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Abstract 

 

Relatively little work has focused on inclusive education in Singapore. This study examines 

the experiences and perceptions of parents whose children with disabilities are attending 

mainstream secondary schools in Singapore. Data was drawn from interviews with 13 parents 

of children with mild disabilities. Our findings reveal that parental perspective on inclusive 

education in Singapore is not only about classroom support but also reflects a deeper concern 

about whether their children with disabilities will emerge from school as contributing 

individuals in society. While parents strive to effectively include their children with 

disabilities in mainstream classrooms, there were dichotomies in their (a) understanding of 

disabilities, (b) expectations of school support, and (c) expectations for their child with 

disabilities. Given that academic and social prowess is a critical prerequisite to have a shot at 

entering the meritocratic Singapore society, the tension parents experience is to gauge a 

reasonable amount of pressure to exert on their children, the school and themselves as they 

assert their children’s educational entitlements within an imperfect but evolving state of 

inclusion.  
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Parental Perspectives and Challenges in Inclusive Education in Singapore 

 

Inclusion generally describes the practice of “educating children with disabilities in 

regular classrooms of neighbourhood schools–schools which they would attend if they did 

not have a disability–and providing them with necessary services and support” (Rafferty, 

Boettcher, & Griffin, 2001, p. 266). However, for countries like Singapore where inclusion is 

still evolving, it is defined as “partial or full inclusion in regular classrooms, with the level of 

inclusion being dependent upon the severity and number of disabilities and the level of 

additional support available for that student” (Fuchs & Fuchs, 1994, as cited in McNally, 

Cole, & Waugh, 2001, p. 258). 

Parents play a pivotal role in the initiation and maintenance of support for inclusion. 

They have been the driving force behind the movement to include children with disabilities in 

mainstream education (De Boer, Pijl, & Minnaert, 2010). Moreover, there has been a growing 

recognition in the shift of parental involvement paradigm from the role of client to that of a 

collaborative partner (Ainscow, Howes, Farrell, & Frankham, 2003). Parents possess unique 

knowledge and experience of their child’s strengths (e.g., academic interests) and difficulties 

(e.g., behavioural problems). They offer valuable insight into the areas of needs and the best 

ways of supporting children with disabilities in schools.  

Parents and Inclusion 

When there is societal pressure to ensure that their child is equally as good as or better 

than their neighbours, parents of children with disabilities experience a state of consternation 

upon learning the diagnosis of their child’s disability (Heiman, 2002).  This includes the 

process of coming to terms with a significant loss of an idealised child, the ensuing denial, 

acceptance, and spontaneous and unpredictable repetition of the emotions at any time 
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(Rogers, 2007a). This early perspective underpins parenting experience and subsequently 

influences parental choice of education.   

There is a wide range of opinions among parents about the placement of children with 

disabilities in educational settings (Palmer, Fuller, Arora, & Nelson, 2001). Parents who 

favour mainstream placement view inclusion as a platform for children with disabilities to 

establish positive interactions and friendships with typically developing peers, and to learn 

culturally appropriate behaviours and develop greater social skills (Scheepstra, Nakken, & 

Pijl, 1999; Turnbull, Turnbull, Shank, Smith, & Leal, 2002; Elkins, van Kraayenoord, & 

Jobling, 2003, O’Conner, 2007). Similarly, parents expect inclusion to boost the learning 

potential and educational attainment of children with disabilities given the greater cognitive 

stimulation and focus on academic curriculum–rather than basic life skills–in regular 

classrooms (Palmer et al., 2001; De Boer et al., 2010) 

Parents who prefer separate placement express deep reservations about the practical 

implementation of inclusion, especially for children with moderate to severe behavioural or 

cognitive difficulties. They are apprehensive about the willingness and capacity of 

mainstream schools to manage and educate their child. Attitudinal barriers such as ill-

informed stereotypical views of disability and prejudiced behaviours have a significant 

negative impact on the emotional development of children with disabilities (Bennett, DeLuca, 

& Bruns, 1997; Duhaney & Salend, 2000; De Boer et al., 2010). Similarly, pedagogical 

barriers such as  limited resources, inadequate training in special needs, and lack of inclusive 

teaching practices (e.g., differentiated instruction, individualized learning strategies) leave 

children with disabilities unable to cope with curricular demands (Pivik, Mccomas, & 

Laflamme, 2002; Runswick-Cole, 2008). Though the challenges remain in ensuring that 

children with disabilities are not merely physically present in mainstream schools or confined 

to the periphery of school life, Swedeen (2009) continues to champion for authentic inclusion 
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where the entire staff and student body share parental expectations of children with 

disabilities being full and equal members of the school community.   

Regardless of parental stance on the choice of education for children with disabilities, 

the push and pull seems to be a consequence of what Rogers (2007b) describes as “a denial of 

difficulty” (p. 60). Denial is present within inclusive education policies where the attempt to 

combine all differences and therefore deny or normalize aspects of learning or behavioural 

difficulties is apparent. Inclusive education has a normalizing effect, but to normalize is to 

deny the severity of difficulty, or indeed deny difference. Cohen (2001) suggests that “denial 

and normalization reflect personal and cultural states in which suffering is not 

acknowledged” (p. 52). Bearing in mind that it is not unusual for parents to hold onto an 

idealized image of their child (Rogers, 2007a), this situation describes parents seeking to 

“normalize” their child with disability. When normalization fails to deliver, special education 

becomes the pragmatic option.  Yet what are the implications in a context where inclusive 

education policy is less explicit and overshadowed by socioeconomic principles that guide 

educational and human resource policies? Understanding such exclusionary structures is a 

precondition for more inclusive schooling in the future (Slee, 2011). 

Education in Singapore 

For a small country without any natural resources, the government is clear that people 

are its only scarce resource that it has to nurture in order to compete in the world arena. 

Education in Singapore is the vehicle for nation building by producing a competent, adaptive 

and productive workforce and promoting social cohesion among the various ethnic groups 

(Kang, 2005). Two major ideologies guide Singapore education: meritocracy and 

multiculturism.  

Supporting these ideologies is a competitive education system built on equality of 

opportunity regardless of race or economic status. There are opportunities for every child in 
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Singapore to undergo at least six years of general education. Primary education is compulsory 

for all children in Singapore but children with disabilities are exempted from this legislation. 

The mainstream school system features a national curriculum, with major national 

examinations at the end of the primary, secondary and pre-university years. After completion 

of primary education, students choose from a range of education institutions and programs 

that cater to different strengths and interests (Ministry of Education, 2011). 

With the competitive education system converging towards a meritocratic Singapore 

society, stress-related issues in school achievement features prominently. Academic problems 

are cited as a common and constant source of stress for adolescents in Singapore (Huan, Yeo, 

Ang, & Chong, 2008). Perhaps one reason is that the Singapore education system seeks to 

inculcate values such as diligence, hard work, motivation, and high achievement in students 

from a very young age. Tan and Yates (2011) suggested that while Singapore embraces both 

eastern and western influences, it is still at heart an East Asian society in which Confucian 

values such as academic excellence predominate (Tan & Yates, 2011). This is evidenced by 

studies on Singaporean adolescents who attributed the highly stressful educational 

environment to the expectation and pressure to succeed in school with the goal of attaining a 

highly remunerated job and an equivalent socio-economic status (Ho & Yip, 2003; Isralowitz 

& Ong, 1990). Given the educational disadvantages associated with disability, parents of 

children with disabilities may experience dissonance in mainstream education where there is 

an overemphasis on academic achievement as opposed to the all rounded development of 

children. With so many factors at the heart of education in Singapore, it is imperative to 

understand the perspectives and concerns of parents of children with disabilities in 

mainstream schools.  

 

Inclusion in Singapore 
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As mentioned, Singapore does not have any legislation on the provision of special 

education or inclusion of students with disabilities in mainstream education (Lim & Nam, 

2000; Poon, Musti-Rao, & Wettasinghe, 2013; Yeo, Neihart, Tang, Chong, & Huan, 2011). 

However, the Advisory Council for the Disabled (1988) recommended that “whenever 

appropriate and feasible, special education should be provided within the regular educational 

system. A child should only be placed in a special school if he cannot be well educated in a 

regular school” (pp. 37-38).  

Yet the absence of legislation is not the only obstacle towards inclusion in Singapore. 

Lim and Tan (2001) identified three significant societal forces in the educational system that 

work towards against inclusion: (a) marketization of education system to foster competition, 

(b) risk-adverse attitudes of schools to decline inclusion as a negative impact on league 

tables, and (c) an elite-oriented educational system. With these underlying forces, special 

education in Singapore is organized along a continuum ranging from total segregation to 

partial integration to total inclusion. A child is placed anywhere along this continuum based 

on his or her abilities and needs (Lim & Nam, 2000). Students with moderate and severe 

disabilities are taught in one of 20 special schools (MOE, 2012).  Students with mild 

disabilities, who are cognitively able to access mainstream curriculum, are part of the general 

education system with support.  

An estimated 2.5% of school going children (or about 13,000) aged between 7 and 18 

years are reported with disabilities (Enabling Masterplan, 2012). Of these, about 7,600 are 

estimated to be in mainstream schools and another 5,400 in special schools. The requirement 

for students to pass the Primary Six Leaving Examination in Singapore before being admitted 

to a secondary school implies that the number of students with disabilities in post-primary 

education is likely to be smaller.  
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 Despite the absence of legislation or explicit doctrinal policy for disability provisions, 

Singapore introduced two major initiatives in 2005 to facilitate the inclusion process (Lim, 

Wong, & Tan, 2013). First, all primary schools and one-third of secondary schools are 

resourced with at least one Allied Educator (Learning and Behavioural support), or AED 

(LBS), who performs a role similar to that of a learning support staff in the United Kingdom 

(Department of Education, 2012). AED (LBS) are trained to support the learning and 

behavioural needs of children with disabilities via in-class support, individual or small group 

intervention (e.g. literacy skills, social skills, study and organizational skills), transition 

support as well as case management (MOE, 2012). Next, ten to twenty percent of teachers in 

each primary and secondary school are trained in special needs to meet the academic needs of 

these students. They provide individual or small group support within classroom; monitor the 

academic progress of students with disabilities; and share expertise and resources with other 

teachers and parents (MOE, 2012).  

Although studies on inclusion are widely conducted in countries characterized by a 

more developed inclusive education system, their outcomes cannot be directly applied to 

Singapore whose system is still in its infancy (Poon, et al., 2012). Furthermore, there are few 

studies of parental attitudes and perspectives of inclusion in Singapore. This study contributes 

to the research literature by understanding the phenomenology of being a parent of a child 

with disabilities in a secondary school environment. This is timely as O’ Connor (2007) 

pointed out that parents favour inclusion from a philosophical standpoint, but with the caveat 

that educational reform is necessary to meet to the growing demand for inclusive practices in 

schools. O’Connor (2008) also highlighted that parents want to be active and equally 

involved decision-makers in their child’s education. Both trends are reflected in Singapore’s 

evolving practice towards a more inclusive education.  
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Method 

Sample  

Thirteen parents of children with mild disabilities participated in this study. In four 

cases the child’s mother and father were interviewed together. In other five cases the child’s 

mother was interviewed alone. Of the 13 parents, ten were Chinese and three were Malay. 

Average educational attainment of the parents was 17 years (range, 12–21 years). The sample 

was made up of lower to upper middle income families, reflecting a general representation of 

the larger population. Children discussed in the interviews included six boys and three girls 

who were aged 14 to 17 years at the time of the study. Children’s disabilities were first 

identified at an average age of 6 years (range, 2-10 years), and their diagnoses included 

autism spectrum disorder, dyslexia, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, visual 

impairment, and complex medical condition (e.g., lupus, rickets). The nine children were 

students from two mainstream secondary schools which were identified by professionals (i.e., 

teachers, psychologists, and psychiatrists) and other parents of children with disabilities as 

good exemplars of an inclusive school (see Poon et al., 2012 for a description of schools).  

Materials 

A semi-structured interview guide was developed to provide insight into parents’ 

experiences and perspectives on inclusive education. To ensure consistency in the data 

collection process, all participants were asked the following questions: (a) how did you select 

your child’s current placement, (b) how is your child coping emotionally in school, (c) how is 

your child doing academically, (d) how is your child supported in school, and (e) what are 

your child’s current areas of need. Additional questions were posed to probe for more in-

depth responses. Unlike the primary questions, probe questions were not asked verbatim and 

were adapted to facilitate the flow of the interview and enhance participant comprehension.  
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Ethical approval was obtained from the Institutional Review Board of Nanyang 

Technological University and the Ministry of Education for the study. Prior the interviews, 

participants were provided with written and verbal explanations of the nature and purpose of 

the study, and assured of the confidentiality and anonymity of data to encourage candour and 

open sharing of information. Each interview lasted from 90 to 120 minutes. All the interviews 

were conducted in English, audio-taped, and transcribed verbatim for subsequent analysis. 

Pseudonyms were used for each participant to ensure anonymity. 

Data analysis 

The constant comparative method introduced by Glaser and Strauss (1976) was 

employed to analyze the transcripts. The first and last authors independently read the 

interview transcripts and coded pertinent segments of the text which were relevant to research 

purposes. Following that, transcripts were re-read and the inductive category coding was 

refined through comparison with all data. The list of codes was then compared among coders. 

Discrepancies and redundancies were resolved via a discursive process. Finally, connections 

between codes were analyzed and related codes were clustered into core themes which were 

determined to be valid when they were endorsed by at least one-third of the study participants 

(5 or more of 13 parents).  

Findings  

Three main themes (understanding of disabilities, expectations of child with 

disability, and expectations of school support) emerged during the interviews as factors that 

shape parental perspectives towards inclusive education in Singapore.  

Understanding of disabilities 

The parents interviewed in our study appear to have varying degrees of understanding 

of what constituted a disability for their child. Parents with little knowledge often defer to 

schools on important decisions about their child’s education and have minimal expectations 
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of school support. The impact is significant if schools are limited in their capacity or less 

embracing of inclusive practices: 

Mrs. Jones (AED [LBS]) tries her best to support him [but] how they support that 

I don’t know. Zack just told me [that] anything he goes to Mrs. Jones. We don’t 

know what he does [there]. (Zack’s father) 

Parents with considerable knowledge, on the other hand, can be adamant about the 

type and level of school support. They may be forceful in their push to gain opportunities and 

remove barriers for their child (e.g., flexible class attendance, personal teacher aide) and 

consequently create tension in home-school partnership: 

The school has tried as much as possible to accommodate him. That means for 

example he doesn’t have to attend assembly; he doesn’t have to attend pastoral 

care; he doesn’t have to attend a lot of non-academic classes. (Calvin’s Father) 

Expectations for child with disability 

This perception of their child’s disability appears to relate to differing expectations. 

Parents who have educational aspirations for their child view inclusion as an opportunity for 

them to stretch their learning potential and promote social mobility. They do not see their 

child’s disability as an insurmountable barrier to academic excellence: 

We always remind him that whatever the sighted can do, he can also do. And we told 

him that he can even do better than them… we know he can achieve great things, so 

we are not going to let go. (Calvin’s Father) 

Moreover, they tend to emphasize their child’s “normality” (Rogers, 2007a) and make 

mild references to their disability (e.g., condition, difficulty), sometimes clinging onto the 

hope that their child’s disability will be miraculously cured: 
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That’s why in my mind I keep asking “Is he really Asperger?” I keep asking that 

question... I still don’t know is he really Asperger or is he just having problems in 

school? (Ivan’s Mother) 

“When my wife bought the white cane for him, I was very angry. I don’t want him to 

be classified as blind... I believe one day he will be cured miraculously. If he does 

not carry the white cane, one day his eyesight will be healed. (Calvin’s Father) 

 In contrast, there are other parents who recognize and accept their child’s disability–

albeit with some resignation– and who depart from the conformity to “normalization”. They 

are well aware of their child’s limitations and assiduous efforts in learning–trying their best to 

pass the examinations–and hence proud of all their accomplishments regardless of how big or 

small. Since these parents perceive disability as a cap on educational potential, they discount 

their child’s high personal expectations in fear of the undue stress they place upon themselves 

and the potential disappointment when targets are not met. Similar findings have been 

reported by Kim, Lee and Morningstar (2007), notably parental perception of their child’s 

disability preclude them from envisioning a positive future: 

Every day we just live as [if it is] like a gift, and we don’t think too much. We 

don’t push him in any way and I think he is happy in that sense. (Jason’s Mother) 

All along I have never really set any goals for him. I just tell him to study hard, 

pass the exam, that’s all. (Ivan’s Mother) 

The typically developing siblings of these children with disabilities often serve as a 

comparison point. Parents have distinctly lower expectations for their children with 

disabilities. They viewed disabilities as an impediment to their child’s educational progress:  

For our older boy, we are harsher in the sense that we expect more from him… 

we don’t put an expectation on her... She actually wants to do well, but we know 

that there is a limit [to how far] she can go. (Elise’s mother) 
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For my eldest and youngest we have different expectations. But Wayne [middle 

child] is different...We want him to go at his pace; we don’t want to push him. My 

eldest one and youngest one, I will push [them]. (Wayne’s Mother) 

The close coupling between education and social outcomes is evident in our 

interviews. Parents advocate for mainstream placement to obviate the possibility of their 

children being consigned to a circumscribed adult life (Runswick-Cole, 2008).  They perceive 

mainstream placement as a chance to boost their child’s academic potential and improve 

social mobility in anticipation for life in a meritocratic Singapore society where employment 

opportunities singled out for persons with disabilities are limited and pigeonholed (Wong, 

2004). For instance, many persons with visual impairments resort to selling packets of tissue 

paper in public areas, relying on the compassion of others to make a living (Wong, 2013):  

When you look at people selling tissue papers outside, who are those people? 

Low vision. Why must he be like that? All we want is my child to have an equal 

playing field unless they say that all low vision children should go and sell tissue 

papers. (Calvin’s Father) 

Parents associate special education with social segregation. Inclusion, on the other 

hand, serves as a platform for children with disabilities to foster positive peer relationships 

and strengthen social skills in preparation for life beyond school and within the local 

community (Scheepstra et al., 1999; Turnbull et al., 2002; Elkins et al., 2003; O’Conner, 

2007): 

We were contemplating whether we should send her to Lightville [special 

school], but we felt that she shouldn’t go there because it is a very enclosed and 

protected environment… We wanted [her] to live in the real world and learn how 

to interact with people. (Elise’s Father) 
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Despite parental emphasis on the need to achieve an appropriate degree of social 

competence, many reported that their child is confined to the periphery of social life because 

of their inadequate interpersonal skills: 

Zack is not like other boys. He does not hang out with other boys... His friends 

are books and the computer. (Zack’s Father)  

I think her social skills have not come to a level where she is comfortable with 

her peers. Neither does she know how to build friendships. (Elise’s father) 

Likewise, the parents interviewed expressed divergent views of whether their 

child should be more fully included in society: 

He doesn’t go to the [canteen] stall. The boys are rowdy; they push. So what we 

have arranged is for my wife to either buy or prepare food… If they can create 

more space, then low vision children can learn to be more independent.... but at 

this point in time, the physical environment does not permit or I won’t allow 

Calvin to do it because it is just too dangerous. (Calvin’s Father) 

I force myself to cut my apron strings... wherever he goes I want to go because I 

am afraid. I am afraid he falls. There is so much fear in me that I didn’t realize it. 

(Jason’s Mother) 

Expectations of school support 

Another theme frequently discussed was the question of how the responsibility of 

supporting children with disabilities is shared between home and school. Some parents are 

unclear about the mechanisms of school support, specifically how and what support is 

provided:  

I don’t know he (AED [LBS]) is using what materials to help Jason or just 

following up on his school work. [I] just leave it to Mr. Carter to handle. 

(Jason’s mother) 
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Twice or three times a week, he (AED [LBS]) helps them out. I think he teach 

them a lot of general knowledge, you know? (Wayne’s mother) 

Despite the exorbitant costs in supporting children with disabilities and concerns 

about its affordability in the long term, parents actively seek help beyond school to enhance 

their child’s academic and social competencies. In Singapore, private tuition has become 

commonplace due to the prominence placed on high educational achievement (Cheo & Quah, 

2005). Most parents hire private tutors to get extra coaching for their child. Additionally, 

parents of children with disabilities engage licensed external practitioners such as 

psychologists, speech and language therapists, and occupational therapists for remediation 

support. Both private tuition and professional therapy supplement areas not adequately 

provided for in mainstream schools.  

The tutors know that Ivan has autism spectrum disorder and sensory issues. If 

Ivan is frustrated during the session, they will not agitate him... they will give him 

downtime for about 15 minutes. If he calms down and is willing to move on, then 

they will continue. And they will normally shift the focus to something lighter... 

something easier. (Ivan’s Mother)  

We do have one educational psychologist. I’m still in contact with her. We fall 

back on her to help us with certain issues that we cannot handle. (Elise’s mother) 

 

Discussion 

How realistic should parents be? 

This study’s findings raise the question of what is one’s best? It is crucial that parents 

scaffold their child’s learning by setting appropriately high and realistic expectations based 

on cognitive ability and individual needs. On the same note, should academic failure be 

tolerable when children are performing at their best? Constant failure in academics may be a 
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sign that mainstream education is not responsive to the needs of children with disabilities. 

Russell (2003) and O’Connor (2007) highlighted that advocacy of inclusion is defensible 

only as and when schools and teachers can adequately meet the diverse and unique needs of 

children with disabilities. While every child should be guaranteed access to mainstream 

schools, mainstream placement is not necessarily the best or most appropriate option for all 

children with disabilities at this point in time where policies and structures to promote 

inclusive education in Singapore have yet to mature.  

While Rogers (2007a; 2007b) looked at parents of infants and young children, this 

study found that parents of teenage children also held onto an idealized picture of their child. 

The implications are that these parents may pressurize their children to conform to 

“normality” at the expense of understating or dismissing the disability, leading to 

inappropriate provision of support which may otherwise be available in special schools. In a 

climate where socioeconomic ideals are meritocratically driven, parental expectation of 

‘normality’ is further intensified in the chase for academic excellence. This suggests that the 

denial of difficulty that Rogers (2007b) describes is not merely limited to inclusive 

educational policy alone but accentuated in societies espousing broader competitive ideals 

tending to exclude (Slee, 2011).  The danger is when this “normalization” shifts from denial 

of difficulty to denial of suffering experienced by child. 

Cutting the apron strings 

The relatively lower level of social skills may be attributable, at least in part, to 

parents’ tendency to shield their children from the capricious and harsh realities of life in a 

society that has inchoate understanding and demarcated acceptance towards physical and/or 

mental disabilities. Parents have difficulty striking a balance between their innate desire to 

overprotect their child and the societal need to promote independence. In their effort to 

shelter him or her from potential dangers of the “real world”, parents unintentionally give 
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their child little room to explore and grow, which in turn stifles social and autonomy 

development. Congruent findings were reported by Holmbeck and his colleagues (2002) who 

found that parents of preadolescents with a physical disability experience a dichotomy 

between the desire to foster independence in their child and the desire to protect their child 

from unfavourable outcomes. Fear for the emotional and physical safety of children is 

understandably greater for parents whose children are in a constant struggle with their 

disabilities. However, it is timely for parents to gradually loosen and eventually cut the 

“apron strings” to instil a sense of confidence and independence in their teenage children 

(Antle, Mills, Steele, Kalnins & Rossen, 2008). 

Supporting parents 

To better involve parents in addressing the needs of their child, a reference guide to 

the learning, emotional and behavioural difficulties of children with disabilities could be 

provided for parents.  The guide should cover a wide range of disabilities and include a 

comprehensive list of resources (e.g., financial support, professional therapy).  Parents can 

also better appreciate disability as they are introduced to, and work from a social model of 

disability (Dowling & Dolan, 2001), rather than the largely entrenched perspective reflecting 

the medical model.   

Parents of children with disabilities often need additional support other than that 

provided by professionals (Olsen & Fuller, 2008). None of our participants, however, are 

involved or acquainted with a support group. Parent support groups could be formed to share 

information, resources, and personal experiences related to the care of children with 

disabilities (Ainbinder et al., 1998; Singer et al., 1999; McCabe, 2008).  

Implications for educational policy 

Parsons and her colleagues (2009) pointed out that information on formal support 

provided in schools should be communicated clearly to parents. It follows that a systematic 
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and holistic framework of supporting children with disabilities in schools should be 

established. The framework should describe key dimensions (e.g., pedagogies, referral and 

discipline systems, home-school partnership) of effective inclusion based on research 

literature. The framework will lay foundation for the structure and delivery of support, and 

hence assuage parental concerns and demands.  

Given that special education in Singapore is still viewed with hesitation and 

reluctance owing to the national premium placed on educational excellence (Wong, 2013), 

parents are anxious for their children with disabilities to be part of mainstream education. To 

secure full and equal membership in the society, exposure to mainstream education in 

formative years is deemed critical for children with disabilities. While the endorsement of 

meritocracy has contributed to Singapore emerging top in international rankings in 

benchmark tests and positioned Singapore amongst the top cities in the world with high 

standards of living (Wong, 2013), such societal structures also acts as a sieve where children 

and youth unable to cope with a competitive environment are channelled to more appropriate 

settings.  However, what is appropriate is debatable and parents respond divergently to these 

structures as they confront the challenges to inclusive education. 

Limitations and Future Directions 

It is important to note that this study was limited to parents of students from two 

secondary schools. Similarly, the sample size of this study was too small to meaningfully 

compare parents of different demographic characteristics. Though the purposeful and small 

sample limits the representativeness of our qualitative findings, our intention is not to 

generalize the findings but to provide a rich and in-depth understanding into parental 

experiences and perspectives of inclusive education in Singapore. The application of these 

findings to other contexts warrants careful consideration and caution. In addition, due to time 

and ethical constraints, one-time interview of each participant limits the trustworthiness of 
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our data (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Future research could involve more interviews with 

individual participants to verify the themes. Although a more extensive research is needed to 

capture a broader range of parental voices, the themes emerging from this study may provide 

a useful framework for understanding the perspectives and challenges of parents of children 

with disabilities in Singapore. Finally, issues pertinent to home-school partnership need to be 

examined more fully in future research.  

Conclusion 

The narratives reported here illustrate that parental perspective on inclusive education 

in Singapore is not only about classroom support but also reflects a deeper concern about 

whether their children with disabilities will emerge from school as contributing individuals in 

society.  As parents strive to effectively include their children with disabilities in mainstream 

classrooms, private tuition is seen as an effective solution to the inadequacies experienced in 

the classroom.  Supplementary tuition then features significantly for adolescents with 

disabilities who have unique learning difficulties in relation to their disability and need to 

deal with the greater specialization of subject areas and corresponding complexity of 

schoolwork at secondary level. This questions the veracity of inclusion if private tuition is a 

necessary condition to realize inclusive education.  In providing supplementary education, it 

is crucial for parents not to “normalize” their children’s disabilities, but to accommodate 

diversity and ensure provision of adequate and appropriate intervention. At the same time, 

parents need to support the emerging autonomy of children with disabilities without 

neglecting or interfering with their potential for independence. Given that academic and 

social prowess is a critical prerequisite to have a shot at entering the meritocratic Singapore 

society, the tension parents experience is to gauge a reasonable amount of pressure to exert 

on their children, the school and themselves as they assert their children’s educational 

entitlements within an imperfect but evolving state of inclusion.  This calls for a broader 
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definition of meritocracy as traditional connotation of the word excludes persons with 

disabilities. There is a need to revisit the concept and practice of meritocracy in relation to the 

worth of a person with disability in a meritocratic society. 
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