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Cultural Capital, Habitus and Reading Futures: Middle-Class Adolescent Students’ 
Cultivation of Reading Dispositions in Singapore

Abstract 

The acquisition of cultural capital can only be understood in the light of the formation of 

habitus, including the socialisation process, and in the context of the field in which any such 

capital has value. Yet, the relation between cultural capital and habitus is seldom discussed in 

research. Drawing on the data from focus groups with 96 students and a survey of 5,779 

students from six Singapore secondary schools, we analyze how reading as a form of cultural 

capital is distributed among High-SES, Mid-SES and Low-SES students in Singapore. We 

show how middle-class practices of intensive immersion in school-valued reading practices is 

a form of habitus that prepare some students better than others for engaged reading. The 

findings highlight how reading as a form of cultural capital is operationalized through 

students’ familial habitus and argues that making visible familial habitus provides insights for 

transforming institutional habitus for students’ reading futures.
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Introduction

A substantial body of research have examined the relationship between cultural capital, 

socioeconomic status (SES) and academic achievement in Western (Bodovski, Jeon, and 

Byun 2016; Brown, Hurst, and Hall 2016; Sullivan 2001, De Graaf, De Graaf, and 

Kraaykamp 2000) and Asian contexts (Tan and Liu 2017, Cheng and Kaplowitz 2016, Byun, 

Schofer, and Kim 2012). While the concept of cultural capital has been operationalized in 

various ways, including participation in highbrow culture activities such as concert and 

museum visits (DiMaggio 1982; Kisida et al. 2014), home resources (Teachman 1987), 

extracurricular activities (Lareau 2003), computer skills (Paino and Renzulli 2012), online 

reading (Notten and Becker 2017) and non-cognitive skills such as students’ work habits and 

ways of relating to teachers (Farkas et al.1990; Lareau 2003), we focus in this study on the 

cultivation of reading habits as a distinctive and dynamic form of cultural capital that may be 

more important than parents’ SES for students’ reading proficiency, academic achievement 

and social mobility as it is correlated to students’ educational success (Araujo and Costa 

2015; Chiu and Chow 2010; De Graaf et al. 2000; Jaeger 2011; Sullivan and Brown 2015; 

Tramonte and Willms 2010). Given that access to educational opportunities for students from 

different SES is widening in developed countries (Reardon 2013; Park 2008), it is crucial to 

examine the potential of reading as a form of cultural capital to transform low-income 

students’ reading, economic and social futures.

There have been many studies in recent years examining reading as a form of cultural capital 

(Araujo and Costa 2015; Chiu, Hong, and Hu 2015; De Graaf et al. 2000). However, these 

studies have not examined cultural capital together with habitus, and we show in this paper 

that cultural capital needs to be understood in relation to habitus within specific contexts. 

Habitus is the embodied mental perceptions and attitudes of an individual which is developed 
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through years of socialisation, often through one’s early upbringing (Bourdieu, 1977, 1984). 

An individual’s inclination to read (or not) is cultivated through everyday practices of reading 

engaged in through early childhood and these practices shape students’ orientations towards 

books and reading in ways that may or may not be valued within the educational system. 

Singapore provides an unusual case study. While Singapore shares certain similarities with 

other East Asian contexts in having standardized examinations, a strong emphasis on 

academic achievement and parental investment in the “shadow education” industry, it cannot 

be assumed that all East Asian contexts are the same (Yamamoto and Brinton 2010). 

Singapore is different from other East Asian contexts such as Korea and Taiwan with its 

multicultural composition and the use of English as the main medium of language for 

education and business (Gopinathan 1980). Moreover, although it has been shown that 

cultural capital is less influential in Confucian heritage countries such as Singapore and 

Taiwan than in non-Confucian heritage countries such as Finland and Canada (Tan and Dian 

2017), the influence of SES and cultural capital on academic achievement is still present in 

Singapore (Tan, 2013). Additionally, within Singapore, there is increasing disparity in 

educational access for children from different SES (Ng 2013; Tan 2013), similar to situations 

in other developed nations (Park 2008). For example, despite Singapore’s high scores on 

international tests such as the Programme for International Students Assessment (PISA) 

(OECD, 2016b), the performance is largely limited to top performers, with the results of low 

performers stagnating between 2009 to 2015 (OECD, 2016a). 

To understand the gap between top-performing and low-performing students, it is important 

to examine the role of cultural capital and understand how it is operationalized by middle-

class parents through their everyday practice of habitus to provide their children with 
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advantage in schooling, in this case through the cultivation of reading dispositions for reading 

futures. Examining how the habitus is operationalized in relation to cultural capital (Ren and 

Hu, 2013) can provide insight into how students learn to read across the lifespan. To our 

knowledge, there have not been any studies examining the specific application of the concept 

of cultural capital and habitus to understanding the acquisition of middle-class students’ 

reading dispositions. For this article, we draw on focus group and survey data from a large-

scale study of reading in six Singapore secondary schools to examine the following research 

questions:

1. What is the cultural capital of middle-class adolescent students in Singapore, in the 

area of reading?

2. How is reading as cultural capital operationalized through habitus?

This study extends the understanding of cultural capital, habitus and reading through the 

concept of intensive immersion, which describes the middle-class familial investment of time 

and energy to cultivate positive dispositions and behaviours that orientate their children 

towards books and reading. Discussions of cultural capital often lead to a reproductive view 

of schooling, resulting in deficit perceptions of student learning (Valencia 2010). However, 

the concept of habitus includes agentic control and this article demonstrates that making 

visible middle-class practices of learning to read makes possible the rethinking and 

restructuring of institutional habitus for educational change (Loh 2017b). 

Cultural Capital, Habitus and Reading 

Engaged Reading as Cultural Capital

Cultural capital consists of the skills acquired by students that are valued in the schooling 

context and have the capacity to yield other forms of value (Lareau and Weininger 2003). 
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According to Bourdieu (1986), cultural capital can exist in three different forms. Cultural 

capital can be embodied “in the form of long-lasting dispositions of the mind” (p. 47). It can 

be objectified in the form of cultural goods such as books and pictures owned. Finally, 

cultural capital can be in an institutionalized form, such as educational qualifications that 

accord a certain status to its possessor. In relation to reading as cultural capital, the number of 

books at home has often been used as a measure of objectified cultural capital. Reading as a 

form of cultural capital, in comparison to participation in cultural events, is strongly 

associated with academic achievement and adult literacy leading to social mobility, 

regardless of the SES background of participants (Araujo and Costa 2015; Chiu and Chow 

2010; De Graaf et al. 2000; Jaeger 2011; Sikora, Evans and Treiman 2015; Sullivan and 

Brown 2015; Tramonte and Willms 2010). This is likely because reading is strongly 

correlated to vocabulary acquisition and competency in other language skills, and is the 

prerequisite for independent knowledge acquisition (Krashen 2004; Cunningham and 

Stanovich 1998).  

In today’s global and technological age, reading as a form of cultural capital does not just 

constitute reading proficiency but includes reading engagement, or the desire to read 

independently and voluntarily as a bootstrap to further learning (Chiu et al. 2015; Zasacka 

and Bulkowski 2017). Technicist or universal views of literacy adopted by government 

agencies tend to view reading as a skill to be mastered sequentially and fail to recognise that 

particular skills are valuable only within its context of use (Collins and Blot 1993). On the 

other hand, social or ideological perspectives of reading emphasizes that there are multiple 

ways of reading which are valued differently in different contexts of use (Street 19841). In a 

global context of ever-increasing literacy expectations, it is engaged reading resulting in wide 

and independent learning across one’s lifespan that is valued more than the basic ability to 
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read and write (Kirsch et. al. 2009). Reading dispositions such as viewing reading as a hobby, 

leisure activity and learning tool hold greater value than mere ability to decode within the 

field of school, Singapore and globally (Loh 2013; Khan 2012; Reay 2006). 

Operationalizing Cultural Capital through Habitus

Cultural capital needs to be operationalized through habitus (Bourdieu 1977, 1984), which is 

the orientation toward using the resources that one has (Dumais 2002). Bourdieu (1977) 

explains that the material conditions or environment in which an individual is immersed 

produces habitus, which are “systems of durable, transposable dispositions, structured 

structures predisposed to function as structuring structures” (p. 72). Habitus is “structured 

structures” in that these habits are cultivated through early upbringing to be part of one’s 

personality, so much so that one’s instincts, words and actions are often shaped by these 

ingrained ways of thinking and acting. The familial socialisation process, in the form of 

parental behaviours and expectations, are learnt by the child who comes to see the world in 

the same way as those around him (Bodovski 2017). These structures, orientations or beliefs 

are so ingrained that they are seen as second nature (Bourdieu 1977), embodied into the very 

dispositions, ways of thinking, feeling and behaving that shapes everyday practices and 

attitudes. Yet, these structures are not set in stone and individuals possess the agency to 

change the course of their life paths. The “structures” influence the daily “improvisations” 

(Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner and Carole 1998) that individuals make. 

Annette Lareau (2003) has shown how middle-class parents engage in “concerted 

cultivation” to encourage their children to develop their talents and relationships with 

authority. Working-class parents are more likely to adopt a “natural growth” model of child 

rearing and spend less time deliberately grooming specific skills and talents. Concerted 
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cultivation in the area of reading includes the provision of resources in forms such as shared 

book reading, library visits, role modelling reading and buying of books (Araujo and Costa 

2015; Chiu et al. 2015; Zasacka and Bulkowski 2017). For example, Susan Neuman & Donna 

Celano (2012) found in their study of public libraries that middle-class children are more 

likely to have adults accompany them to the public library and spend quality time reading to 

them and with them compared to children from poorer homes. Janice Radway (1997), in her 

historical study of the middle-class readers of the Book-of-the-Month club members in the 

United States describes how middle-class readers try to read the “right books” by 

subscription and learn ways of reading and talking about reading through joining book clubs. 

She points out that “social training and pedagogy” (p. 262) is used to develop habitus, or 

specific ways of reading, thinking, feeling and behaving around books. This habitus shapes 

the way students respond to books and reading.

Students’ familial habitus may be replaced or strengthened by the institutional habitus of 

school (Gaulter and Mountford-Zimdars 2018; Reay 1998), and a key argument in this article 

is that knowing how familial habitus shapes students’ reading may provide insight for 

transformation of institutional habitus to support school-directed acquisition of reading as a 

form of cultural capital. 

Institutional Habitus within the Field of Singapore’s Education System

The education system is the field or the “network, or a configuration, of objective relations 

between positions” (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992), often compared to a “game” where the 

value of any capital only makes sense within the field in which it is being evaluated over 

time. In the case of Singapore, the strong emphasis on academic excellence means that 

reading is perceived as a cultural capital that is valued and provides the possessor of the skill 
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with power for social mobility. Skills Future (2019), a national movement to encourage 

lifelong learning, and the National Reading Movement (n.d.) initiated in 2015 are two current 

initiatives that contribute to the importance of reading as cultural capital that matter within 

Singapore and global markets.

However, fields shift and change over time, and the value and shape of particular cultural 

capital and habitus shift along with the change in field. Within the Singapore context, rapid 

growth in literacy rates have led to expanding economic opportunities and a growing middle 

class within the span of 50 years. While reading has always been perceived as important and 

central to the national curriculum, the shift towards lifelong learning in a digital, networked 

and globally connected society has resulted in higher expectations of reading competency 

(Skills Future 2019). At the same time, a growing class of educated middle-class parents 

means that some children are more likely to come to school already reading or prepared to 

read, whether through parental intervention or tuition (Ng 2013). The growing gap between 

low-income and middle-class parents may be in the amount of investment supplied prior to 

and during the course of formal schooling. The value of reading as cultural capital and the 

habitus within which reading practices are developed needs to be understood within this 

educational field.

Method 

The study is part of a larger study of reading and school libraries conducted in six Singapore 

secondary schools between September 2016 to November 2017. The data collection included 

a large-scale reading survey that was completed by 5,779 students and focus group sessions 

with 96 students across the six schools. The focus group data provided in-depth 
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understanding of the complexities and dynamics of the utilization of cultural capital to foster 

habitus, whereas the survey revealed broader patterns across the large dataset. 

Participants

For representation, purposive sampling was used to select the six participating schools, which 

included two Integrated Programme schools and four government schools. Streaming occurs 

within the Singapore secondary schooling system, and students are streamed into Express, 

Normal Academic (NA) or Normal Technical (NT) streams based on their results from the 

Primary School Leaving Examination (PSLE). Express students take a 4-year route to the 

GCE O-Level Examination whereas NA students take a 5-year route to the GCE O-Level 

Examination. The Normal Technical course prepares students for vocational training. 

Integrated Programme (IP) schools take in the top students in each cohort and the assumption 

is that students from IP schools are slated for university education. A student’s stream can be 

broadly used as an indicator of academic achievement1.

To measure SES, students’ self-reported parents’ educational level and Financial Assistance 

Scheme (FAS) status were used as rough indicators of SES. To qualify for FAS, the Gross 

Household Income of a student must not exceed $2,500 per month or the Per Capita Income 

must not exceed $625 per month at the time of the survey. Students on FAS receive help in 

the form of waiver of school fees, free textbooks and school attire, and bus and food 

subsidies (Ministry of Education 2017). Three categories of SES were identified: students 

who had at least one parent with a university degree and were not on FAS were considered as 

High-SES students (n = 2784, or 48.2% of all the participants), which is consistent with 

1 The streaming system will be abolished by 2024 (Chia, 2018).
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official figure that approximately 50% of Singaporeans are upper or middle class (Tan 2015). 

Students who were on FAS and whose parents did not hold university degrees were 

considered as Low-SES (n = 615, or 10.6% of all the participants), and 41.2% of the students 

who were not on FAS and neither of their parents held a university degree were considered 

Mid-SES (n = 2380). For the purpose of the study, we categorised High-SES students as 

middle-class students, while recognising that this is a permeable category consisting of 

different kinds of families (Ho and Lim 2014). 

We choose to focus on High-SES students in this article as a large proportion indicated in the 

survey that they enjoyed reading or saw themselves as readers. As such, they provide a good 

indicator of the resources required to cultivate engaged reading habits (Loh 2013; Reay 

2006). 

Data Collection and Analysis

Focus Group Data. Focus Groups were conducted with 96 Secondary 2 students (14-year-

olds) from different streams across the six schools. Each student participated in two focus 

groups, which typically lasted between 45 to 90 minutes. The first focus group focused on the 

students’ reading networks and practices, as well as parents’ occupation and educational 

levels. The second focus group allowed us to track the students’ changes in reading attitudes 

and practices over the year and to probe deeper into issues surfaced earlier or not dealt with 

in the first interview (Seidman 2006). During the second interview, we also brought a variety 

of books as artifacts for discussion about reading practices and book choices, and to observe 

the student book selection practices. We transcribed the focus group data and analysed the 

data using Nvivo and Microsoft Word. Constant comparison analysis (Charmaz 2014) was 

used to discern emerging themes around reading resources and family networks based on an 
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invisible network of resources framework drawn from an earlier study (Loh 2013). The 

focused coding categories included: (1) family as resource, (2) peers as resource, (3) libraries 

as resource, (4) bookstores as resource, (5) school as resource, and (6) other media as 

resource. Various new themes emerged from the round first of coding and subsequently, we 

conducted a second round of coding to explore other emergent themes such as reading ease, 

reading while travelling, and reading as hobby. New sub-categories were also devised. For 

example, in the previous study conducted between 2009-2010, students reference to the use 

of Youtube, watching movies and playing video games constituted the category “other media 

as resource” (Loh 2013). However, new ways of engaging with media emerged in this study, 

including reading on iPads and Kindles and reading fanfiction online, reflecting changing 

contexts. Elsewhere, we have examined adolescents’ use of technology for reading in detail 

(Loh and Sun 2019). For this article, we draw on the focus group dataset from three schools 

with a greater proportion of High-SES students.

Survey. An online reading survey that sought to understand how the cultural capital of Low-

SES, Mid-SES and High-SES students differed was designed and piloted. The items selected 

for the survey were based on previous research and theories related to cultural capital as well 

as an analysis of existing instruments designed for assess reading habits. The survey included 

the following components: 

1. Students’ reading engagement, measured by their enjoyment of reading, identification 

as readers, reading frequency, and reading duration (embodied cultural capital);

2. access to reading resources in the form of the number of books at home (objectified 

cultural capital); 

3. visits to bookstores and libraries (embodied cultural capital); and 

4. parents’ reading habits (embodied cultural capital). 
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One-to-one interviews were conducted with some participants, during which we asked the 

participants to paraphrase the questions in the survey and interpret them. Survey items were 

then refined based on the results from the interviews. The finalized survey contained 50 

questions and took approximately 25 - 35 minutes to finish.

The survey was administered to Secondary 1 to Secondary 5 students from the six schools at 

the beginning of the academic year between January to March 2017. The class teachers 

informed the students about the research and clarified that participation was voluntary. In 

total, 7,208 students participated and 5,779 students or 80.2% of the students completed the 

survey, either during class time using school devices or at their own time using their own 

devices. Data were analysed using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS 

version 24). Descriptive analyses and correlational analyses between SES and cultural capital 

measures (Pearson’s r) were conducted.  

The Context. Examining the survey data, students’ streams were found to be significantly 

correlated to their SES background (r = 0.50, p < .01). To better demonstrate the relationship, 

Table 1 presents the percentage of students in different streams by their SES background. As 

shown, the distribution to various streams differed significantly by students’ SES 

background. Nine out of ten High-SES students in the survey were in the IP/Express streams 

and fewer High-SES students go to the NA or NT stream. For the Mid-SES students, two 

thirds of them were in IP/Express streams, nearly one quarter of them were in NA and almost 

one tenth were in NT. By contrast, more than one third of the Low-SES students were in the 

least proficient stream (i.e., NT), nearly two fifth of them were in NA, and only one third of 

them made to IP/Express streams.
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Insert Table 1. Percentage of students in different streams by SES.

It is against this context that we examine the cultural capital, habitus and reading futures of 

Singapore adolescent students. 

Students’ Habitus for Reading: Intensive Immersion in Reading

When I’m free, I’ll just take out a book and read. (Jason, Confucius High)

I love reading and I prefer reading to doing other things. Reading is my first choice. 
(Rajan, Quest Secondary)

I read when I’m coming to school or going to tuition. Like on the bus. That will be 
half an hour, so I just read. (Voan, Confucius High)

I read a lot. I read classic literature. I read dystopian and utopian. (Noreen, St. Mary’s 
Convent)

Middle-class or High-SES students were more likely to see reading as a hobby and to read for 

pleasure. The quotes above show how students see reading as part and parcel of everyday 

activity, choosing to read when they are free (Jason), over other activities (Rajan), when 

travelling (Voan), and reading widely and voraciously (Noreen). This habit of independent 

reading is correlated to reading proficiency and academic achievement in other contexts 

(Sullivan and Brown 2015) and we argue that the reading disposition of engaged reading is a 

specific form of cultural capital that is valued in school contexts.

This ease with reading is highlighted in the survey data which showed that High-SES 

students were more likely to be engaged readers. Reading engagement was measured by 

asking the students if they liked reading and saw themselves as readers, as well as how 

frequent and how long they read. Table 2 summarises the correlations between SES and 

reading engagement. 
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Insert Table 2. Correlations among Students’ SES Background and Reading 
Engagement Measures.

There are two noteworthy patterns. First, students’ SES background was significantly 

correlated with all reading engagement measures (rs = .08 - .25, ps < .01). Second, all reading 

engagement measures were significantly associated (rs = .37 - .60, ps < .01), with the 

correlation between I like to read and reading duration being the highest (r = .60, p < .01). 

Together, these results indicated that students with higher SES background were more likely 

to like reading, see themselves as readers, engage in reading on a regular basis and for longer 

sessions. 

Students’ development of such dispositions of independent reading and reading engagement 

is supported by students’ habitus. Middle-class students developed a familiarity with books 

through their early socialisation practices (Loh 2013, Heath 1986; Lareau 2003), and the 

findings show how middle-class parents foster habitus to encourage the development of 

reading habits and dispositions. The concept of intensive immersion, which grounds this 

article, suggests that the children are exposed so much to particular books and reading that it 

becomes natural and is perceived as a habit, a disposition, a preference. The habit of reading 

is naturalised, seen as second nature (Bourdieu 1977), a key personality trait rather than 

something that is learnt from home. 

Four themes emerged from the focus groups data. Students’ intensive immersion in reading 

practices included: (1) access to books at home and outside the home, (2) parental role 

modelling, (3) and control and management of time and resources (4) teaching reading. The 

juxtaposition of the students’ cultural capital and habitus or socialization practices in this 

section highlight their interdependency. Our discussions of reading include reading on print 
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and devices, and it is of note that adolescent readers still prefer print, but tend to read more 

online and across different devices as they get older (Loh and Sun 2019; Merga 2014).

Access to books at home and outside the home

The findings showed that middle-class students are exposed to books through the presence of 

books and other print material such as newspapers and magazines at home. Parents support 

children’s readings by buying books and bringing them to the public library. Sometimes, 

these habits are supported by other members of the extended family such as grandparents, 

uncles, aunts and cousins. Jennie, echoing other students, describes how she has her own 

shelf of books at home but noted that as she moved from primary to secondary school, she 

has found study books colonising her bookshelves.  

I’ve got my bookshelf of books in my room but there are more study books now! 
(Jennie, St. Mary’s Convent)

Parents and other family members amplify students’ access to books by ensuring continuous 

access to new books, whether through purchase or loans from the public library. 

I do remember that when I was young, I used to go to the library a lot. My whole 
family would go there. My parents would bring me there and since one side is the 
young adult section and the other side is children’s section, my sister and I would go 
to the children’s section with my mom, and my dad and brother would go to the 
young adult’s section. (Rita, Quest Secondary) 

Rita’s sharing illustrates time is set aside time to visit public libraries, a deliberate investment 

by parents to ensure regular access to the newest books. Parental resource is divided when 

there are more children, with her father accompanying her brother to the young adult section 

and her mother accompanying the younger siblings to the children’s section. Time is well-

utilized for maximum enjoyment and utilization (Neuman and Celano 2012).

When I go Popular [a bookstore], my mom would buy the books for me. Sometimes 
my father will read the book and if he finds it interesting, he will ask me if I want to 
buy the book. (Janice, Confucius High)
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Janice’s example shows that parents encourage reading not just by providing the money to 

buy the books but by recommending titles to their children. Parents would nudge their 

children towards particular kinds of books by making suggestions about what to read.

I buy books online sometimes. My mom pays for it but I have to pay her back. (Lali, 
Quest Secondary)

Finally, Lali’s example also demonstrates how parents further support their children’s 

reading by allowing them to purchase books from not just physical but also online 

bookstores, thus amplifying access and choice. 

This access to books is borne out in the survey data, as shown in Table 3. Students’ SES 

background was found to be significantly correlated with their cultural capital in the form of 

access to reading resources: i.e., the number of books owned at home (r = .37, p < .01), the 

frequency of bookstores visits (r = .13, p < .01), and the frequency of libraries visit (r = .05, p 

< .01). Moreover, students were also asked to rate how much they agree with the statement “I 

read because reading is my hobby”, on the scale of “all the time”, “often”, “sometime”, 

“rarely”, and “never”. Students’ response on this question was significantly correlated with 

the number of books they owned at home (r = .43, p < .01). 

Insert Table 3. Correlations among Students’ SES Background, Their Access to 
Books, and Their Perception of Reading as a Hobby.

The survey data also showed that there is a qualitative difference in terms of how students 

from different SES backgrounds made use of public libraries. In the survey, students were 

provided with a list of activities and asked to rank the top three activities they would do in 

public libraries, and results are presented in Table 4. 
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Insert Table 4. Students’ Top Three Activities in Public Libraries by SES.

Borrowing books is the top public library use for High-SES students, followed by studying 

and doing homework, then by reading. For Mid-SES and Low-SES students, studying and 

doing their homework is the top use of the public libraries, with borrowing books and reading 

lagging behind. The differentiated behaviour reflects their different perception of how public 

resources can be used. High-SES students borrow books so they can read more at home, 

thereby feeding their reading habit. On the other hand, Mid-SES and low-SES students who 

use the library are more appreciative of the space afforded by the library for studying and 

doing their homework, though they do borrow books from and read in the library. Middle-

class parents are more likely to dedicate time to bringing their children to the public library 

and teach them how to independently source for books and in that way, build book borrowing 

habits from young (Neuman and Celano 2012). This may explain why High-SES students are 

more likely to see borrowing from the public library as a priority compared to Mid-SES and 

Low-SES students.

Together with patterns revealed by focus groups earlier, it can be suggested that students with 

higher SES background were more likely to have the resources and access to be socialised 

into reading at an earlier age and learn to treat reading as a leisure activity. In the same vein, 

lacking this access may put low-income students at a disadvantaged position for cultivating 

reading proficiency and engagement.

Parents as Reading Role Models

Parental role modelling of reading practices includes whether the students see their parents 

reading and how many types of reading material they observed their parents reading. Since 
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children are likely to learn from their parents, it is probable that students whose parents read 

more materials would read more themselves. Reading more types of texts is correlated to 

students’ reading proficiency (Kirsch et. al. 2009). 

My mum reads magazines, and sometimes she also reads the book that my dad reads, 
and then they’ll talk about it. Sometimes, it’s a good author writing about how he sees 
the country or something like that, then they will read it. (Ping, Confucius High)

The above quote illustrates the reading habits modelled unconsciously by parents. Ping’s 

parents read about books and discuss the books read, demonstrating to Ping that books are 

useful for enjoyment, learning and conversation. This early socialisation allows Ping to learn 

how to use books in a meaningful way.

My parents read the newspapers. My mother, she downloads the BBC news app. 
(June, St. Mary’s Convent)

My father reads sometimes. When he feel like reading, he’ll just buy the book on 
Kindle, then he’ll read.  I think he reads classics.  He reads Black Beauty and Totto 
Chan. (XW, St. Mary’s Convent)

Reading practices are not limited to print as parents use online resources and model for their 

children how they can be used for reading and learning (Notten and Beck 2017). Middle-class 

parents read regularly, read both physical books and online, read for information and for 

pleasure, thus socializing their children into understanding how reading particular kinds of 

texts should and can be part of their daily routine and providing examples of the kinds of 

texts that can be read. The mobile phone, a ubiquitous tool in the hands of most 

Singaporeans, is used to expand reading possibilities.

The survey data supported the findings of the focus group data, as shown in Table 5. Parental 

role modelling was measured by students’ report about whether they saw their parents 

reading and what types of texts they were reading (newspapers, magazines, fiction, non-

fiction). Results revealed certain disparities between the reading and variety of texts that 

Low-SES, Mid-SES and High-SES students were exposed to at home. One quarter of the 
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Low-SES students are less likely to report seeing their parents read (26.5%), but only 7% of 

the High-SES students do not see their parents reading. About two fifth of the High-SES 

parents read more than one type of text (37%), more than one fifth of Mid-SES parents read 

more than one type of text (22.7%), and only 17.6% of Low-SES parents read more than one 

type of text. The relationship between SES and the number of types of reading materials 

parents observed reading was significant, r = .26, p < .001. 

Insert Table 5. Parents’ Observed Reading Habits.

Control and Management of Resources for Reading

Control and management of time and resources (e.g., device usage, books access, TV access) 

is another way that parents signal what is important to their children and manage their 

reading habits. By telling children that reading is good for them, parents explicitly state that 

reading is a valued activity. By restricting online and screen time for other forms of leisure 

such as gaming or watching television, parents deliberately steer their children’s leisure time 

towards reading so that reading becomes a default leisure activity. 

My younger brother (9-years old) doesn’t read. My parents try to get him to read. 
They don’t let him watch TV, don’t let him play, just ask him to read. (Valerie, Quest 
Secondary)

For example, Valerie who considers herself a reader and her brother a non-reader explains 

how her parents try hard to get her brother to read by explaining the value of reading to him 

and limiting his screen time. This management requires active monitoring on the part of the 

parents to enforce.

Middle-class students are not completely isolated from technology. Instead, differentiated use 

of technology ensures that they learn how to use technology for reading. For example, some 
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students shared about how they were given Kindles to encourage reading. Unlike other 

multifunctional mobile or tablet devices, the Kindle serves the singular function of reading.

My uncle is an avid reader and he gave me his Kindle when he bought a new one. So 
I could just download my e-books and read. I take the public transport and I will just 
read along the way. (Daniel, Confucius High)

For Daniel, the Kindle was a useful device for reading when travelling to school, until he 

exhausted the collection of stories in the Kindle. Daniel learns from his uncle’s example that 

technology can be used for reading and becomes familiar with using devices for reading. 

Elsewhere, we have shown how the same set of data revealed that adolescent students 

continued to prefer reading print to reading e-materials or online. Moreover, we found that 

students who read on print were more likely to read online than students who did not read or 

read regularly (Loh and Sun 2019). Early childhood socialisation into reading is associated 

with later online reading (Notten and Becker 2017) and the High-SES readers in the study 

were more likely to report reading lengthier texts (such as fanfiction on Wattpad and 

newspaper articles) online.

Teaching Reading 

Explicit and implicit teaching are another feature of intensive immersion. Parents spent time 

with their children teaching them to read or bringing them to places such as the public library 

to encourage reading and borrowing. 

When I was younger, 3 or 4. My mother made me read next to her every day. I 
usually read picture books when I was younger so I will like see the images already. 
Then I read books without images, then I also my own mind will form images on its 
own. (Larissa, St. Mary’s Convent)

Larissa’s quote shows how parental teaching involves time and commitment. Her mother 

would get her to read every day to acquire language proficiency and familiarise her with the 

habit of reading. The bedtime reading activity (Heath 2005), well-sedimented in the literature 
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and educational brochures on early childhood, is adopted eagerly as part of what counts as 

“good parenting”. The early investment results in the child learning to read independently.

Teaching did not just include learning the alphabet. Students learn how to source for books 

independently through the scaffolding of their parents who model how to look for books and 

read. As alluded to earlier, parents also manage students’ reading by recommending books to 

their children or limiting their book purchases to specific kinds of books. The quotes below 

show how parents actively invest time and effort into influencing their children’s taste in 

books by providing recommendations, helping with selection and critiquing the books.

I remember going to the library with my family when I was young. Like in primary 
school, and when my brother was more interested in books. So me, my mom and my 
brother would drive to the library. Mostly me and my brother would be borrowing. 
My mother would just judge and criticize the books. (ZY, St. Mary’s Convent)

For example, ZY’s mother would take on an active role of commenting on the choices her 

children made in the school library, thus training them in the art of distinguishing between 

books of different qualities (Bourdieu 1984). Middle-class children learn ways of evaluating 

books, ways of talking about and distinguishing books from home and these ways of 

approaching books can be further refined in the schools they attend (Loh 2013; Khan 2012).

When we go to the bookstore, my father will let me buy the book if it is non-fiction. 
He doesn’t let me buy fantasy or romance. But my mother will let me buy them. We 
will search online and we’ll order it. I won’t let my father know. (Larissa, St. Mary’s 
Convent)

In the more humorous example of parents with conflicting visions of what their daughter 

should read, we see how Larissa’s father tries to steer her towards non-fiction, which he feels 

to be more relevant and how her mother indulges her desire for reading popular culture by 

buying her books from online sources. These two perspectives are not conflicting with the 

first focusing on reading for learning and the second focus on cultivating the habit of reading 

for pleasure, which is a precursor for students to see reading as a valid leisure activity.
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When I was young, it used to be my mother [who recommended books to me]. She 
would read book reviews and then she will recommend a few books to me. But 
nowadays, it’s my friends. (Valerie, Quest Secondary)

Finally, Valerie explains how the early recommendations were useful in primary school 

though as a teenager, she is less reliant on her mother and more dependent on her friends. 

This supports the view that home socialisation is particularly crucial in the earlier years. 

However, having done well in primary school and been posted to a good school and class, 

Valerie is more likely to have reading peers to support her reading habits (Loh 2017a).

Discussion

The study makes three key contributions: Firstly, it demonstrates how reading as a form of 

cultural capital is correlated to academic achievement and SES in Singapore. Secondly, we 

extend the understanding of reading as a form of cultural capital by explaining how reading 

engagement or reading as a hobby is the critical reading skill that is valued in school 

contexts. This distinction is crucial as it helps explains why despite schools’ focus on reading 

proficiency, middle-class students seem to do better at reading. Home socialisation practices 

that focus on cultivating independent and wide reading habits are key to the acquisition of 

school-valued ways of reading. Since these ways of reading are valued in the national and 

global economy, having these dispositions put middle-class children at an advantage for 

reading and academic achievement that leads to social and economic mobility. While we 

should not assume that all High-SES, Mid-SES or Low-SES students have the same access or 

opportunities, the lack of access or opportunities is certainly more acute for students from 

lower-income homes. Most significantly and finally, the study explains how the practice of 

reading and of reading particular kinds of books as a form of cultural capital is 

operationalized through students’ habitus or socialization into reading habits. Rather than 
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focusing solely on cultural capital as a static good, the study highlight how habitus shapes the 

way cultural capital is used within the field of the current Singapore educational context. 

The concept of intensive immersion makes visible the habitus of reading that helps middle-

class children develop positive orientation towards books and reading. Rather than 

“misreognizing” (Bourdieu 1977) reading as a natural talent, the findings demystify the 

elements that contribute to the cultivation of reading habits and practices by recognising that 

middle-class students’ habitus shape their “natural” preferences. This understanding helps 

educators to move away from a deficit mentality (Valencia 2010), to understand that children 

come to schools differently resourced, not just in terms of the number of books but in terms 

of reading dispositions. The investment practices of middle-class parents in the form of 

providing access to books, role modelling, control and management of children’s time, and 

teaching reading are the features of familial habitus that contribute to these students’ 

familiarity with books and reading that prepare them to be engaged readers, in alignment with 

school-valued literacies. Recognizing these features of familial habitus can help 

policymakers, educators and parents see that learning to read is not an easy task, highlighting 

that social factors (in addition to cognitive ones) need to be considered in thinking about how 

to help students learn to read and to become engaged readers.

The findings of the study have great transformative potential (Mills 2008) as the various 

factors identified as key components of familial habitus can in fact be translated to 

institutional habitus through re-evaluation of reading strategies, programmes and goals. The 

habitus of these middle-class children may consist of explicit teaching but also includes many 

incidences of chance encounters with books in the form of visits to bookstores, conversations 

about books and discoveries of books at home or elsewhere. In high-stakes testing 
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environments, there tends to be much attention on reading comprehension and other visible 

signs of teaching reading. However, recognizing that having access to a large number of 

books and role models for learning to read emphasizes the need for teachers to serve as role 

models in reading for pleasure. Instead of focusing on reading comprehension, more attention 

can be paid to how schools introduce pleasure into reading experiences at school (Cremin et. 

al. 2014), with the school library taking a central role (Loh et. el. 2017). Competencies such 

as book selection and knowledge of Young Adult Literature can be recognized as crucial 

skills for developing independent reading habits, so that teachers and librarians can be 

equipped to recommend books to adolescents and teach students how to find books. The 

findings add to the knowledge base of research on reading motivation, explaining how and 

why this extraneous work for developing reading engagement is necessary.

The study highlights that concepts of cultural capital and habitus needs to be understood 

within the specific field, which changes with time. This current snapshot of the reading 

practices of Singapore adolescents provides insight into how home reading practices shape 

middle-class students’ development of positive orientations towards reading, thus preparing 

them to be engaged readers, whether on print or online, adding to our understanding of how 

to close the reading gap between rich and poor students in developing and developed 

countries. The findings suggest that policymakers and schools need to rethink the goals and 

shape of reading curriculum and instruction to understand how better to cultivate reading 

habits that lead to reading futures. 

One limitation of the study was the use of Express, Normal Academic and Normal Technical 

as a rough gauge of academic achievement from schools. While the survey data also provide 

a broad view of reading, cultural capital and academic achievement, against which the 
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qualitative data can be read in more complex detail, it would be helpful to have more precise 

measures of academic achievement in follow-up studies. Moreover, the scope of the article 

did not allow for detailed exploration of the cultural capital and habitus of the Mid-SES and 

Low-SES students. Moving forward, longitudinal studies and comparative studies of reading 

as cultural capital, habitus and SES at national and international levels can extend our 

understanding of how cultural capital develops over time, and how habitus shifts within 

specific national contexts. This study has only focused on reading in the English language 

while being cognizant that Singapore students are living in a multilingual society and 

learning two languages at school. Giving that globalization will only lead to increased 

connections between different nations and people, further research should examine bilingual 

and multicultural reading as forms of cultural capital, and the kinds of habitus that support 

the development of bicultural or multicultural reading identities for the reading futures of 

students.

Page 25 of 34

URL: http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/cbse  Email:hjoliverjournals@gmail.com

British Journal of Sociology of Education

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60



For Peer Review Only

Cultural capital, habitus and reading futures

  26

Acknowledgements

This study was funded by Singapore Ministry of Education (MOE) under the Education 

Research Funding Programme (OER5/16 LCE Building a Reading Culture) and administered 

by the National Institute of Education, Nanyang Technological University, Singapore. Any 

opinions, findings, and conclusions or recommendations expressed in this material are those 

of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the views of the Singapore MOE or NIE. 

Approval for the research was obtained from the Institutional Review Board of the National 

Institute of Education, Nanyang Technological University, Singapore for the collection of the 

survey, focus group and observation data [IRB2016-09-021]. Pseudonyms were used in the 

coding process and in this article to protect participants’ confidentiality. Many thanks to 

Agnes Paculdar and Wan Zhong Hao for assisting with the data collection and Professor Hu 

Guangwei for his perceptive feedback on an earlier draft. 

Page 26 of 34

URL: http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/cbse  Email:hjoliverjournals@gmail.com

British Journal of Sociology of Education

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60



For Peer Review Only

Cultural capital, habitus and reading futures

  27

References 

Araujo, Luisa and Patricia Costa. 2015. “Home Book Reading and Reading Achievement in 
EU Countries: The Progress in International Reading Literacy Study 2011 (PIRLS).” 
Educational Research and Evaluation 21, 422-438.

Bodovski, Katerina. (2017) “Adolescents’ Emerging Habitus: The Role of Early Parental 
Expectations and Practice.” British Journal of Sociology of Education 35(3), 389-412. 
doi: 10.1080/1425692.776932.

Bodovski, Katerina, Haram Jeon, and Soo-yong Byun. 2016. "Cultural Capital and Academic 
Achievement in Post-Socialist Eastern Europe."  British Journal of Sociology of 
Education 38 (6):887-907. doi: 10.1080/01425692.2016.1202746.

Bourdieu, Pierre. 1977. Outline of a Theory of Practice, Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press.

Bourdieu, Pierre. 1984. Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste. Boston, 
Harvard University Press.

Bourdieu, Pierre. 1986. “The Forms of Capital.” RE Richardson (Ed) (1986) Handbook of 
Theory of Research for the Sociology of Education. Westport, Connecticut: 
Greenwood Press, p. 241-258.

Bourdieu, Pierre and Loic J. D. Wacquant. 1992. An Invitation to Reflexive Sociology. 
Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.

Brown, Gilbert, Beth Hurst, and Candy Hall. 2016. "Early Reading Experiences: An Artifact 
of Cultural Capital."  Critical Questions in Education 7 (2):116-129.

Byun, Soo-yung, Evan Schofer, and Kyung-Kuen K. Kim. 2012. "Revisiting the Role of 
Cultural Capital in East Asian Educational Systems: The Case of South Korea."  
Sociol Educ 85 (3). doi: 10.1177/0038040712447180.

Charmaz, K. (2014) Constructing Grounded Theory. London: Sage Publications.
Cheng, Shiuh-Tarng, and Stan A. Kaplowitz. 2016. "Family Economic Status, Cultural 

Capital, and Academic Achievement: The Case of Taiwan."  International Journal of 
Educational Development 49:271-278. doi: 10.1016/j.ijedudev.2016.04.002.

Chia, L. (2018, March 5, 2019). Current Approach to Streaming in Secondary Schools to be 
Phased Out by 2024. Channel NewsAsia. Retrieved from 
https://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/singapore/streaming-secondary-schools-o-n-
levels-ong-ye-kung-11312252

Chiu, Shao-I, Fu-yuan Hong, and Hsiu-yuan Hu. 2015. "The Effects of Family Cultural 
Capital and Reading Motivation on Reading Behaviour in Elementary School 
Students."  School Psychology International 36 (1):3-17.

Chiu, Ming Ming and Bonnie Wing Yin Chow. 2010. “Culture, Motivation, and Reading 
Achievement: High School Students in 41 Countries.” Learning and Individual 
Differences 20, 579-592. 

Collins, James and Blot, Richard. 2003. Literacy and Literacies: Texts, Power and Identity. 
Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press. 

Cremin, Theresa, Marilyn Mottram, Fiona M. Collins, Sacha Powerll, and Kimberly Safford 
(2014) Building Communities of Engaged Readers: Reading for Pleasure. NY: 
Routledge.

Cunningham, Anne E. and Keith E. Stanovich. 1998. “What Reading Does for the Mind.” 
American Educator 1-8.

De Graaf Nan Dirk, Paul M De Graaf, and Gerbert Kraaykamp. 2000. “Parental Cultural 
Capital and Educational Attainment in the Netherlands: A Refinement of the Cultural 
Capital Perspective.” Sociology of Education 73, 92-111.

Page 27 of 34

URL: http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/cbse  Email:hjoliverjournals@gmail.com

British Journal of Sociology of Education

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60



For Peer Review Only

Cultural capital, habitus and reading futures

  28

DiMaggio P. 1982. “Cultural Capital and School Success: The Impact of Status Culture 
Participation on The Grades of U.S. High School Students.” American Sociological 
Review 47: 189-201.

Dumais Susan A. 2002. “Cultural Capital, Gender and School Success: The Role of Habitus.” 
Sociology of Education 75: 44-68.

Farkas George, Robert P Grobe, Daniel Sheehan, and Shuan, Yuan. 1990. “Cultural 
Resources and School Success: Gender, Ethnicity, and Poverty Groups within an 
Urban School District.” American Sociological Review 55: 127-142.

Gaulter, Julia & Anna Mountford-Zimdars. 2018. The Power of ‘Unrecognizable Habitus’: 
Inclusion and Exclusion among 10 British Low-Socio-Economic Status Students 
Abroad. British Journal of Sociology of Education 39(6), 876-890.

Gopinathan, S. 1980. "Language Policy in Education: A Singapore Persective." In Language 
And Society In Singapore, edited by Evangelos A Afendras and Eddie L Y Kuo, 175-
202. Singapore: Singapore University Press.

Heath, Shirley Brice. 1986. Way with Words: Language, Life, and Work in Communities and 
Classrooms, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Heath, Shirley Brice. 2005. "What No Bedtime Story Means." In Linguistic anthropology: A 
reader, edited by Alessandro Duranti, 318-342. Oxford, United Kingdom: Blackwell 
Publishing.

Ho, Elaine and Varian Lim. 2014. “Middle Class in Singapore: Security or Anxiety. 
Singapore: Institute of Policy Studies. Retrieved from 
http://lkyspp2.nus.edu.sg/ips/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2014/12/4_Middle-Class-in-
Singapore-Security-or-Anxiety_161214.pdf. Accessed on January 17, 2018.

Holland, Dorothy, William Jr. Lachicotte, Debra Skinner, and Carole Cain. 1998. Identity 
and Agency in Cultural Worlds. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Jaeger, Mads Meier. 2011. “Does Cultural Capital Really Affect Academic Achievement? 
New Evidence from Combined Sibling and Panel Data.” Sociology of Education 84: 
281-298.

Khan Shamus Rahman. 2012. Privilege: The Making of an Adolescent Elite At St. Paul’s. 
New Jersey: Princeton University Press.

Kirsch Irwin, John de Jong, Dominique Lafontaine, et al. 2002. Reading for Change: 
Performance and Engagement Across Countries. Paris: Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development.

Kisida, Brian, Jay P. Greene, and Daniel H. Bowen. 2014. “Creating Cultural Consumers: 
The Dynamics of Cultural Capital Acquisition.” Sociology of Education 87, 281-295.

Krashen, Stephen D. 2004. The Power of Reading: Insights from The Research. Westport, 
Conn: Heinemann.

Lareau, Annette. 2003. Unequal Childhoods: Class, Race and Family Life, CA: University of 
California Press.

Lareau, Annette and Elliot B. Weininger. 2003. “Cultural Capital in Educational Research: A 
Critical Assessment. Theory and Society 32: 567-606.

Loh, Chin Ee. (2017a, AUG) Reading, Poverty and What Schools Can(‘t) Do about it. 
Roundtable Presentation at the Building a Reading Culture Roundtable (Reading, 
poverty and what schools can(‘t) do about it). Bishan Public Library. Singapore.

Loh, Chin Ee. (2017b). The Space and Practice of Reading: A Case Study of Reading and 
Social Class in Singapore. New York, NY: Routledge.   

Loh, Chin Ee. (2013). “Singaporean Boys Constructing Global Literate Selves through Their 
Reading Practices in and out of School.” Anthropology and Education Quarterly 
44(1), 38-57. 

Page 28 of 34

URL: http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/cbse  Email:hjoliverjournals@gmail.com

British Journal of Sociology of Education

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60

http://lkyspp2.nus.edu.sg/ips/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2014/12/4_Middle-Class-in-Singapore-Security-or-Anxiety_161214.pdf
http://lkyspp2.nus.edu.sg/ips/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2014/12/4_Middle-Class-in-Singapore-Security-or-Anxiety_161214.pdf


For Peer Review Only

Cultural capital, habitus and reading futures

  29

Loh, Chin Ee, Mary Ellis, Agnes Paculdar and Zhong Hao Wan. (2017). “Building a 
Successful Reading Culture through the School Library: A Case Study From 
Singapore.” IFLA Journal 43(4), 335-347.

Loh, Chin Ee. And Baoqi Sun. (2019). “‘I’d Still Prefer to Read the Hard Copy’: 
Adolescents’ Print and Digital Reading Habits.” Journal of Adolescent and Adult 
Literacy 62(6), 663-672, DOI:10.1002/jaal.904.

Merga, Margaret. 2014. “Are Teenagers Really Keen Digital Readers?: Engagement in 
Ebook Reading and the Relevance Of Paper Today”. English in Education 49(1): 27-
37.

Mills, Carmen. 2008. "Reproduction and Transformation of Inequalities In Schooling: The 
Transformative Potential of the Theoretical Constructs Of Bourdieu."  British Journal 
of Sociology of Education 29 (1):79-89. doi: 10.1080/01425690701737481.

Ministry of Education. 2017. MOE Financial Assistance Scheme (FAS). Retrieved from 
https://www.moe.gov.sg/education/financial-assistance/moe-financial-assistance-
scheme-(fas), accessed on 8 December 2017.

National Reading Movement. (n.d.) What is the National Reading Movement? Retrieved 
from http://www.nationalreadingmovement.sg/about-us/.

Neuman, Susan B and Donna Celano. 2012. Giving Our Children a Fighting Chance: 
Poverty, Literacy, and the Development of Information Capital, NY: Teachers 
College Press.

Ng, Irene. 2013. “Education and Intergenerational Mobility in Singapore.” Educational 
Review 66(3) 362-376.

Notten, Natascha, and Birgit Becker. 2017. "Early Home Literacy and Adolescents' Online 
Reading Behavior In Comparative Perspective."  Int J Comp Sociol 58 (6):475-493. 
doi: 10.1177/0020715217735362.

OECD. 2016a. Singapore tops Latest OECD PISA Global Education Survey. Retrieved from 
http://www.oecd.org/education/singapore-tops-latest-oecd-pisa-global-education-
survey.htm. Accessed on September 3, 2017.

OECD. 2016b. PISA Results (Volume I): Excellence and Equity in Education. Paris: OECD 
Publishing.

Paino, Maria and Linda A. Renzulli. 2012. “Digital Dimensions of Cultural Capital: The 
(In)Visible Advantages for Students Who Exhibit Computer Skills.” Sociology of 
Education 86, 124-138.

Park, Hyunjoon. 2008. “Home Literacy Environments and Children’s Reading Performance 
in a Comparative Study of 25 Countries.” Educational Research and Evaluation 14(6) 
489-505.

Radway, Janice. 1997. A Feeling for Books: The Book-Of-The-Month Club, Literary Taste 
and Middle-Class Desire. North Carolina: The University of North Carolina Press.

Reardon, Sean F. 2013. "The Widening Income Achievement Gap."  Educational Leadership 
70 (8):10-16.

Reay Diane 2006. “Compounding Inequalities: Gender and Class in Education.” Skelton C., 
Becky F. & Smulyan L (eds) (2006) The Sage Handbook of Gender and Education. 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, p. 339-349.

Reay, Diane (1998) “‘Always Knowing’ and ‘Never Being Sure’: Familial and Institutional 
Habituses and Higher Education Choice.” Journal of Education Policy 13(4), 519-
529.

Ren, Li, & Guangwei Hu. (2013). A Comparative Study of Family Social Capital and 
Literacy Practices in Singapore. Journal of Early Childhood Literacy, 13, 98-130.

Seidman Irving 2006. Interviewing as Qualitative Research: A Guide for Researchers in 
Education and the Social Sciences, NY: Teachers College Press.

Page 29 of 34

URL: http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/cbse  Email:hjoliverjournals@gmail.com

British Journal of Sociology of Education

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60

https://www.moe.gov.sg/education/financial-assistance/moe-financial-assistance-scheme-(fas)
https://www.moe.gov.sg/education/financial-assistance/moe-financial-assistance-scheme-(fas)
http://www.nationalreadingmovement.sg/about-us/
http://www.oecd.org/education/singapore-tops-latest-oecd-pisa-global-education-survey.htm
http://www.oecd.org/education/singapore-tops-latest-oecd-pisa-global-education-survey.htm


For Peer Review Only

Cultural capital, habitus and reading futures

  30

Sikora, Joanna, M. D. R. Evans and Jonathan Kelley. (2019) “Scholarly culture: how books 
in adolescence enhance adult literacy, numeracy and technology skills in 31 societies. 
Social Science Research,77, 1-15.

SkillsFuture. (2019) Skills Future. Retrieved from https://www.skillsfuture.sg/.
Street, Brian. 1984. Literacy in Theory and Practice. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University 

Press.
Sullivan, Alice. 2001. “Cultural Capital and Educational Attainment.” Sociology 35.
Sullivan, Alice and Matt Brown. 2015. “Reading for Pleasure and Progress in Vocabulary 

and Mathematics.” British Educational Research Journal 41: 971-991.
Tan, Cheng Yong. 2013. “Theoretical Discussion on Forms of Cultural Capital in Singapore.

Asia Pacific Educ. Rev.:14:103-112.
Tan, Cheng Yong, and Dian Liu. 2017. "What is the Influence of Cultural Capital on Student 

Reading Achievement in Confucian as Compared to Non-Confucian Heritage 
Societies?"  Compare: A Journal of Comparative and International Education:1-19. 
doi: 10.1080/03057925.2017.1369392.

Tan, Ern Ser. 2015. Class and Social Orientations: Key Findings from the Social 
Stratification Survey 2011. IPS Exchange Series 4, Singapore: Institute of Policy 
Studies.

Teachman, Jay D. 1987. “Family Background, Educational Resources, and Educational 
Attainment.” American Sociological Review 52: 548-557.

Tramonte, Lucia. & J Douglas Willms. 2010. “Cultural Capital and its Effects On Education 
Outcomes.” American Sociological Review 29, 200-213.

Valencia Richard R. (2010) Dismantling Contemporary Deficit Thinking: Educational 
Thought and Practice, New York: Routledge.

Yamamoto, Yoko and Mary C. Brinton. 2010. “Cultural Capital in East Asian Educational 
Systems: The Case of Japan.” Sociology of Education 83(1) 67-83.

Zasacka, Zofia and Krysztof Bulkowski. 2017. “Reading Engagement and School 
Achievement of Lower Secondary School Students.” Edukacja 2: 78-99.

 

Page 30 of 34

URL: http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/cbse  Email:hjoliverjournals@gmail.com

British Journal of Sociology of Education

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60

https://www.skillsfuture.sg/


For Peer Review Only

 IP and Express NA NT
High-SES 90.1 7.9 2.0
Mid-SES 66.8 23.7 9.4
Low-SES 32.6 38.5 28.9

Table 1. Percentage of students in different streams by SES.

SES Like to 
read

See themselves as 
readers

Reading 
frequency

Like to read .18**

See themselves as 
readers

.21** .55**

Reading frequency .08** .41** .40**

Reading duration .25** .60** .48** .37**

Table 2. Correlations among Students’ SES Background and Reading 
Engagement Measures.

Number of 
books owned 
at home

Bookstores 
visits frequency

Library visits 
frequency

Reading as a 
hobby

SES .37** .13** .05* .43**
*p < .05, **p < .01

Table 3. Correlations among Students’ SES Background, Their Access to 
Books, and Their perception of Reading as a Hobby.

Public Libraries
1 Borrow books 37.2
2 Study and do homework 21.2High-SES
3 Read 18.7
1 Study and do homework 25.7
2 Read 17.6Mid-SES
3 Borrow books 16.2
1 Study and do homework 19.6
2 Read 17.8Low-SES
3 Borrow books 11.9
1 Borrow books 28.1

All Participants
2 Study and do homework 23.0
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3 Read 17.6

Table 4. Students’ Top three Activities in public libraries by SES.

What materials do your parents prefer to read?
High-SES Mid- SES Low-SES All Participants

Do not read 7.0 13.3 26.5 11.1
1 type 26.9 30.9 37.9 29.7
2 types 17.9 14.1 11.4 15.6
3 types 12.5 5.8 4.1 8.8
4 types 6.6 2.8 2.1 4.6

Table 5. Parents’ observed reading habits.
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Dear Editors,

Manuscript ID CBSE-2018-0120: Cultural Capital, Habitus and Reading Futures: A Case Study 
of Middle-Class Adolescent Students’ Cultivation of Reading Dispositions in Singapore

Many thanks for the feedback for our paper, which has been most useful. We have tried to strengthen 
the theoretical framework for the paper, which was the main weakness pointed out in the first 
submission. Key changes have been highlighted in yellow. 

However, in doing so, we have exceeded the word count of 8,000 words and the manuscript currently 
stands at 8,375 words. We hope that this is fine as it was not possible to extend on the literature 
review without substantial addition. We did not want to remove the empirical data as we felt it was 
important. 

Please find below detailed responses to the feedback from the reviewers.

Number Reviewers’ Comments Response
1. Reviewer 1 noted that the concepts 

of cultural capital and habitus are 
treated in too imprecise a manner 
and requested for clearer definitions 
of habitus. Reviewer 1 
recommended that the authors 
examine more closely the various 
uses of habitus in recent articles in 
BJSE and elsewhere and specify a 
definition that can be used more 
consistently within the article.

Reviewer 1 noted that cultural 
capital and habitus should be 
discussed in relation to field.

We have tried to give a clearer definition of 
habitus by returning to Bourdieu and other 
researchers’ work. We have focused on habitus 
as a “structuring structure” that is developed 
through a child’s upbringing and results in an 
orientation that allows for the operationalization 
of cultural capital. 

We have provided a definition of the concept of 
field and explained that the value of any capital 
only makes sense within the field in which it is 
being evaluated over time. We linked the 
discussion of field with details about the 
importance of reading within the Singapore 
educational and national context.

We have also reworked the conclusion and hope 
that the ideas are sharper and more nuanced 
based on the reworking. 

2. Reviewer 2 would like more 
information about IRB approval and 
survey.

More information about the IRB permissions 
have been added to the acknowledgement. An 
additional point has been inserted to explain how 
the students completed the survey.

3. Reviewer 2 noted that some of the 
points made in pages 19-21 (such 
as the need to move away from 
deficit perceptions) could have been 
touched on towards the beginning of 
the paper. S/he refered to Yosso’s 
(2006) work on community cultural 
wealth.

We read Yosso’s piece which is very interesting 
and insightful but chose not to refer to it as our 
key point is that knowledge of home habitus may 
allow for shifts in institutional habitus.

The research lineage that we are referring to 
include researchers such as Annette Lareau and 
Diane Reay for whom the social class is key 
focus. 

Based on the reviewer’s comment and re-
reading of the paper, it was felt that the 
discussion should be sharper. A focused 
discussion of habitus was included.
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4. Reviewer 2 asked why there was no 
mention of how class is stratified in 
ethno-linguistic terms in the context 
of the study.

The survey did not request for ethnic data and 
we were thus unable to examine the data in 
terms of class. There were other forms of 
information such as stream, parents’ educational 
background that made the survey very lengthy. 

Although we do not deny the importance of 
understanding the data from both ethno-
linguistic and class perspectives, the scope of 
the study did not allow for it. 

However, we feel that this study informs the 
Singapore and international research on cultural 
capital and habitus. We have a follow-up study 
that focuses on bilingual reading and students’ 
ethno-linguistic backgrounds will be explored in 
that study.

5. Reviewer 2 asked why the emphasis 
on printed books “despite evidence 
offered in the paper shown that 
respondents or respondent parents 
were reliant on Kindles, iPads and 
mobile technology for their reading 
habits”.

The study focused on students’ interview and 
focus group data and in fact, students 
themselves often talked about print. In another 
analysis of the descriptive survey data, we found 
that students prefer print to online reading 
materials (Authors, 2018) and that avid readers 
read both on print and online. In contrast, we 
found that non-readers or less avid readers tend 
to read less, whether on print or online. Although 
there are some quotes referring to adults 
reading online, it is interesting that students 
themselves report preferring print. 

While the lack of space does not allow detailed 
examination of reading on print vs technology, 
we have included a paragraph to explain the 
constant reference to print and have made an 
effort to emphasis the use of technology 
throughout the findings and in the conclusion.

6. Corrections suggested:
Acronym for SES should be written 
out
Page 15, line 7: more appreciative

The use of SES for socioeconomic status has 
been marked out in page 2, line 1.
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