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Education for Equality in a Changing Society* 

Sim Wong Kooi 

ABSTRACT 

The apparent gender inequalities in Singapore, 
in terms of educational access and attainment 
and labour force participation, have historical 
roots which are reflective of deep-seated social 
mores. A progressive trend towards greater 
equality is however discernible. But in a number 
of areas, such as enrolments in Science and 
Techincal courses, as contrasted with arts and 
education courses, females are dispropor
tionately under-represented compared with 

Keywords: access to education, equality of educational 
opportunities, sex role (differentiation), social attitudes 

Aipotu was an ancient city situated on the Peruvian 
Andeans near the source of the River Amazon. At 
the height of its civilization, its social system was 
highly organised and in some ways, quite advanced. 
For example, the Head of its Council of Elders was 
a woman by the name of Erulla. Under her leader
ship, Aipotu grew literally from strength to strength 
as a powerful and self-sufficient city. Erulla 
established two Ministries, namely t~ose of Defence 
and Domestics, which ensured that big and hostile 
countries like Lizarb would think twice about 
attacking Aipotu and that all the daily necessities 
for comfortable living are taken care of 

Mindef, or the Ministry of Defence, had over 
the years developed a most effective way of training 
and developing its defence force. It relied on not 
only a rigorous regimen of regular exercises in 
trekking through difficult mountainous terrain but 
also daily dosages of a special root extract, which 
might have contained ingredients related to what 

.. raper presented at Lhe Singapore Council of Women's Organisations and 
Rotary Club of Queenstown Seminar on 10 March 1990. 
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~ While equality o f educational opportu
nities is generally adopted in Singapore, 
educationists need to be vigilant against possible 
negative effects of some educational practices, 
such as the differential effects of early streaming, 
which might be disadvan-ageous to boys who tend 
to mature later than girls, and the adverse effects 
of self-fulfilling prophecies arising from 
the hidden curriculum of sex stereotyping. 

we now know as steroids. 
Mindom, or the M inistry of Domestics, had 

also developed very efficient ways of fishing and 
hunting using rather sophisticated traps and of 
farming which capitalised on the rich volcanic soil. 
Its domestic force therefore had a lot of leisure time 
to sustain and enjoy a high quality of life by 
concentrating their energies on creating interesting 
new dishes and making the home a most aesthe
tically pleasing and comfortable place for living. 

There was no Ministry of Education. But at age 
six, every child was tested and placed for training 
and employment by either Mindef or Mindom. If 
they were found to be well-disciplined and articu
lated (for the ability to communicate well was 
considered an asset in military manoeuvres), they 
were channelled to Mindef. H owever, if they 
were found to be investigative and creative, they 
were diverted to Mindom. Those who qualified 
for l'vf.indef were p redominantly girls while 
those selected for Mindom were predominantly boys. 
In time to come, even the small minority of the 
opposite sex in each group were taken out upon 
the insistence of their parents, who felt embarrassed 



that their children should be trained for a reversal 
of a socially accepted role. 

Thus, educational and occupational options 
were highly differentiated by gender. The girls 
were trained by Mindef to be tough and by 
our standards, rather "masculine". They were 
in fact the original Amazons. The boys were 
trained by Mindom to become rather gentle 
and, by our standards, rather "effeminate". 
They were weaklings in comparison with the 
girls and because of their habit of saying SiSi 
(or Yes), they were referred to as Sissies. One 
unfortunate outcome which was not realised 
until too late was that members of each gender 
group tended to find the opposite sex less attractive, 
preferring to associate with those of the same 
sex. As SDU was unknown at that time, 

(a) Each society should not only decide in what 
way and to what extent role differentiation 
by gender occurs but should also be 
cognisant of long-term effects or side-effects. 

(b) Some gender differences occur naturally, 
but, if educational or occupational deci
sions are not taken into. account, could dis
advantage one or both genders. 

(c) Education can bring about developmental 
changes which could enhance inequality, 
or equality, depending on societal pressures. 

In the case of Singapore, it is important to 
bear in mind that for sixty years of its history, 
Singapore was sociologically speaking a man's 
world. By 1881 when its population increased to 
104,031, the male-female ratio was 3.09. It was 
only in 1965 that the ratio was reduced to 1.08. 

TABLE 1. COMPARISON OF MALE AND FEMALE LITERACY RATE 
(1957, 1970 & 1980) 

1957 1970 1980 

Female Literacy rate 336/1000 600/1000 762/1000 

Male Literacy rate 686/1000 800/1000 915/1000 

TOTAL Literacy rate 523/1000 700/1000 840/1000 

Source of Data: Census of Population, Singapore 1957, 1970 & 1980. 

marriage was becoming obsolescent. Even when 
Erulla finally recognised the problem she could not, 
despite her alluring ways, turn the tide. .Within a 
couple of generations, Aipotu was also no longer 
in existence. 

Actually, Aipotu (or reverse of Utopia), Erulla 
(or reverse of Allure) and Lizarb (or reverse of 
Brazil) were all non-existent. The fictitious tale 
is used to highlight some possible issues in the 
debate on education for equality, such as the 
foHowing:-

1 Quoted in Ilsa Sharp, Woman pow~r in Singapore, Singapore Trtuk and Jndustry, 
May 1972. p. 9. 

In a migrant, male-dominated world, it was in
evitable that women played a subordinate role 
in child rearing and home management As eco
nomic providers of the family, males therefore 
had preferential opportunities in education and 
occupation. 

In terms of literacy rate, females· have been 
lagging behind males although the gap appears 
to be narrowing progressively as shown in Table 
1. It is envisaged that the 1990 Census of 
Population will see a much smaller difference in 
literacy rate between the sexes. 

In terms of labour force participation, the 
changes have been quite significant. Although 
the rate for females who were "ever-married" is 
considerably lower than that for single females, 
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FIG. ll.ABOUR FORCE PARTICIPATION RATES BY SEX AND AGE, 1980 & 1988 
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FIG. 2 DISTRIBUTION OF EMPLOYED MALES & FEMALES BY EDUCATIONAL 
A'ITAINMENT, 1980 & 1988 
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and the progressive downward slide from 
around age 30 applies to both female groups, 
marked increases in participation rates of fe
males compared with males are most evident, as 
shown in Fig. 1. Also the level of education of 
female workers has tended to be generally 
higher than their male counterparts as shown in 
Fig. 2. 

That such trends are clearly considered 
desirable for Singapore, especially in view of its 
limited resources, including human resources, 
has been expressed on various occasions by the 
former Prime Minister. For example, he remarked: 

"... in case we reach the 'cut off point for 
work permits (for foreigners, particularly 
Malaysians, to come to work in Singapore) may 
I suggest we start planning now how we can 
employ our young women workers? They are 
under-utilised. "1 

Reflecting the close link between years of 
formal education and participation rates, the 
former Prime Minister pointed out: 

"Societies which do not educate and use 
half their potential because they are 
women, are those which will be worse 
off ... We cannot not educate and use the 
energy and ability of our women. "2 

That there is a price to pay in moving towards 
more equitable educational and occupational 
participation has been well - recognised. 
Expansion of child care centres, more flexible 
employment conditions to allow women with 
young children to work on part-time basis for a 
period of time, and encouragement of three
tier families so that grand-parents could help 
out, if of course they do not become an additional 
burden, are but some measures that have 
emerged in recent years. Perhaps other measures 
should also be actively explored, such as: 
(a) Education of boys to share in home man

agement and child rearing. 
(b) Pooling of resources among a number of 

households or even a community along the 
lines of the Israeli Kibbutzim. 

(c) Extensive use of information technology to 
allow women as well as men to work at 
home during part of the week or day. 

• Lee Kuan Yew. Speech to Women in NTUC Seminar 1975. Mimeographed . 
' T an Lee Lee (1986). Self Concept and Academic Achievement of Primary 

School Chinese Pupils in Singapore. Unpublished M.Ed. Thesis, National 

University of Singapore. 

As far as access to education is concerned, 
there is absolutely no de jure discrimination by 
sex, although some de facto discrimination 
seems to occur in a few instances. For example, 
if we examine the percentage of female 
enrolment in schools, streaming at P3 appears 
to be disadvantageous to boys, as relatively fewer 
girls compared with boys are streamed into the 
Extended and Monolingual courses (see Fig. 3). 
A study by Tan (1986) has shown that at P3, 
girls have significantly higher academic as well 
as non-academic self-concept compared with 
boys3. Since girls mature faster than boys, early 
streaming might be disadvantageous to boys. 
The streaming at P6, on the other hand, does 
not produce differential effects. 

In terms of pre-university education, while 
proportionately more girls are admitted, a larger 
percentage enrol in Pre-U centres than in JCs. 
Tan's study has also shown that at P6N and P8E, 
girls have significantly lower self-concept in 
Mathematics and Science compared to boys. 
Thus a larger proportion of girls probably join 
the Pre-U centres which generally stress on Arts 
and Commerce rather than Science. It is quite 
likely that in secondary schools, girls tend to opt 
for Arts rather than Science subjects. To what 
extent this is attributable to social factors is 
not very clear, although sex stereotyping in 
choice of school subjects is fairly universal. F<;>r 
example, even if boys had a choice to select 
home economics rather than technical studies 
and girls vice versa, it is very doubtful that 
their parents would allow them to select 
these subjects. 

The enrolment in tertiary institutions, while 

improving over the years, also reflect the bias in 
the choice of fields of study. Thus, as shown in 
Fig. 4, very few females enrol in the polytechnics 
while a large majority of them prefer to be 
trained as teachers. 

While there has been a significant increase in 
university enrolment of females, their choice of 
courses again reflect their bias in favour of Arts 
and in avoiding Engineering, although there is 
now a majority of females in Science (see Fig. 5) 
In the case of Medicine, it is not clear what the 
situation would be like if females had an equal 
chance of being admitted as males. Perhaps, 
since Medicine is, like Education, a caring 
profession, it is probable that more females 
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FIG. 3 PERCENTAGE FEMALE ENROLMENT IN SCHOOLS, 1989 
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Source of Data: Education Statistics Digest 1989, Ministry of Education. 

FIG. 4 PERCENTAGE FEMALE ENROLMENTS IN TERTIARY INSTITUTIONS 
(1965, 1970, 1980 & 1988) 
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Source of Data: Yearbooks of Statistics, Singapore, 1965, 1970, 1980/81, Ministry of Labour. 
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FIG. 5 PERCENTAGE OF FEMALES IN SELECTED UNDERGRADUATE COURSES 
(70-71, 80-81, & 88-89) 
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FIG. 6 PERCENTAGE OF FEMALE TEACHERS BY AGE AND LEVEL TAUGIIT 
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FIG. 7 PERCENTAGE FEMALE ENROLMENT IN VARlOUS IE PROGRAMMES 
(1973/74,1980/81,1989/90) 
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would be attracted to it, given the societal 
stereotyping of females as being more caring. 

The progressive feminisation of the teaching 
profession is a matter of concern in recent years. 
If we examine the percentage of female teachers 
by age, as shown in Fig. 6, it will be evident that 
·within the next 5-10 years, those who retire will 
have proportionately more males than those 
who remain in service. Attempts by the Ministry 
of Education in recent years to encourage more 
males to enter the teaching profession seems to 
have paid off slightly in so far as graduate teachers 
are concerned. In the case of non-graduate teach
ers, the upward trend seems to persist, with 90% 
of those currently enrolled in the Cert Ed 
programmes being female (see Fig 7). In a sense, 
this situation is less worrying than if it was the 
other way round, for it is probably more important 
to have male role models, as well as female role 
models, in secondary than in primary schools. 
Likewise, the predominance of females in early 
childhood education and special education 
programmes is perhaps not of serious concern. 

It is also interesting to note that even in 

' Low Guat Tin { 1!188). A C'.omparative Study oH:ducational Administrator.; in 

Singapore: Emphasis on Su~ces.~ful Women. Unpublished doctor.tl dissertation, 

University of Michigan. 
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in-service courses, there is a progressive increase 
in the proportion of female participants relative 
to the number of female teachers in service. In 
the full-time further professional programmes for 
preparing prospective heads of departments, vice
principals and principals, slighdy more than half 
the participants are females. 

One of the observations in Low's (1988) study 
of educational administrators is as follows:

'While success for a man tends to be based 
on one criterion, that of success in his 
vocation, for a woman it has to be success 
both at work and at home. "4 

This observation might explain the general dif
fidence among female teachers to aspire to 
sendior positions, but it does not explain the trend 
among younger female teachers to assume senior 
administrative positions as well as to undertake 
further professional courses to do so. (see Fig. 8 
and Fig. 9). While it is possible to conjecture that 
they are paying less attention to the home, a more 
optimistic view is that they h ave learnt to cope 
well with both home and work or perhaps that 
they have found appropriate ways of enlisting their 

s See, for example, Whyte, judith. The de.,elopment of sex: s tereotyped attitudes 

arnong boys and girls: l)iffererH models of their origins and their educational 

im plicatjons.ln OECD ( 1986). Girts and Women inEdu(.ation: A CTIJwnalicnal$tudy 
of sex ITII'.quaUties i11 Upbri11gi11gand in Sc/u}()/s and Ctdlegesand Sutherland, Margaret 

B. {1981). Sn: Bias i11.£doualion. Oxford, Basil BlackwelL 
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husbands and children to help at home. 
From the foregoing rather brief glimpses of 

the situation in Singapore, it is perhaps possible 
to advance the following tentative conclusions:
(a) In as much as educational opportunities in 

Singapore are based strictly on merit, sex 
equality is generally adopted by the educa
tional system. The few instances of apparent 
sex bias in terms of access, such as the limited 
availability to females of technical studies in 
secondary schools and of medicine in the 
university, need however to be reviewed. 

(b) As in many other countries5 the influence of 
early socialisation, especially by parents and 
the media~ on sex stereotyping is indeed most 
powerful. Although the influence of educa,
tion in counteracting such self-fulfilling 
prophesies is rather limited, attempts can be 
made to reduce the possibility of education 
serving to reinforce negative attitudes. For 
example, teachers need to consciously re
examine the teaching materials and text
books as well as their own teaching to see 
whether the "hidden curriculum" regarding 
sex roles and sex differentiation in society as 
well as the inadvertent treatment of students 
differently according to sex are being 
practised, albeit unintentionally. 

(c) From the demographic trends, it is clear that 
considerable progress has been made 
towards educational and occupational 
equality. The situation today is indeed a vast 
improvement of the one depicted by Wong 
when she concluded her study of women in 
Singapore: 
" .. . while educational opportunities are wide 
open to them, few women are presently 
engaged in the professions, fewer still have 
attained top positions whether in the public 
or in the private sector of the economy. At 
present, there is not even one single female 
member ofParliament'>6. In education, there 
is a decided trend towards having more 
women being appointed to senior positions, 
not only in the schools but also in the Min
istry's Headquarters. The trend towards the 
teaching rank and file being predominantly 
female is however of serious concern, as the 

• Wong, Aline K. (.1975) . Women in Modem Singapore. Singapore: University 
£ducation Press. 
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, / reduced availability of male role models, 
·· especailly at the upper secondary levels could 

have adverse effects. 
(d) Equality per se might not be the most desir

able goal in education, especially if it is 
interpreted in the simplistic and narrow sense 
ofhaving equal numbers or proportions ofboth 
sexes in all educational activities and achieve
ment. As pointed out by Lim: 
" ... equality does not necessarily mean 
identity in economic function. It is possi
ble, indeed likely, that there exist innate 
differences in ability between the sexes, 
though these are much less than similar 
differences urithin each sex, and have been 
narrowing through time with the impact 
of environmental changes. Even after 
complete equality in education, employ
ment and responsibility for the reproduc
tive role has been achieved, there will 
probably still exist a sexual asymmetry in 
occupational skill and preferences. "7 

Education for excellence could be a preferred 
goal. But, of course, besides effectiveness and 
efficiency, excellence could include equity in 
terms of "equality of student access to ... alterable 
educational resources and school processes" 
(Murphy and Hallinger, 1989).8 

However, my personal preference for an 
alternative topic for discussion is "Equality fo1;. 
Education in a Changing Society". While few 
people would deny the value of education, some 
even publicly extol its importance, but when it 
comes to supporting initiatives and innovations in 
education, very few, . if any, are readily forth
coming. Likewise, there seems to be a great 
reluctance to accept education as a serious 
discipline, with virtually everyone professing to be 
an expert in education. In short, education does 
not appear to be accorded equal treatment in 
comparison with other activities which are 
regarded as important for individual as well as 
national development. Perhaps I should make my 
exit at this point before opening up Pandora's 
box too widely. 

' Lim. Linda Y.C. (1982) Wc>men in the Singapqre Ecotwmy. NUS Economic 

Research ('..entre . 

• Murphy,] . & Hallinger, P. ( 1989). Equity as access to learning: Curricular and 
instructional treatment differences]ocunol of Curriculum SWdies 21 (2) J 29-149. 


