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Abstract: This paper reports some findings from an NIE research project: 
A study of children in transition from pre to primary school: cognitive, 
language, and socio-emotional adjustments. The longitudinal study 
focuses on children’s transition to primary one. It is noted that although 
attempts are made by selected pre-schools to ease the entry to primary 
school by preparing children and their parents to bridge the gap, many find 
the differences they encounter daunting. Expectations of primary schools 
are high, and parents are anxious about preparation. Furthermore, many 
studies have highlighted the strong support networks which Asian parents 
provide for their children and the implications for later learning in school, 
especially in mathematics.  
 
This paper will identify the nature of this support for numeracy 
development as far as a group of parents in Singapore is concerned. It will 
be evident that Singaporean parents invest much time and effort in 
preparing children for primary school. They see this as essential for 
accessing entry to a meritocratic education system geared towards raising 
global economic competitiveness through an ability-driven curriculum. 
They are resourceful and competitive in securing a sure start in pre-school, 
where parental involvement is not always encouraged (Sharpe 1991). 
Hence, Singaporean parents’ numeracy support strategies are compared 
with those reported by parents in the USA but with a different kind of 
agenda for their children, resulting in an “east meets west parental 
involvement model” for early numeracy development. 
 

Introduction  
The importance of home support for children’s learning in pre-school in Singapore is 
well recognised (Sharpe 1997, Quah 1999). Given international comparisons, which 
reveal the superiority of Singaporean children’s achievements in mathematics in the 
primary grades (Harris et al. 1997), the nature of this parental support in terms of 
children’s early numeracy development is investigated.  
 

Background to the Study 
Children enter pre-school with very varied experiences and the impact of these 
experiences has been shown to be crucial for adjustment to the more formal demands of 
primary school (Parr et al. 1993). Parents’ income and educational level, described in 
terms of a middle class, have been shown to be positively linked to school success 
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(Martini 1995). Such parents have at their disposal sets of beliefs and parenting practices 
which reflect their cultural capital, which includes their own educational resources, their 
knowledge of the education system, the values they attach to education, and generally 
their capacity to construct an educationally supportive home environment (Bourdieu 
1997). This predisposes them to make connections and social networks outside of the 
home and use these contacts to access resources especially information about schooling. 
This is termed their social capital (Coleman 1997). It is known that children from such  
middle class families have an advantage over their low-income peers. How, though, do 
children from middle to lower income families fair when there is a high level of social 
capital? Part of the study presented here addresses this in terms of what they actually do. 
These are the strategies parents use to support their children’s mathematics learning in 
school. 
 
A number of studies have investigated parental support for mathematics learning. For 
example, it has been shown that provision for children to use numbers and learn about 
number concepts directly during everyday experiences in the home, is more effective for 
children’s later learning and adjustment, than the provision of ad hoc experiences where 
mathematical understanding may or may not emerge (Young – Loveridge 1989). Other 
studies have shown that the systematic involvement of parents in children’s learning of 
mathematics leads to improvements in, and attitudes towards mathematics (Morgan & 
Merttens 1995). When parents, notably mothers, engaged in mathematical talk during 
interactions at play with mathematical materials, they gave clear messages to their 
children about strategies to use in order to complete activities or solve mathematical 
problems (Anderson 1997). However, whilst a number of such studies have included 
references to parents’ income and educational level as significant to children’s 
mathematical achievements, few have considered in addition, ethnicity and parents’ 
expectations for their children.  
 
Crystal and Stevenson (1991) compared mothers’ expectations of their children’s 
performance in school mathematics and the nature of their support for children reported 
to have difficulties with mathematics. They found that American mothers compared to 
Chinese and Japanese mothers, were less critical of their children’s performances and 
were unaware of any difficulties, which confounded any parental support.  
 
These studies suggest that for parental support for children’s mathematical learning to be 
effective, it must include opportunities for children to engage in purposeful mathematical 
activities, positive attitudes with systematic and consistent involvement, with talk and 
interaction between parent and child. Additionally, the support would need to be 
consistent and include compassion and sensitivity to children’s needs when difficulties 
arise. 

 
Given these findings, the study reported here attempts to consider firstly, the key features 
of parental support for mathematics learning common to a selection of parents of young 
children in Singapore and USA, and secondly, to consider any differences and to account 
for these.  
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Method 
Sample 
A total of 38 respondents to a questionnaire survey comprised 23 mother, 5 fathers, and 
10 mothers and fathers. These were parents of 38 primary one children in Singapore 
between the ages of 6+ to 7+ years, all of whom had shown marked progress in 
mathematics whilst involved in an earlier study into numeracy development whilst in 
Kindergarten.  
 
Table 1 
Parents’ Educational Level expressed in percentages (Raw figures in brackets N=38) 

Education level Mother Father 
Primary 10.5 (4) 13.2 (5) 

Secondary 18.4 (7) 18.4 (7) 
“O” level 44.7 (17) 34.2 (13) 
“A” level 7.9 (3) 2.6 (1) 
Diploma 5.3 (2) 26.3 (10) 
Higher 13.2 (5) 5.3 (2) 

 
Table 2 
Parents’ Combined Income expressed in percentages (Raw figures in brackets N=38) 

Combined income Frequency 
<S$2,500 28.9 (11) 

S$2,500 – S$3,500 21.1 (8) 
S$3,500 – S$5,000 15.8 (6) 
S$5,000 – S$6,000 7.9 (3) 
S$6,000 – S$8,000 13.2 (5) 

>S$8,000 13.2 (5) 
 

The majority of the parents had received education up to the end of secondary school 
with only a minority being educated beyond this level (Table 1).  
 
The parents’ joint income was mostly below S$5,000 with a minority earning beyond this 
level (Table 2).  
 
The Questionnaire Survey 
In order to establish the key features of parental support for young children’s 
mathematics learning, the items for the questionnaire, arranged according to a Likert 
scale, were selected from findings of studies into the benefits of home support, especially 
for mathematics. 
 
Such studies have identified mathematical experiences in the home which may have 
directly supported numeracy development (Young – Loveridge 1989), and tasks and 
materials previously shown to elicit sharing and talk about mathematics (Anderson 1997). 
Questions relating to how parents generally become involved in their children’s learning 
and development in the home and in games and pastimes, were also included (Martini 
1995, Sharpe 1997). Questions relating to types of parental assistance were adapted from 



 660  
 

the findings of Crystal and Stevenson (1991). These researchers identified two types of 
assistance: direct help with a task, or indirectly by seeking help or advice elsewhere. 
Finally, given the significance for parental involvement of findings from a previous study 
(Sharpe 1997), questions relating to Singaporean parents’ expectations of their children in 
school were also included. 
 
An Analysis of Questionnaire Responses 
The questionnaire items in the form of statements were grouped according to 5 
categories. Each category was chosen to reflect the main types of parental support shown 
to be conducive to children’s progress in school, especially for mathematics. Respondents 
were asked to indicate their agreement or otherwise of each statement by ticking boxes 
according to the following rating categories: always (5), sometimes (4), not sure (3), 
rarely (2), never (1). The categories comprised: provision for mathematical experiences 
in the home, parent-child interactions, involvement in games, pastimes and home-based 
activities, parents’ expectations of their children, and, parental support for their children’s 
mathematics learning.  
 
The following tables show the parents’ responses to questions phrased within these 
categories. 
 
Table 3 
Provision of Mathematical Experiences in the Home (N = 38) 

Statements Always 
in  % 

Sometimes 
in % 

Mean 
Rating 

SD 

Strong agreement statements     
1. Help to understand values of money coins & notes 47.7 52.6 4.6 0.51 
2. When it comes to knowing/telling the time our child  

can: 
• Look & say the time i.e. “it’s four o’ clock” 
• Look & say the time for routines such as bedtime 
• Answer correctly when asked the time 

 
76.5 
55.3 
42.1 

 
13.2 
26.3 
47.4 

 
4.7 
4.4 
4.3 

 
0.74 
0.93 
0.94 

3. Involve our child in marketing/grocery shopping 42.1 50.0 4.3 0.80 
4. We encourage our child to notice/estimate things as 

we comment on: 
• The heavy rain 
• How long it takes to do certain things 
• How many birthday candles we need 
• How expensive things are 

 
44.7 
26.3 
44.7 
55.3 

 
42.1 
47.4 
39.5 
34.2 

 
4.4 
4.0 
4.3 
4.4 

 
0.71 
0.62 
0.80 
0.95 

5. Our child is given pocket money & knows it’s value 76.3 15.8 4.7 0.81 
6. Our child likes to count the days to h/her birthday 50 36.8 4.3 0.98 
7. Our child knows how to use numbers to make 

telephone calls 
94.7 5.3 4.9 0.23 

8. We choose toys/games/books to match our child’s 
age 

50 44.7 4.5 0.56 
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Table 3 identifies the statements relating to mathematical activities, which were most 
frequently encouraged by parents. The responses to these statements indicate that most of 
the children have experiences in using mathematics meaningfully in everyday activities. 
In addition, a number of other statements received support. These related to computer 
games and items requiring more complex skills such as telling the time using minutes 
past the hour, knowing how heavy, how many, how big, and enough. Interestingly, it is 
noted that the categories “rarely” and “never” were hardly used for this group of 
questionnaire items. These findings seem to suggest that parents frequently involve their 
children in mathematical activities of the types indicated by the statements.  
 
Table 4a 
Support for Children’s Progress in Mathematics (N = 38) 

Statements Always 
in % 

Sometimes 
in % 

Mean 
Rating 

SD 

1. Explain any new meanings of 
words/events/experiences 

65.8 28.9 4.6 0.64 

2. When new ideas are introduced we explain so h/she 
understands 

60.5 31.6 4.5 0.80 

3. We encourage our child to complete homework on 
time 

100 0 5 0 

4. If our child has problems we help at home 78.9 13.2 4.9 0.32 
5. I/We (mother) help our child in mathematics by: 
• Monitoring homework 
• Working with our child on workbooks 
• Explaining to h/her 
• Doing the work with h/her 
• Learning along with h/her 

 
78.9 
50 

71.1 
31.6 
47.4 

 
15.8 
42.1 
23.7 
52.6 
39.5 

 
4.8 
4.5 
4.7 
4.1 
4.4 

 
0.38 
0.65 
0.63 
0.91 
0.88 

 
The responses indicated in Table 4a, show strong support for children’s mathematics 
learning in the form of explaining and helping with difficult topics. More specifically 
parents, mostly mothers, work and learn the material given by the school, along with the 
child. They are keen to monitor homework too.  
 
In Table 4b, parents’ negative responses to some of the statements are revealed and 
reinforce earlier views. For example, they don’t expect their children to cope 
independently when they have problems with mathematics and they would never do their 
children’s work for them. When their children have problems with mathematics, most of 
the parents do not hire tutors nor enrol their children in special programmes. 
Furthermore, a quarter of the parents would not ask the teacher for help and the majority 
would not seek advice from the school. Most parents would not seek advice from family 
or friends nor would they leave their child to cope alone. Fortunately, it appears that most 
of the children do not have problems with calculations and enjoy mathematics in school. 
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Table 4b 
Support for Children’s Progress in Mathematics (N=38) 

Statements Rarely 
in % 

Never 
in % 

Mean 
Rating 

SD 

1. Problems with maths we expect him to cope 
independently 

26.3 28.9 2.6 1.38 

2. Some of the problems our child has with maths are: 
• Problems with calculations 
• H/she does not enjoy mathematics 

 
26.3 
21.1 

 
21.1 
47.4 

 
2.6 
1.9 

 
1.29 
1.26 

3. If our child has problems we: 
• Hire a tutor 
• Enrol h/her in a special programme 
• Expect his teacher to help 

 
0 

10.3 
10.5 

 
57.9 
47.4 
15.8 

 
2.2 
2.1 
3.4 

 
1.74 
1.46 
1.39 

4. We help our child with mathematics by: 
• Doing the work for h/her 
• Asking other family members for advice 
• Asking friends or acquaintances for advice 
• Seeking advice from the school 
• We leave h/her to cope 

 
0 

18.4 
15.8 
26.3 
26.3 

 
73.7 
34.2 
36.8 
31.6 
39.5 

 
1.3 
2.5 
2.5 
2.3 
2.1 

 
0.87 
1.50 
1.50 
1.34 
1.35 

 
Table 5 
Parent–child Interactions (N=38) 

Statements Always 
in % 

Sometimes 
in % 

Mean 
Rating 

SD 

1. We treat our child as a competent conversation 
partner 

39.5 44.7 4.1 0.93 

2. We are keen to talk and hear about our child’s day at 
school 

86.8 13.2 4.9 0.30 

3. Our child shows great interest in what we talk about 
with h/her 

73.7 23.7 4.7 0.62 

4. We talk with our child even when we are pre-
occupied  

28.9 52.6 4.0 0.98 

 
Parental involvement in the form of parent – child interactions is very evident in Table 5, 
with a large number of parents realising the benefits of sharing information and listening 
to their children. All of the other items, including special times for talk and exchanging 
news were well rated, with no parents choosing the “never” column. 
 
Whilst Table 6 shows some support for putting toys away, games of snakes and ladders, 
and involvement in sporting activities, there was little support for activities such as 
washing dishes, cleaning a bicycle, and other board games.  
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Table 6 
Involvement in Games and Pastimes and Home-based Activities (N=38) 

Statements Always 
in % 

Sometimes 
in % 

Mean 
Rating 

SD 

We encourage our child to help with household chores 
such as 
keeping/tidying away toys 

 
60.5 

 
31.6 

 
4.6 

 
0.8 

We involve our child in games & pastimes such as: 
Snakes & ladders 
Sporting activities 

 
23.7 
36.8 

 
63.2 
36.8 

 
4.0 
4.1 

 
1 
1 

 
Table 7 
Parents’ Expectations of Their Children 

Statements Always 
in % 

Sometimes 
in % 

Mean 
Rating 

SD 

If homework gets tough we are sympathetic 42.1 52.6 4.3 0.92 
We are anxious about our child’s performance in 
primary one 

47.4 39.5 4.1 1.13 

We expect our child to know or to learn new things 
straight away 

13.2 65.8 3.7 1.16 

We punish/scold our child when not up to expectations 10.5 55.3 3.4 1.29 
  
This table appears to indicate that whilst parents are sympathetic about difficult home 
work, quite a sizeable number do expect their children to learn things straight away and 
scold them when not up to expectations. Furthermore, a large percentage of parents are 
worried about the performance of their children in primary one. 
 

Conclusions 
The results of the survey questionnaire indicate the strong support given to their 
children’s mathematical development by a sample of lower to middle income parents in 
Singapore. In particular, they provide direct mathematical experiences in the form of 
handling coins and pocket money, use of some mathematical language, using numbers for 
phone calls and counting the days to birthdays, and, they encourage the use and 
knowledge of time for regular routines.  
 
The results also show that parents explain and help their children with difficult topics, 
even learning along with their children. They monitor progress and don’t expect their 
children to cope alone, nor do they complete their work for them. It seems that if their 
children have difficulties, parents don’t hire tutors nor do they enrol their children in 
special programmes. Interestingly, they don’t appear to source for assistance from friends 
and family outside of the home, even to consult the school or the teacher! They do 
however have access to community resources and parenting courses and workshops 
designed to help them help their children with school work at home. Such facilities 
enable them to select skills and information which benefit their children directly, without 
the need for them to reveal any difficulties their children may experience. It is clear that 
these parents have high social capital in that they pay much attention to available and 
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anonymous resources outside of the school. In fact they report few problems with 
mathematics, especially calculations, which they say their children enjoy.  
 
Given that the majority of respondents were mothers (22 mothers and 10 with fathers), 
these findings appear to be in line with the findings of Crystal and Stevenson (1991) who 
note the seriousness with which Asian mothers view their children’s progress in 
mathematics compared with American mothers. Furthermore, just as the mothers in 
Crystal and Stevenson’s study, the mothers in this study gave their children much 
assistance and support in terms of helping their children to understand complexities 
through explanations and with parents learning alongside their children. 
 
Amongst the other key ingredients of parental support are parent-child interactions, 
which are much in evidence of this in this study. However, although the parents in this 
study provided few opportunities for play with maths games and board games, they prefer 
to work directly with their children on their school maths workbooks. In terms and 
recreational and home-based activities, they did involve their children in keeping and 
tidying away toys, and, a large percentage involved their children in sporting activities. 
 
Other support appears in the form of the high expectations of these Singaporean parents 
for their children’s mathematical progress in that they expect their children to learn things 
straightaway, and they do appear to be slightly unforgiving if their children do not match 
expectations. However, even with all this support they remain anxious about their 
children’s mathematical progress in primary school. 
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