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Meritocracy, Policy and Pedagogy: 

Culture and the Politics of Recognition and Redistribution in Singapore 

 

Leonel Lim and Michael Tan, National Institute of Education, Singapore 

Introduction 

Ideas about merit and the associated notion of a meritocracy have for long been drawn 

upon to frame and understand a range of issues central to education policy. Chief among these, 

as critical scholarship in the field has demonstrated, are the ways in which such discourses relate 

to the public functions of education systems (Aitken, 1996; Liu, 2013), debates over notions of 

equity and fairness in the distribution and allocation of resources across education systems 

(Boyum, 2014; Souto-Otero, 2010), and the organization (and differentiation) of national/local 

curriculum and assessment (Author 1; Radnor, Koshy & Taylor, 2007). By focusing our attention 

on the role of states and education systems in accounting for and managing educational resources 

– particularly the principles upon which these decisions are made and the challenges involved – 

this carefully curated body of research has been instrumental in furthering efforts at pursuing 

social justice in education and developing policies that promote social mobility (Gale, Molla & 

Parker, 2017; Seddon, 1990; Themelis, 2008). 

However, even as these studies have yielded a number of macro policy insights, they 

have largely assumed that meritocracy as a discourse comprises an essentially coherent set of 

ideas and principles that may be practiced, pursued or refused. Thus, for example, at various 

points the literature refers to meritocracy as a “positive ideal”, one “against which we measure 

the justice of our institutions” (Allen, 2011, p.367); at other points the trappings of meritocracy 
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are laid bare and scholars warn of the “racial project” that it is and the dystopia it really 

represents (Au, 2016, p.39; see also Young, 1958). To be sure, what has been ignored is how, as 

an idea that is intuitively appealing but “essentially underdefined” (Sen, 2000, p.5), the concept 

of meritocracy is itself unstable and contains inherent contradictions. Consequently, these studies 

have paid little attention to how in practice and through the workings of policy, meritocracy 

functions as an ideology that is negotiated, even struggled over as various social actors attempt to 

forge an unavoidably contradictory consensus on what it means, how it is beneficial, and for 

who. Especially neglected are explorations of how local pedagogic agents are struggling to make 

sense of the ideology in concrete ways in the classroom, particularly for disadvantaged students. 

This article seeks to address this lacuna. Adopting an analytic focus on classroom 

pedagogic practices, the article explores the ways in which, in an ostensibly meritocratic 

education system, ideas about culture and its relevance for teaching are interpreted, negotiated, 

and ultimately drawn upon to engage students in the system’s low-progress academic tracks. The 

context of Singapore becomes especially pertinent in exploring these issues. A self-professed 

meritocracy, the state’s education policies have for long remained silent on the role of culture in 

students’ learning and its relation to the systemic underachievement of various social groups. 

Indeed, official discourses have consistently appealed to meritocracy’s emphasis on non-

discrimination (especially in terms of ethnic differences) as being fundamental to the 

establishment of a level-playing field in the education system. Drawing upon ethnographic data 

comprising lesson observations of and interviews with five teachers who teach in the system’s 

low-progress academic tracks, the article documents the creative approaches taken by these 

teachers as they engage their students in ways attuned to the latter’s family backgrounds, home 

conditions and personal aspirations.  
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The findings suggest that in actively if sometimes unconsciously foregrounding a cultural 

dimension in their teaching, the teachers are resisting, even challenging meritocracy’s principle 

of non-discrimination. Indeed, to the extent that the state’s “charade of meritocracy” (Barr, 2006) 

evacuates a concerted focus at a politics of difference, the article argues that these teachers are 

engaged in what the political theorist Nancy Fraser (1997, 2003) calls struggles over recognition 

and redistribution. Fraser’s theorizations refer to a framework of social justice that underscores 

the importance of not just economic but also cultural and political equality. In this paper we 

explore the ways in which Fraser’s ideas become critical in understanding the tensions and 

contradictions of meritocracy, and how these are worked out by teachers in the spaces of their 

classrooms. The article begins by first elaborating on how meritocracy features as both policy 

and ideology in Singapore – the exigencies it responds to, the contradictions it embodies, and 

how it shapes broader considerations of ability and pedagogy. 

 

Meritocracy as policy and ideology in Singapore  

There is a wealth of scholarship that critically examines the ways in which meritocracy 

extends our understandings of equality of educational opportunity and how such ideals may be or 

have been pursued in practice.1 Central to these discussions is the idea that meritocracy involves 

the rewarding of individual merit with social rank, job positions, higher incomes, general 

recognition and prestige, and, in the education system, greater educational resources. As Swift 

(2003, p.24) notes, “people with the same level of merit – IQ plus effort – should have the same 

 
1 See for example the debates around formal and substantive accounts of equality (e.g. Rawls, 2001) and also 
Jencks’ (1988) seminal discussion of the various types of equality and justice – democratic, moralistic, humane, 
utilitarianism. A detailed treatment of these issues requires separate discussion. Here we focus on elaborating upon 
how ideas about meritocracy relate to and are framed by these broader considerations of equality. 
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chance of success”. By thus focusing on “careers open to talents” (Rawls, 1971, p.65), 

meritocracy signals merit as the rule or principle that governs how limited resources and rewards 

in a society are to be distributed. 

This ensemble of ideas central to discussions of meritocracy, however, remains open to a 

number of interpretations – most notably between those that focus on fairness and those that 

focus on outcomes – and tensions (Cavanagh, 2002). For example, egalitarian approaches (that 

focus on fairness) usually couple a merit-based selection with a principle of non-discrimination: 

individuals should be selected based only on their talents and qualifications for the position and 

not their race, class or gender (Satz, 2007). However, as has been multiply demonstrated, these 

social categories do afford unequal social benefits, both within and outside of schools (Apple, 

1982/1995). Ignoring these differences, then, may serve to deny their real influence on 

candidate’s prospects, perpetuating inequality in opportunities and leading to the privatization of 

blame amongst groups traditionally underserved by society.  

Other approaches that focus on outcomes are less concerned with non-discrimination, less 

interested in providing everyone with equal rights to resources, and instead more concerned 

about revealing the right person to manage resources in order to maximize the average level of 

well-being in a society. Here, what matters is for meritocracy to serve as a mechanism for 

resource allocation, identifying individuals who have the right qualities that positions (of 

leadership) require.2 Such understandings of meritocracy often involve motivating individuals to 

do the best they can because, as the view goes, it is only through a fierce competition for 

educational resources and later material rewards that human talents may be developed to their 

 
2 See Guinier (2015) for the need to redefine merit in ways that go beyond standardized tests and that instead 
foreground the collaborative and deliberative nature of leadership in democracies. 
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fullest potential (Tan, 2008). Given, however, the ways in which the economic and cultural 

capital of one generation find their way into the educational capital of the next (Bourdieu, 1984; 

Lareau, 2003), this focus on outcomes, efficiency and competition can easily displace the 

egalitarian aspects of meritocracy discussed earlier. 

These tensions inherent in the concept of meritocracy are aptly witnessed in Singapore. A 

tiny city-state with a population of 6 million composed of 74 per cent ethnic Chinese, 13 per cent 

ethnic Malays and 9 per cent ethnic Indians (Singapore Department of Statistics, 2016), 

meritocracy has been a key principle of governance and educational distribution. This is most 

visibly embodied in its highly competitive education system culminating in “bonded” 

government scholarships and where top positions in the civil service administration and political 

leadership are staffed by individuals with demonstrated track records of merit (Barr & Skrbis, 

2008). In Singapore, the state’s discourse and practice of meritocracy has invariably emphasized 

the principle of non-discrimination (Mauzy & Milne, 2002). Historically, at the time of 

independence in 1965 this principle was foundational in establishing the “fairness” of 

Singapore’s socio-political system vis a vis the affirmative action policies of Malaysia (from 

which following a brief merger Singapore was bitterly expelled), and was thus vital in building 

national unity and state legitimacy (Moore, 2000). However, as commentators have recently 

pointed out, over time a categorical good faith in non-discrimination risks giving meritocracy the 

veneer of equality while at the same time masking the real advantages and disadvantages across 

social groups. In Rahim’s (1998, p.58) words, “[t]he rhetoric that Singapore is a meritocratic 

society where equal opportunities are available to all has also served to add legitimacy to the 
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[view] that [minority] Malays have not been able to make it in a meritocratic society because 

they have not worked hard enough and thus have only themselves to blame”.3 

Indeed, in a context characterized by high levels of competition and, as we explain later, 

a highly stratified education system, appeals to meritocracy can be made to legitimize an unequal 

distribution of resources both within and beyond the education system. Indeed, the then 

Singapore prime minister Goh Chok Tong once warned that if social disparities and unequal 

rewards did not exist, those with initiative and skills “will lose the incentive to contribute their 

utmost to the economy. Then everyone will be poorer off. Do not begrudge them their high 

salaries ... for getting the big prizes in the free market” (as cited in Kang, 2005, p. 3). Thus, as 

Tan (2008, p. 9) observes in the case of Singapore, in practice meritocracy often translates into 

“an ideology of inequality”, a widely accepted belief about the “value” of inequality, held to be 

in the public interest, but mainly serving the interests of dominant social groups, a fact that the 

belief actively obfuscates. 

This focus on an intense competition for unequal rewards also takes little notice of the 

fact that students in Singapore stem from different socio-economic backgrounds and go to school 

differently prepared (Author 1; Chua, 2015; Koh, 2014; Tan, 2013). For example, students at 

elite schools come from families with double the median monthly household income of those 

from non-elite schools (Kwek, 2007) and are also more likely to speak English (the medium of 

instruction in schools) in their homes (see also Vaish et al., 2010). Fifty-three per cent of parents 

from elite secondary schools have at least one graduate parent, compared to just 17 per cent in 

public schools (Singapore Children’s Society, 2016). Further entangled with the problem of 

 
3 For an account of how racial inequality in the US is explained in terms of non-racial dynamics, see Bonilla-Silva 
(2006). 
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class-based disparities and home language differences is that of ethnic inequalities. From 1966 to 

2016, of the 251 winners of Singapore’s most prestigious scholarship, the President’s 

Scholarship, only 18 (7.2%) were non-Chinese (see also Barr & Skrbis, 2008). Data from the 

2010 population census indicate that the Chinese are significantly over-represented in local 

universities, forming 86 per cent of the total enrolment in 2010, while constituting 77 per cent of 

the overall population. Malays (5.5 per cent) and Indians (6.8 per cent) are correspondingly 

under-represented in universities (Singapore Department of Statistics, 2011). To be sure, this 

educational gap is already present at lower levels of schooling; compared with the Express track 

attended by roughly 65 per cent of the cohort, minority ethnic groups are over-represented in the 

system’s low-progress Normal Academic and Normal Technical tracks – the latter being the least 

prestigious track at the secondary level (Albright, Heng & Harris, 2006; Anderson, 2015; Kang, 

2005).  

In a bid to help less advantaged students from falling further behind, the Ministry of 

Education (MOE) has in recent years introduced a number of measures expressly committed to 

“leveling up” both Normal tracks (Ministry of Education, 2010, p.11). Some of these include 

offering a greater variety of applied subjects and advanced electives to strengthen the articulation 

of Normal Academic students to the diploma-conferring polytechnics; allowing promising 

Normal Academic students to bypass their final year examinations in secondary school and to 

proceed directly to foundational programs in the polytechnics or advanced courses in vocational 

training institutes; creating separate, specialized schools for Normal Technical students; and 

offering more opportunities for lateral transfers within the Normal tracks and between it and the 

Express track. To be sure, these measures alongside others demonstrate a heretofore much 
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needed attention to the needs and concerns of the weakest students (Author 1)4. However, as the 

next section argues, they remain framed by dominant discourses of meritocracy, in particular, 

their assumptions of what counts as merit and ability. 

 

Culture, ability and pedagogy  

Indeed, even as academic achievement by students in Singapore continues to be indexed 

by an individual’s ethnic and class backgrounds, much of the above measures remain 

underpinned by an essentialist view of merit. Here merit, or more specifically the ability it is 

often indexed by, is seen as innate, objective and fixed – independent of a host of factors such as 

family upbringing, social connections and cultural capital and experiences that McNamee and 

Miller (2004) and others identify as key enablers of social success. Consequently, much of the 

recent policies focused on helping students in both low-progress Normal tracks, as highlighted 

above, have taken the form of structural interventions aimed at easing their transition into a 

separate, less academic set of post-secondary education/vocational training options – in terms of 

offering more “applied” subjects relevant to industry, setting up specialized schools for Normal 

Technical students, and other efforts by the MOE towards “creating multiple pathways” 

(Ministry of Education, 2010, p.11). 

Arguably then, the logic and consequence of a commitment to non-discrimination is a 

view of ability where difference becomes reified as deficience, rather than substantiated in social 

 
4 Most recently, in what appears to be an indirect admission of the inadequacies of meritocracy, the government has 
begun to provide early support for young children from low-income families through various community, home-
based and pre-school channels (see https://www.ecda.gov.sg/Parents/Pages/KidSTART.aspx, accessed 26 January, 
2018). Major investments have also been made into improving and playing a larger role in pre-school education 
(which was previously left to the private sector), and ensuring that all children – particularly those from vulnerable 
families – are provided access to high quality preschool education. 

https://www.ecda.gov.sg/Parents/Pages/KidSTART.aspx
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and cultural terms. Little is made of the fact that schools reproduce dominant perspectives and 

sideline minority cultures, knowledges and experiences, and that in academically weaker 

classrooms, students often come from less-advantaged or minority backgrounds and possess 

cultural capital that is different from – even in opposition to – mainstream norms (Gay, 2013; 

Ladson-Billings, 1994). In all this it would seem that the state’s meritocratic ideology and in 

particular the emphasis on non-discrimination constrains policy efforts at developing a discourse 

of difference, and elaborating on how that difference – racial/ethnic, religious customs, 

linguistic, class, etc. – both provides motivation for students and also accounts for the unique 

challenges they face in school.  

As a further case in point, in 2007 as part of a major curriculum reform aimed at 

strengthening teaching and learning by employing more “student-centred” pedagogies, the MOE 

developed and encouraged all schools to adopt what it called the “PETALS” framework. An 

acronym for what the MOE saw as the five dimensions of engaged learning integral to “student-

centredness” (represented by the final “S” in the term), the framework sought to help teachers 

“innovate and customize approaches that are relevant to their students’ needs” (Ministry of 

Education, 2007, p.9; emphasis added). Specifically, it asks that teachers 

select Pedagogy that considers students’ readiness to learn and their learning styles; 

design an Experience of Learning that stretches thinking, promotes inter-connectedness 

and develops independent learning; create a Tone of Environment that is safe, stimulating 

and which engenders trust; adopt Assessment practices that provide information [and] 

provide timely feedback to improve learning; and select relevant and meaningful 

Learning Content that makes learning authentic for students (Ministry of Education, 

2007, p.11; emphasis added). 
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While there is good sense in gravitating curriculum and pedagogy towards the needs of students, 

there is very little in the framework that foregrounds considerations of students’ family 

backgrounds and home cultures, and how these are related to schools and classrooms. Nancy 

Fraser’s (1987) writings on the politics of needs interpretation become critical here. As she 

reminds us, what counts as needs is always struggled over and subject to the ideological 

articulations and re-articulations of dominant groups (see also Fraser, 1989). To the extent then, 

that in Singapore the state’s discourses of meritocracy have evacuated a concerted focus at a 

politics of difference, official pronouncements of what constitutes students’ needs continue to 

locate the problem within students themselves. Not unlike notions of ability and merit, these 

accounts of needs remain highly individuated and psychologized, invariably taking the form of a 

trait or series of traits belonging to the student (such as motivation, effort or self-esteem) while 

ignoring how these may in turn be structurally related to the family environment and culturally 

mediated by diverse backgrounds and experiences (Clycq, Wouwen & Vandenbrouck, 2014; 

McLaren, 1989).5  

We return to Fraser’s comments later in our discussion of the findings. Given the above 

silence over how such differences need to be accounted for and considered in teaching, we turn 

to explore how ideas about culture and its relevance for pedagogy are interpreted, negotiated and 

drawn upon by a group of Singapore teachers in ways that both attempt to grapple with the 

state’s discourses of meritocracy and at the same time challenge them. In all this it is important 

to point out that the idea of pedagogy ascribed to here involves more than just a technique or 

method for the delivering of educational content. To be sure pedagogy functions, as Bernstein 

 
5 Fraser’s (2008) work on “political misframing” becomes quite critical in understanding such struggles over needs 
and needs recognition. 



11 
 

(2004, p.196) argues, as a non-neutral mode of communication, “a cultural relay – a uniquely 

human device for both the reproduction and production of culture”. On this expanded 

understanding of pedagogy, then, its practice becomes deeply emblematic of a constellation of 

social ideologies and discourses, replete with their tensions, contradictions and possibilities. 

 

Research methodology 

The present discussion reports from a larger set of data collected from May 2016 to 

February 2017 on how teachers in Singapore schools engage their students in the system’s low-

progress tracks in ways that draw upon the latter’s cultural backgrounds. Case studies were 

constructed of five teachers who teach in these tracks. Participants were initially recruited 

through the research team’s work that involved teacher education training at a large public 

university in Singapore, and subsequently through snow-ball sampling as well as 

recommendations by an office at the Ministry of Education that supports teachers working with 

students in the lower tracks. Potential participants were invited to read a short paper by Ladson-

Billings (1995) written for teacher-practitioners that discusses and provides examples of what the 

author calls culturally relevant pedagogy. The individuals selected for the research were those 

most able to express how similar ideas had guided their approach to teaching. These participants 

came from different public secondary schools and each had more than six years of teaching 

experience. All were endorsed by their principals and/or the above office at the Ministry as 

teachers who were adept at working with low-progress students. Of the five participants, four are 

male; this corresponds with the predominance of male teachers teaching in the Normal tracks 

across the education system. There were two teachers of Chinese ethnicity, one of Indian and 

another of Malay ethnicity, and one teacher who self-identifies as inter-ethnic (mixed parentage). 
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Their teaching subjects were varied and included art, science, design and technology, English 

language and social studies. 

The small number of carefully selected teacher participants allowed the research team to 

develop an extensive set of data sources – interviews with teacher-participants, observations of 

lessons by these teachers and interviews with small groups of students. For each teacher, the 

research team observed six to eight lessons over a semester. These lesson observations were 

usually followed by semi-structured interviews focused on clarifying the teacher’s intentions for 

engaging in particular interactions (planned/unplanned) during the lesson. Fieldnotes and 

analytic memos were extensively used by the research team throughout the data collection. 

 

Culture, pedagogy and the politics of recognition and redistribution 

All the teachers we worked with were each unique in how they saw the relevance of 

culture to their teaching and how they managed their classes and related to their students. 

Nevertheless, these differences were undergirded by similar views of what constituted students’ 

abilities, views that both informed their pedagogical approaches but also challenged key 

assumptions within the state’s discourse of meritocracy. Rather than a fixed, stable trait or 

quality that could be identified through established measures of merit, the teachers spoke instead 

of their students’ abilities as malleable, requiring drawing out, and as arising only out of 

appropriate and relevant forms of engagement. Contrary then to what Hogan et al. (2013, p.57) 

reporting from a large-scale research project on classroom pedagogy in Singapore identify as the 

high degree of pedagogical uniformity across Singapore schools, one that rarely deviates from “a 

logic of curriculum coverage, knowledge transmission and assessment”, the teachers we worked 

with eschewed just such a “one-sized-fits-all” approach to teaching. As they saw it, such ways of 
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teaching together with established forms of standardized assessment fail to do justice in 

capturing what and how their students learn, and perhaps more importantly, why they sometimes 

don’t. All the teachers thus spoke of reaching out to students and in turn encouraging students to 

reach back to them in order that they (the teachers) might better understand them. For these 

teachers, then, in creating opportunities for students to demonstrate their abilities, schools need 

to connect in-school learning experience with students’ out-of-school lives, ultimately building 

classroom lessons and pedagogic interactions that identify as strengths the knowledges, prior 

experiences and frames of reference of their students.  

We provide illustrations of these practices below. Before that, we suggest that in working 

with such principles these teachers were struggling for what the political theorist Nancy Fraser 

(1997) calls recognition and redistribution for their students. Social inequality, Fraser points out, 

needs to be understood and accounted for along two dimensions: socio-economic injustices that 

arise when the structures of society generate maldistribution or class inequality, and cultural 

injustices that arise when institutionalized or hierarchical patterns of cultural value generate 

misrecognition or status inequality.6 Disadvantaged social groups thus not only suffer 

economic/material injustices such as low wages, work exploitation and an unfair distribution of 

social and economic resources; they also experience a lack of recognition of their social 

contributions and a misrepresentation of their identities, challenges and needs, as pointed out 

earlier (Fraser, 1997, 2003; Honneth, 2007).  

 
6 In her later work and in response to critics Fraser (2008) adds a third dimension – representation; in addition to 
economic and cultural justices, political justice requires all individuals/groups to be accorded an equal voice in 
decision-making over justice claims. In this paper we focus our analyses on the dimensions of recognition and 
redistribution and include where relevant issues of representation. 
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Fraser’s work is not unfamiliar to critical education scholars (see Power & Frandji, 2010; 

Rafo, 2011; Souto-Otero, 2010). Tracing out its relevance specifically for the work of schools, 

Keddie (2012, p.264) points out that “creating just social arrangements in schools and 

classrooms require both knowing who students are and also acting upon this information to 

improve their circumstances” (emphasis original). In other words, it involves recognizing how 

students are differently positioned in terms of their equity needs and providing or re-distributing 

support and resources to address those needs – curricular materials, cultural experiences, and 

opportunities both within and beyond schools that students cannot afford or otherwise miss out 

on. While most teachers everywhere would agree that it is important to provide additional and 

differentiated support for these students, worth pointing out is that in Singapore the state’s 

manifest discourses of meritocracy and non-discrimination have neglected a critical conversation 

around how such support needs to be related to wider social and cultural differences. Space here 

does not allow a comprehensive discussion of the pedagogical practices of all the teachers we 

worked with. Nevertheless, in illuminating how three of the teachers in particular make sense of 

as well as value and work with such differences, the following examples extend upon Fraser’s 

scholarship by turning our attention to the importance of recognizing and representing non-

dominant cultural knowledges in the classroom.  

 

Designing for schools and communities  

 For Nathan, a Design and Technology (D&T) and Science teacher working with a 

Normal Technical class, it was crucial that students’ experiences in learning are, in his words, 

“relevant, personal and appealing” to them. As he explains, “What they [students] go through at 

home, their cultural practices... relevance to their personal experiences is extremely important”.  
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Towards this end, Nathan oversaw the implementation in his school of a project-based D&T 

curriculum in which students drew upon design and technology principles to produce a range of 

artifacts such as children’s toys, candy floss kits, solar/battery-operated toy cars and story sets – 

the last essentially table-sized mock up scenes for the enacting of children’s stories. Nathan 

himself acknowledges that he is working to change the perception of D&T for Normal Technical 

students as a “very technical kind of thing”. By focusing not just on the tasks of measuring, 

cutting, soldering etc. conventionally associated with lower-track work (Anyon, 1981) but also 

and more importantly on qualities such as inventiveness, creativity and discovery, Nathan’s 

ambitions involve redistributing the knowledges and skills available to his students and helping 

them access dominant forms of social and cultural capital. 

 For Nathan, an understanding of what is “relevant” and “appealing” for his students 

comes from a recognition of how students in his eighth-grade Normal Technical class are 

differently positioned – in terms of ethnic backgrounds, religious customs, social class, language, 

etc. In daily classroom interaction it is not uncommon to hear Nathan addressing individual or a 

group of Malay students in their mother tongue – Nathan identifies as Indian-Muslim, and is 

conversant with the Malay language – or to use Singlish7 and bits of Mandarin dialects with 

Chinese students. Although English is the official language of instruction in schools, for Nathan 

such deviations are valuable, even necessary. As he explains, “Its [like] the army. You want to 

move your men, you use their lingo”. Lessons typically end with Muslim students approaching 

Nathan to “salaam”8 him, a practice that as well leads to Chinese students imitating with a 

 
7 Colloquial Singaporean English, comprising vocabulary and syntax drawn from English, Malay and other 
Mandarin dialects and Indic languages. Singlish is widely spoken in Singapore but commonly regarded as having 
low prestige. 
8 A gesture of greeting commonly practiced among Muslims, typically involving a low bow of the head and body 
with hands or fingers touching one’s forehead. 
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handshake and a slight nod. In all this we read into Nathan’s classroom interactions a constant 

recognition and valuing of the different cultural, linguistic and customary experiences his 

students bring into the classroom.  

These cultural forms also find their way into the projects Nathan sets up for students. The 

research team’s visits coincided with the Hari Raya Haji9 religious celebrations, observed by 

more than half of the class’s Malay-Muslim students. The class was at that time engaged in 

designing and fabricating a battery-operated toy car, and students were asked to bring in recycled 

items – used drink packages, leftover snack boxes, etc. – from the celebrations as construction 

materials. When we learn that almost 75% of the students in Nathan’s class are on school 

financial assistance, this seemingly mundane measure of using everyday recycled objects as 

design materials becomes far from trivial. Not only does it take into account the material 

conditions and consumption practices of many of the lower-income students in the class – which 

led to conversations in class by both Muslims and non-Muslims around how the celebrations 

were spent – their incorporation into the lessons also signals powerfully that creativity and 

curriculum artifacts can come out of humble conditions. Such curricular decisions continue to 

demonstrate the importance Nathan attaches to recognizing the difficult social and personal 

circumstances that surround his students. Explaining how these struggles for recognition are 

pivotal in motivating and inspiring his students, Nathan says: 

Even telling stories, I have to choose. Da Vinci, Wright Brothers, Faraday, they have 

something in common: they were all poor. Da Vinci. No education. This Faraday guy 

was a blacksmith. The Wright brothers? Nobody thought they could fly. People were 

 
9 Also known internationally as the Eid al-Fitr. 
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laughing. I wanted to bring [people] like Josepheus Tan10 to inspire them, appeal, relate 

to their personal experiences. 

A great deal of Nathan’s design projects culminate in students presenting and sharing the 

finished products with the community – neighborhood pre-schools, community libraries, etc. – in 

effect assuming the role of teachers. In one case, taking along the story sets they had designed 

and built from recycled materials, Nathan brought his students to a nearby Malay orphanage to 

conduct a story-telling session for other less-privileged children. Given that many of the students 

in the class were Malays and/or, as Nathan acknowledges, come from incomplete families, the 

choice of the Malay orphanage was not insignificant. Appreciated from the perspective of 

Fraser’s writings it shows how difference, when recognized in schools and classrooms, becomes 

a powerful basis for teachers to transform students’ experiences by redistributing pedagogic roles 

and empowering them to contribute to their community. 

 

Democratizing art 

Art, as Farid tells us, is especially important for his Normal Academic students, serving 

as a crucial platform for them to develop their individuality, tell their stories, and be heard. The 

school’s art curriculum, which Farid played a key role in developing, revolves around students’ 

stories and artwork inspired by their experiences. As Farid explains, “When they create an 

artwork, it has to represent them ... reflect who they are. Artwork doesn’t actually come on its 

own, doesn’t exist in a vacuum. It is inspired by something that the students have actually seen ... 

actually experienced”. Having grown up in a working class family, Farid is acutely aware of the 

 
10 Josepheus Tan is a delinquent turned criminal-defence lawyer in Singapore who in recent years has received 
public attention for his transformation and the large amount of pro bono cases he picks up. 
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associations art has with “high culture” and its barriers to entry for less advantaged social groups. 

For him, the privileges and cultural capital art confers need to be redistributed; art education 

needs to be democratized and returned to its personal, expressive functions. Farid often stresses 

to his Normal Academic students that “your voice matters”. Once a student from the Normal 

track himself, Farid recognizes that such a platform for expression becomes especially important 

for his students who, in a system that privileges academic success, often find themselves silenced 

both within and outside schools.  

Farid’s lessons often emphasize the importance of thinking as a designer, of being 

“masters of the principles of design” in order to use these principles “to imagine how [students’] 

products can actually look like... and to reflect the person [they] are”. Problems are to be treated 

as “design challenges”; every challenge becomes unique as they arise from the student’s design 

choices and overcoming these will require an examination of the designer’s priorities and 

aspirations. This re-definition of what counts as art education for his students occupies a central 

role in Farid’s attempts to democratize art. In demanding that students take seriously the 

principles of design and the aspects of reflection and deliberation, Farid is, like Nathan, 

destabilizing the age-old classification between conceptualization/execution and white/blue 

collar work and redistributing the status of rational actor/designer/thinker to his students. 

 But it is not just statuses and discursive categories that are being redistributed, important 

as these may be. Farid curates and displays his students’ art pieces prominently throughout the 

school – stairwells, corridors, verandas, etc. For many students in the Normal tracks who 

struggle to find affinity with the school’s regulative and instrumental orders, this transformation 

of the school’s visual architecture becomes more than a little significant. Fraser’s insights are 

once again critical here. By populating these physical places with their art pieces, Farid is 
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redistributing social space, recognizing how students are positioned within the school and re-

establishing for these students meanings and purposes in school that they can identify with and 

relate to. 

 

Seeding social change agents 

 Among all the teachers, Yeo’s views on teaching and in particular his commitment to 

working with Normal track students seems the most deeply shaped by his personal experiences. 

Yeo was more than a little candid in sharing with us – and oftentimes the students in his Normal 

Academic class too – that he grew up in a working-class family, was very weak in English, and 

in fact had spent an additional year repeating the tenth grade because he did had failed his 

English examinations. While such a background may be uncommon among his colleagues, the 

experiences they provided have been crucial. As he explains, such experiences have gone a long 

way towards helping him identify with his students many of whom he sees as having “a similar 

background”, to recognize the unique challenges they face, and ultimately to guide them in 

making sense of their place in society and in being actively engaged in it. 

 Similar to Nathan and Farid, Yeo sees himself engaged in redistributing access to the 

forms of knowledge and capital most often associated with public debate and engagement – 

relevant ways of thinking, reasoning, understanding and expression (Author 1). Explaining why, 

not unlike himself, many of his students have been disadvantaged from the start, Yeo tells us:  

Frankly, whether there is a level playing field or not, [our students] don’t have that kind 

of cultural background, the kind that other schools which are more established would 



20 
 

have, or even the family culture – interaction with parents and all that, they don’t have 

that. 

It is here that for Yeo Social Studies lessons become crucial in exposing students to a variety of 

social issues and in providing them with a set of academic and analytic skills and dispositions. 

These lessons provide spaces for Yeo to have his students weigh in on and critique various social 

policies and, importantly, to do so in ways that foreground a recognition of the particular 

experiences and funds of knowledge his students bring into the classroom. As an example, in a 

lesson on poverty in Singapore, Yeo facilitated an extended discussion of how and whether 

various government measures to provide assistance to low-income groups had impacted their 

own families (many of whom come from low-income families), and what more they felt could be 

done. 

Not unlike Nathan and Farid, in all his classroom interactions and discussions with 

students Yeo frequently uses Singlish punctuated with bits of Malay and other Mandarin dialects 

– none of which would likely be unfamiliar to students. However, when it comes to providing 

students source materials/background content for their discussions, despite their weaker English 

abilities Yeo makes it a point to adhere to original texts, providing unedited excerpts which often 

prove to be difficult for students. This seeming inconsistency grows out of a tension Yeo 

continues to grapple with – between the struggles over recognizing their less advantaged 

backgrounds and the larger social roles and expectations he wants to redistribute to them. 

Reflecting on this, Yeo explains that students need “exposure to the terminology that appear in 

sources... [this lack of exposure] can be linked to their social capital... their parents probably 

don’t talk about these issues compared to their counterparts in other schools with higher SES 

[socio-economic status]”. 
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To be sure, familiarity with dominant constructions of social issues becomes important 

for Yeo if his students are to be the “change agents” he sets them up for. As he puts it, “I always 

want [my students] to become active citizens rather than be somebody who [says], ‘All these 

policies, we [are] all like small fry, we cannot do anything.’ ... I don’t want to see them 

disengaged or not concerned”. In one such class activity that powerfully redistributes social roles 

and opportunities, Yeo arranges for the students to role-play as members of a government-

commissioned feedback panel tasked with finding ways to integrate new immigrants into society. 

For Yeo then, even though, or more accurately, precisely because his students came from less 

advantaged backgrounds, it was crucial that schools redistribute to them opportunities and 

experiences they would not otherwise have, and to continue to prepare them to participate in a 

range of social and community roles. 

 

Concluding remarks 

While some of the above practices may simply represent examples of “good teaching” 

(Ladson-Billings, 1995), taken together they provide a sense of how in Singapore ideas around 

meritocracy reflect deep contradictions and continue to be negotiated and contested by teachers. 

As pointed out earlier, official discourses around meritocracy have sidelined critical 

conversations around the ways in which curriculum and pedagogy need to be related to wider 

social and cultural differences. Working both with and against official discourses, the teachers in 

this study frequently drew upon dominant notions of ability and merit, even as they often offered 

alternative, critical accounts of these. Of particular importance were the ways in which their 

pedagogic approaches worked against an overt emphasis on non-discrimination as they struggled 

over the recognition and redistribution of cultural forms and experiences for their students 
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(Keddie, 2012). Indeed, in relation to distributive justice, all the teachers sought to assist less 

advantaged students access dominant forms of social and cultural capital. The teachers designed 

classroom tasks that were intellectually demanding, reflecting their high expectation that their 

students find their way onto the same public platforms as their privileged counterparts (Mills & 

Gale, 2010). All the teachers also sought to provide a context where students are accorded a 

voice and given greater preparation and opportunities for community and social engagement. As 

the teachers saw it, such moves were essential in creating a more equitable distribution of the 

material benefits of schooling and in destabilizing the social class structures that play a part in 

accounting for the challenges students face (Apple & Beane, 2007).  

In relation to recognitive justice, the teachers worked to weaken status 

hierarchies/patterns of cultural value in ways that were both informed by and respectful of 

difference and diversity. Their approaches privileged the experiences and funds of knowledge 

that less advantaged groups bring to schools and drew on these to create experiences and 

opportunities that were more relevant to and effective for students learning (Banks, 2007; Nieto, 

1999). Through affirming their capacities to change the world for the better, the teachers invited 

and encouraged students to develop active, critical and responsible forms of social engagement 

(Ladson-Billings, 1995). Finally, it is also worth pointing out that each of the teachers we 

highlighted above was teaching in subjects that are less higher status than those seen as more 

valuable in international comparisons and national examinations. This suggests that the weaker 

the status of the knowledge economically and culturally, the more likely it lends itself to more 



23 
 

responsive pedagogies.11 It may thus be that under conditions of meritocracy, these curriculum 

fields in low-progress tracks function critically as sites of possibility. 

In concluding, then, this article encourages future critical studies of meritocracy to go 

beyond macro policy debates of educational governance, administration and resource allocation. 

As the foregoing discussion shows, a much-needed focus centers on how policies and ideologies 

around meritocracy become taken up and instantiated in the quotidian aspects of schools – 

pedagogic relations in the classroom, students’ experiences with the curriculum, the 

differentiation and stratification of knowledge, roles and opportunities – and the tensions and 

contradictions these create. Indeed, in the case of Singapore, meritocracy is not just a set of 

abstract ideals or a theory of distribution of resources. As a pervasive social, political and 

moralizing discourse, meritocracy specifies more than who learns what. Dominant ideas about 

what counts as merit and ability feed into constructions of who the “who” is, and these function 

in powerful ways to shape how schools and teachers teach in the ways they do, and what (which) 

students “deserve”. In thus establishing differences in social expectations and access, 

meritocratic ideologies often legitimize and revivify the unequal roles and relations in society, 

effectively introducing and deepening in schools and classrooms the social cleavages 

meritocracy ostensibly works to level. In societies that are increasingly diverse, pressing 

inquiries aggregate around questions of the cultural backgrounds and experiences assumed of 

students, and how such differences need to be recognized in local school relations and classroom 

interactions. To be sure, such directions may not completely assuage concerns of meritocracy as 

an “ideology of inequality”. Nevertheless, they represent at least necessary moves towards 

 
11 See for example, the arguments made by Bernstein (1977) around weaker pedagogic frames for less prestigious 
school subjects. 
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developing education policies that are more cognizant of the ways such ideologies are struggled 

over and lived out in sites of reproduction and resistance. 

 

References 

Aitken, J. H. (1996). A true meritocracy? Curriculum Inquiry, 26(2), 105—112.  

Albright, J., Heng, M., & Harris, K. (2006). Pedagogical change in the Normal Technical 

classroom. Retrieved from https://repository.nie.edu.sg/handle/10497/4157 

Allen, A. (2011). Michael Young’s The Rise of the Meritocracy: A philosophical critique. 

British Journal of Educational Studies, 59(4), 367—382.  

Anderson, K. T. (2015). The discursive construction of lower-tracked students: Ideologies of 

meritocracy and the politics of education. Education Policy Analysis Archives, 23(110).  

Anyon, J. (1981). Social class and school knowledge. Curriculum Inquiry, 11(1), 3—42.  

Apple, M.W. (1982/1995). Education and power (2nd ed.). New York, NY: Routledge. 

Apple, M. W., & Beane, J. A. (2007). Democratic schools. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann. 

Au, W. (2016). Meritocracy 2.0: High-stakes, standardized testing as a racial project of 

neoliberal multiculturalism. Educational Policy, 30(1), 39—62.  

Banks, J. A. (2007). Educating citizens in a multicultural society. New York, NY:  

Teachers College Press.  

Barr, M. D. (2006). The charade of meritocracy. Far Eastern Economic Review, 169(8), 18—22. 

Barr, M. D., & Skrbis, Z. (2008). Constructing Singapore. Copenhagen, Denmark: Nordic 

Institute of Asian Studies Press. 

Bernstein, B. (1990). Class, codes and control vol 4 . London: Routledge. 

Bernstein, B. (2004). Social class and pedagogic practice. In S. J. Ball (Ed.), The 

RoutledgeFalmer reader in sociology of education (pp. 196—217). London: Routledge. 

Boyum, S. (2014). Fairness in education – a normative analysis of OECD policy documents.  

Journal of Education Policy, 29(6), 856—870.  

Bonilla-Silva, E. (2006). Racism without racists. Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield. 

Chua, V. (2015). Do Raffles boys “rule” and Anglo-Chinese boys “own” Singapore? Analysing 

school-to-work correspondences in an elite developmental state. International Studies in 

Sociology of Education 25(1), 1—19. 



25 
 

Clycq, N., Nouwen, M. A., & Vandenbroucke, A. (2014). Meritocracy, deficit thinking and the 

invisibility of the system: Discourses on educational success and failure. British 

Educational Research Journal, 40(5), 796—819.  

Fraser, N. (1987). Women, welfare and the politics of need interpretation. Hypatia, 2(1), 103—

121.  

Fraser, N. (1989). Unruly practices. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 

Fraser, N. (1997). Justice interruptus. New York, NY: Routledge. 

Fraser, N. (2003). Redistribution or recognition?: A political-philosophical exchange. New York, 

NY: Verso. 

Fraser, N. (2008). Rethinking recognition: Overcoming displacement and reification in cultural 

politics. In K. Olson (Ed.), Adding insult to injury: Nancy Fraser debates her critics (pp. 

129—141). London: Verso. 

Gale, T., Molla, T. & Parker, S. (2017). The illusion of meritocracy and the audacity of elitism: 

Expanding the evaluative space in education. In S. Parker, K. Gulson & T. Gale (Eds.) 

Policy and inequality in education (pp.7—21). Singapore: Springer. 

Gay, G. (2013). Teaching to and through cultural diversity. Curriculum Inquiry, 43(1), 48—70.  

Guinier, L. (2015). The tyranny of the meritocracy. Boston, MA: Beacon. 

Hogan, D., Chan, M. Rahim, R., Kwek, D., Aye, K. H., Loo, S. C., Sheng, Y. Z. & Luo, W. 

(2013). Assessment and the logic of instructional practice in Secondary 3 English and 

mathematics classrooms in Singapore. Review of Education, 1(1), 57—106. 

Honneth, A. (2007). Disrespect: The normative foundations of critical theory. Cambridge, 

MA: Polity Press. 

Jencks, C. (1988). Whom must we treat equally for educational opportunity to be equal? Ethics, 

98(3), 518—533.  

Keddie, A. (2012). Schooling and social justice through the lenses of Nancy Fraser. Critical 

Studies in Education, 53(3), 263—279.  

Koh, A. (2014). Doing class analysis in Singapore’s elite education: Unravelling the 

smokescreen of “meritocratic talk”. Globalisation, Societies and Education, 28(2), 196—

210. 

Kwek, K. (2007, May 18). Students of top schools worry more about elitism. The Straits Times, 

p. H18. 



26 
 

Ladson-Billings, G. (1994). The dreamkeepers: Successful teachers of African-American 

children. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 

Ladson-Billings, G. (1995). But that’s just good teaching! The case for culturally relevant 

pedagogy. Theory Into Practice, 34(3), 159—165.  

Liu, Y. (2013). Meritocracy and the Gaokao: A survey study of higher education selection and 

socio-economic participation in East China. British Journal of Sociology of Education, 

34(5—6), 868—887. 

Mauzy, D. K., & Milne, R. S. (2002). Singapore politics under the People’s Action Party. New 

York, NY: Routledge. 

McLaren, P. (1989). Life in schools: An introduction to critical pedagogy in the foundations of 

education. New York/London: Longman. 

McNamee, S. J. & Miller, Jr., R. K. (2004). The meritocracy myth. Lanham, MD: Rowman and 

Littlefield. 

Mills, C., & Gale, T. (2010). Schooling in disadvantaged communities. New York, NY: Springer. 

Ministry of Education. (2007). The PETALS™ primer. Singapore: Ministry of Education and 

Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development (Singapore). 

Ministry of Education. (2010). Report of the Secondary Education Review and Implementation 

(SERI) committee. Retrieved from 

http://www.moe.gov.sg/media/press/files/2010/12/report-secondary-education-review- 

and-implementation-committee.pdf 

Moore, R. Q. (2000). Multiracialism and meritocracy: Singapore’s approach to race and 

inequality. Review of Social Economy, 58(3), 339—360.  

Nieto, S. (1999). Multiculturalism, Social Justice, and Critical Teaching. In I. Shor & C, Pari 

(Eds.), Education is politics (pp. 1—32). Portsmouth, NH: Boynton/Cook Heinemann. 

Power, S., & Frandji, D. (2010). Education markets, the new politics of recognition and the 

increasing fatalism towards inequality. Journal of Education Policy, 25(3), 385—396.  

Raffo, C. (2011). Barker's ecology of disadvantage and educational equity: Issues of 

redistribution and recognition. Journal of Educational Administration and History, 43(4), 

325—343.  

Radnor, H., Koshy, V., & Taylor, A. (2007). Gifts, talents and meritocracy. Journal of Education 

Policy, 22(3), 283—299.  



27 
 

Rahim, L. Z. (1998). The Singapore dilemma: The political and educational marginality of the 

Malay community. Kuala Lumpur: Oxford University Press.  

Rawls, J. (1971). A theory of justice. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 

Rawls, J. (2001). Justice as fairness: A restatement. MA: Cambridge University Press. 

Satz, D. (2007). Equality, adequacy, and education for citizenship. Ethics, 117(4), 623—648.  

Seddon, T. (1990). Social justice in hard times: From “equality of opportunity” to “fairness and 

efficiency”. Discourse: Studies in the Cultural Politics of Education, 11(1), 21—42.  

Sen, A. (2000). Merit and justice. In K. Arrow, S. Bowles & S. Durlauf (Eds.), Meritocracy and 

economic inequality (pp. 5—16). Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press. 

Singapore Children’s Society. (2016). Schools and the class divide. Singapore: Author. 

Singapore Department of Statistics. (2016). Population trends, 2016. Singapore: Author. 

Singapore Department of Statistics. (2011). Census of population 2010 statistical release 1. 

Singapore: Author. 

Souto-Otero, M. (2010). Education, meritocracy and distribution. Journal of Education Policy, 

25(3), 397—413.  

Swift, A. (2003). How not to be a hypocrite: School choice for the morally perplexed parent. 

London: Routledge. 

Tan, C. Y. (2013). Theoretical discussion on forms of cultural capital in Singapore. Asia-Pacific 

Education Review, 14(2), 103—112. 

Tan, K. P. (2008). Meritocracy and elitism in a global city: Ideological shifts in Singapore. 

International Political Science Review, 29(1), 7—27.  

Themelis, S. (2008). Meritocracy through education and social mobility in post-war Britain: A 

critical examination. British Journal of Sociology of Education, 29(5), 427—438.  

Vaish, V., Tan, T. K., Bokhorst-Heng, W. D., Hogan, D. & Kang, T. (2010). Language and 

social capital in Singapore. In L. Lim, A. Pakir & L. Wee (Eds.) English in Singapore: 

Modernity and management (pp.159—180). Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press. 

Young, M. F. D. (1958). The rise of the meritocracy, 1870 – 2033. London: Thames & Hudson.   

 

 


	CSE-61-3-279_cover
	CSE-61-3-279_Or

