 

Secondary Three. Knowing that such less-positive perceptions of peers 

may occur, perhaps extra 'team-building' activities could be carried out 

to bolster relationships and perceptions at Secondary One and Second

ary Three levels for the Normal (Technical) students. 

Table 3: Perceptions of Classmates 

Sec 1 Express 2.92 3.06 2.99 

N.Acad 3.00 2.92 2.96 

N.Tech 2.75 2.74 2.74 

Average 2.93 2.97 2.95 

Sec 2 Express 2.83 2.81 2.82 

N. Acad 2.80 2.81 2.81 

N. Tech 2.89 2.84 2.86 

Average 2.83 2.81 2.82 

Sec 3 Express 2.94 
' 

2.87 2.91 

N. Acad 2.98 2.79 2.87 

N. Tech 2.79 2.73 2.76 

Average 2.94 2.83 2.88 

Sec 4 Express 2.91 2.95 2.93 

N.Acad 2.97 2.85 2.90 

N. Tech 3.02 2.85 2.93 

Average 2.94 2.90 2.92 
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What are the students' perceptions of schoolwork? 

With regard to perceptions of schoolwork, there seemed to be no gen

der differences in that both boys and girls shared similar views of their 

perceptions of ability to handle the schoolwork. The data (Table 4) shows 

that in Secondary One, all the students were generally positive about 

their ability to do the schoolwork. In Secondary Two, the Normal course 

students, both boys and girls, appeared to find substantial difficulty in 

coping with their curriculum load. The confidence of the Normal (Aca

demic) students dropped, between Secondary One and Secondary Two, 

from 3.09 to 2.72 . For the Express students, their level of confidence in 

coping dropped rather sharply from 2.8:? in Secondary 2 to 2.67 in Sec

ondary 3. 

At the Secondary Four level , it is the Express students who have the 

least favourable perception of their ability to cope with the schoolwork. 

... This is somewhat unusual as the Express students are the most aca

demically-able, compared to the Normal (Academic) and Normal (Tech

nical) , students. While the curriculum expectations for the Express course 

are more demanding than for the Normal courses, it is still a bit surpris

ing to find that Express students feel the pressure much more. One may 

conjecture that the Express students have much higher expectations of 

doing well in their schoolwork (and , hence, in their tests and examina

tions) especially at Secondary Four when the qualifying examinations 

for the next level of education (junior colleges and polytechnic) are held. 

Consequently, they may feel relatively more anxious at this stage. There 

seemed to be no gender differences in that both boys and girls shared 

similar views in their perceptions of their ability to handle the school

work. 



Table 4: Perceptions of School Work 

Level Course Male Female Average 

Sec 1 
! 

Express 2.91 2.89 2.90 ,;i. ., 

N. Acad 3.11 3.07 3.09 

N.Tech 2.87 2.95 2.91 

Average 2.97 2.96 2.96 

Sec2 Express 2.86 
~ 

2.88 
>,; 

2.87 
~ 

" '"'· 

N.Acad 2.71 2.73 2.72 

N. Tech 2.74 2.77 2.76 

.... Average 2.80 2.82 2.81 
,. 

Sec3 Express 2.68 2.66 2.67 . '· 
,,,,: 

N.Acad 2.82 2.72 2.77 

N. Tech 2'.62 2.74 2.68 

Average 2.72 2.69 2.70 

Sec4 ., Express 2.64 . 2.66 .. ~ 2.65. r •' 

N.Acad 2.81 2.75 2.78 

N. Tech 2.91 2.82 2.86 

Average 2.72 . 2.70 2.71 

Summary 

The data from the different questionnaires indicate that the students in 

this sample of 250 students generally have positive perceptions of their 

school and enjoy being in school. No doubt much of this positive per

ception is due to their teachers and principals who care for them. 

The students are also generally positive about their peers. As the stu

dents in secondary schools are at a very impressionable age, it is impor

tant to ensure that their peer influence is a good one. Activities that help 

the students to accept and appreciate their classmates, and build team

spirit and teamwork, need to be maintained all through the school years. 

With regard to schoolwork, which occupies so much of a student's life, 

the students feel that the going gets tougher as they move from Sec

ondary One to Secondary Four. Here, surprisingly, the more academi

cally-able Express students feel the pressure harder than their Normal 

course counterparts. This is perhaps due to the higher expectations that 

Express students have for their academic future. 

In conclusion, it may be said that the majority of the 250 students who 

participated in this four-year longitudinal study generally liked their school, 
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related to their teachers and classmates positively and were able to 

cope with their schoolwork sufficiently well. 
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