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1.Abstract
Many scholars have been critical of the Meritocratic system of education in Singapore, and pinpointed to affluent families as having an advantage which led to greater academic performance of their children. This has led to many researches being conducted to find out if children from higher income families do achieve better results in schools. Despite the vast amount of literature investigating this relationship, there is a lack of coverage at the tertiary level. Hence, the purpose of this report is to investigate if the difference in family income levels has created an uneven playing field for Singaporean students in Polytechnics.  However, an in-depth analysis of my data collected through online survey questionnaires has disputed this view in Singapore by showing that there is no correlation between family income levels and academic performance of our local students at a tertiary level. 
2.Introduction
Due to the lack of natural resources, the Singapore government recognised early for the need of a skilled workforce in order to drive Singapore’s economy forward. To develop the world class human resources needed, the Singapore government has created an education system that is internationally acclaimed. It came out top in the world’s school rankings published by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) which reported that the quality of education will determine the economic progress of the country in the long term (Goy, 2015). 
The Singapore education system is moulded on the principle of meritocracy. Clearly the implementation of the Compulsory Education Act (Cap 51) seeks to create a non-discriminating educational landscape with a level playing field for all children, regardless of their family socio-economical background by providing primary school education to Singaporean citizens at no cost (Ministry of Education, 2015). All students are taught foundational knowledge in English, Mother Tongue, Mathematics and Science under similar syllabuses crafted along their age group. Examinations such as Primary School Leaving Examination (PSLE) and Singapore-Cambridge General Certificate of Education (Ordinary Levels) act as checkpoints on the student’s educational pathway to gauge their academic performances and filter the academically inclined from the less-inclined. Under the meritocracy principle, the academic cream of the crop are rewarded on the basis of their academic achievements and given scholarships (Ministry of Education, 2015). In an Asian society such as Singapore, there is a well-known Chinese expression “wang zi cheng long, wang nu cheng feng” ( parents anticipating their son to become dragon and their daughter, a phoenix), as these mythical beasts symbolizes “superiority” (Leung & Shek, 2011). Hence, parents in Singapore think that paying for their children’s education is the best form of investment and would not mind forking out more money on educational resources to ensure that their children stay competitive or ahead of their peers. (HSBC, 2014) 
However, children do not receive the same amount of financial support from their parents due to the variations of family income within Singapore. This social phenomenon has become a hot button issue widely debated within the parliament. The Gini Coefficient can be used to measure income inequality, with 0 denoting total equality and 1 denoting total inequality.

In 2012, Singapore’s Gini Coefficient of 0.472 before transfers and taxes (Department of Statistics Singapore, 2014) was higher than other developed countries such as the United kingdom (0.38)  and United States of America (0.411) despite having a significantly smaller population (The World Bank, 2015). Due to the difference in income level, some parents can afford to provide more academic support such as overseas learning journeys and purchase of educational resources (Teng, 2015). This has led parents to cry foul over this perceived unequal competition due to family socio-economical background and their own children’s academic performance being hindered by their earnings.  As such, the government has been implementing many policies to deal with this social phenomenon and level the playing field for the students. The government has estimated a total expenditure of $12.1 billion in the financial year of 2015, which is an increase of 3.2% from the previous year to be spent on education (Singaporebudget.gov.sg, 2015). With the intention of providing equal opportunities to all local children, the Ministry of Education (MOE) provides monetary aid to lower income families whose household Per Capita Income (PCI) do not exceed $625 per month under the financial assistance scheme (Ministry of Education, 2015). Non-governmental organisations and voluntary welfare groups have also reached out to assist the lower echelons of the society. Hence, there is a wide plethora of financial assistance envisaged to provide equal educational opportunities and safeguard the principal of meritocracy in education. 

Therefore, my report seeks to investigate whether there is any correlation between family income level and academic performance of their child in a Singaporean context, which will then highlight if current education policies are sufficient enough to moderate the playing field for students on a tertiary level. More specifically, my research question is defined as to what extent does the financial ability of parents to provide for their children affects the academic performance of their children studying in a polytechnic?
3. Literature Review
Existing literature on socio-economic background has shown that affluent parents are able to give their children the head start needed on their educational pathway by purchasing more educational resources, as well as providing their child a more conducive environment to study (Graetz, 1995). Students from higher income families have the upper hand in getting accepted into prestigious schools, and from thereafter, obtaining higher pays jobs which sets in motion a cycle where their own children benefits (Combs, 1985).  Children from lower income families in rural areas make up the majority of school dropouts in reports from international organisations, while the remaining ones tend to perform poorer due to a lack of educational aspirations and motivation (Combs, 1985). This link is strengthened through a research showing that students from less well-off families are unlikely to obtain a university education as compared to wealthier students due to their inability to afford university fees (Frenette, 2007). Empirical evidences from USA was also able to ascertain a directly proportionate relationship between family income level and Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) scores (Washington & Tagami, 2013). 

According to Barr (2014) who addressed the issue from a local context, students from prestigious schools in Singapore, with the most notable ones being the Raffles and Hwa Chong family of schools, provide the main bulk of scholarship winners. Yet, a Ministry of Education survey discovered that the median household monthly income of students in these elite schools was more than double of students in non-elite schools ($7,501 as opposed to $3,560) and the majority of these students belonged to the minority group of Singaporeans living in private housing (Barr, 2014). Children from affluent families have a study environment equipped with the necessary resources needed to help them thrive in schools, and their parents are more likely to be higher educated, thus providing a role model for them to emulate (Mukhopadhaya, 2003).
Taking into consideration that the vast literature exploring the impact of financial ability of parents and academic performance of children are conducted from western demographics, the conclusions might be different due to Singapore’s significantly smaller population and its various educational policies. In addition, to the best of my knowledge, none of the literature were conducted from Singapore’s Polytechnics context.
4.Hypothesis

It has been frequently cited that there is a positive relationship between the independent variable- financial ability of parents and dependent variable- academic performance of students. However, my report aims to challenge this view in lieu of the educational policies implemented to assist students from lower income families, and show that there is no correlation between the above mentioned variables.

5.Theory
Through the integrating of symbolic interactionism with structural functionalism, my research expounds on the theoretical framework that the society is stable and united because of how they perceived a certain ideology. The principle of meritocracy in education promotes cohesiveness among Singaporeans, as it enables an individual to be rewarded for their personal ability and hardwork instead of designating them a permanent class because of their birth right, race, gender or family background.  
Because there is meritocracy in education, the most qualified individuals would be trained for jobs of a higher social standing. Parents in Singapore have accepted that this same set of rules are applied to everyone, with nobody being given special considerations and it is within their children’s own hands to achieve a higher social standing in the future.  Hence, the thought that everybody has an equal shot for glory empowers them and parents see education as a mean for their children to obtain a higher standing in society regardless of their own financial earnings. It has also influenced how they act by creating a culture of “kiasuism”, a colloquial term used to describe the taking of extreme measures to achieve success. Parents rushing to obtain more educational resources such as tuition for their children has started an education arms race where the winners are deemed to obtain better academic performance which will lead to being qualified for jobs of a higher social prestige. 
Lacking natural resources, the Singapore society’s economic growth is dependent on a competent and highly skilled workforce. Henceforth, by allowing meritocracy to filter them into the jobs based on their ability functions towards building a strong and stable economy as workers can perform their role of diligent employees in a job that is most suitable. This shared value creates solidarity within the society as there is a consensus that the upper class deserve to be where they are because they worked hard for it, and that the lower class did not put in as much effort. As a result, students from lower income background will be motivated to do well so that they can achieve a higher social status in the future. Financial assistance from the government has also eased their financial constraints, and levelled their playing field. Hence, these supports my hypothesis that there will be no correlation between financial ability of parents and the academic performance of their children studying in a polytechnic.
6. Variables and Indicators 
6.1 Financial Ability

Household per capita income (PCI) will be used as an the indicator of financial ability. MOE Singapore introduced the PCI to prevent students from larger families being excluded from
the financial assistance scheme, because a higher income shared over a larger number of dependents might indicate lesser financial ability as opposed to a lower income shared over a much smaller number of dependents (Ministry of Education, 2015).
The Household PCI would be computed through the division of (i) by (ii): 

(i) Parents’ Income – As not all students know the income of their parents or are willing to reveal it, the first question of the questionnaire would be “Do you know what is your parents’ income and would be willing to reveal it?”. This is asked so that there would be a value to determine the independent variable.

(ii) Number of family members staying together under one roof
For the purpose of my paper, it would be sorted into the various income groups after data collection in order to assess the financial ability of parents, before using the mean obtained from the sum of maximum range and minimum range of the group for plotting of a XY Scatter graph. 
6.2 Academic Performance
In existing literature, there is an assortment of indicators used to measure academic performance, such as one which includes future employment, attainment of technical proficiency and level of determination to provide a more holistic approach  (York, Gibson & Rankin, 2015).  However, in line with the research objectives to be conducted in a polytechnic, the traditional and long- established indicator of academic performance characterised by Grade Point Average (GPA) would be used (Choi, 2005; Trueman & Hartley, 1996; Plant, Ericsson, Hill & Asberg, 2005). In addition, students possess the knowledge of their GPA through their tertiary institution.  
7. Data Collection Methods

7.1 Participants 
30 participants, studying full-time for a local diploma, were recruited to do an online questionnaire (Refer to Appendix A) that seek to determine their family income level and academic performance. The participants were randomly selected from a polytechnic campus, but not before verifying that they are Singaporean citizens, as only locals can benefit from government financial aid. These participants were assured that their responses would be subjected to confidentiality and anonymity.
7.2 Questionnaire
The questionnaire starts by filtering the participants through dichotomous questions such as “Do you know your parents' financial income, and would you be willing to reveal it?” In order to measure the financial ability of their parents, I have to ensure that the respondents possess the knowledge of their parents’ income before proceeding.
The next set of questions would be related to finding out the independent variable – financial ability of parents. Participants were enquired on their family income, number of immediate family members staying together with them and their parents’ occupation. As I would be using GPA to determine their academic performance, respondents were asked directly for their GPA score on the questionnaire. 

In order to provide deeper insights for my hypothesis, respondents were asked if they had any work commitments outside as a prelude to finding out if they can do better in school academically and what is hindering their ability from doing better. Participants were asked to rate from one to five on a Likert scale (one being strongly agree and five being strongly disagree) to capture the intensity of their acknowledgement for a series of statements. Specifically, these statements are meticulously crafted to discern if they think they could have performed better if their parents’ earned higher income.
8.Analysis of Data
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                                                         Fig 1.1
The  XY scatter plot graph in Fig 1.1 is derived from plotting GPA (Y-axis) against mean household PCI (X-axis). The Pearson Product-Moment Correlation coefficient (R-value) would be utilised to determine the intensity of correlation (being closer to +1 indicates positive linear relationship; being closer to -1 indicates negative linear relationship; being closer to zero indicates no relationship) between the independent and dependent variables (Laerd Statistics, n.d.). The R-value derived from the above graph is -0.0691 (to 3s.f) which indicates that there is no correlation between GPA and Household PCI. Hence, the data analysis has proven congruent to my hypothesis that there is no correlation between academic performance of students and the financial ability of their parents. The findings from the other questions may provide the explanations to the wide variations of points in the scatter graph. 
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                                                                               Fig 1.2 
With reference to Fig 1.2 (above), when asked “do you think you can do better academically in school and if yes, what do you think is hindering your academic progress?”, out of 30 participants, only a minority group (6 percent) chose financial ability. It is also noteworthy that a larger group (20 percent) cited other reasons than the ones given, attributing their lower academic performance to their own laziness or tendency to procrastinate, while the majority (47 percent) blamed it on their video games distraction and extracurricular activities. These reasons are in line with the meritocratic principle that they did not put in enough effort and hence not rewarded in the form of higher grades. It can also be interpreted that the participants have acknowledged their inability to perform better to be their own fault. 
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    Fig 1.3
Additionally, with reference to Fig 1.3, an overwhelming majority of participants (83.3 percent) either disagreed or strongly disagreed with the statement whether they could have performed better if their parents had greater financial ability. Taking into consideration the maturity and self-awareness of the participants where they do not blame others for their own incompetency, these factors could have played a part in this result. Through the denial that family economic background played an important role in their results, the participants have shown that they do not feel restricted nor constraint by their family income group and it would be within their own grasp to perform well academically.
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Fig 1.4

Moreover, as indicated in Fig 1.4, this result seem to indicate that educational policies in Singapore and financial aid have succeeded in levelling the playing field for students. Chiefly, participants do not feel confined by financial concerns before obtaining educational resources. It has allowed the participants from lower income group to stay competitive with their peers, allowing the meritocracy mechanism to function smoothly and reward the individuals putting in the most hardwork with no special considerations given to the affluent class.
9. Conclusion 
My report aims to challenge the perception that hailing from a family with higher financial ability would lead to students having greater academic performance. The findings from my data analysis have demonstrated congruency to my hypothesis that there is no correlation between financial ability of parents and academic performance of their children. 
However, due to the limitations of my research, participants for this study were recruited from a single polytechnic campus. Primarily, it would be problematic in using the results to represent the entire Singapore’s polytechnic student population as different polytechnics subject its students to different method of calculation for their GPA. Secondly, the small sample size for my questionnaire exposes the results to a larger degree of vulnerability as a few haphazard responses given by the participants would lead to the results being distorted. In order to overcome these limitations, I propose that future research conducted of a similar nature to tap from a larger pool of respondents meticulously selected from all the polytechnics in Singapore. 

As Singapore prides itself as a governance of incorruptibility and preaches meritocracy as its official ideology, future research can be done on a larger scale to investigate  in depth the factors leading to the lack of correlation between financial ability and academic performance of students in polytechnics in order to use the findings for further moderation of the playing field at primary and secondary education level. At present as there is a lack of alternatives to identify the hardest working individuals and reward them for their efforts by giving them important social positions, meritocracy would be the best system to organise Singapore’s society and propel it forward.  
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Appendix A
Questionnaire  
1. Do you know your parents’ financial income, and would you be willing to reveal it? If your answer to any part of this question is no, just select no and you can discontinue the questionnaire.

Yes / No

2. What is your family income? 

· $0-1499 

· $1500-$2999 

· $3000-$4499

· $4500-$5999

· $6000-$7499

· $7500 and above

3. How many immediate family members are staying together with you, excluding you?
	


4. What are your parents’ occupations?

Please list in the order Father: __________  Mother:_____________

	


                 5.   What is your current GPA? 

	


6.  On a scale of 1 to 5, how well do you think you are performing in school                            academically ?  Circle accordingly 

	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	Very Good
	Good
	Average
	Bad
	Very Bad


7. Do you have work commitments outside of school? 

*If you state that you have work commitments, please state the working hours per       week and type of jobs, if any.
	I have work commitments outside of school          

                           I DO NOT have working commitments outside of school.

	Working Hours/ Week
	Jobs

	
	

	
	


8. Do you think you can do better in school academically? Yes / No
(If yes, TICK the option that best described what is hindering your progress in      school)
· Financial Background
· Video Games
· Extracurricular Activities
· Work Commitments 

· Others: Please specify _________________________
9. Do you think that you can score better grades if your parents have a higher financial ability?  

· Strongly agree

· Agree

· Neutral 

· Disagree

· Strongly disagree 
10. “I hesitate before spending on educational resources such as (e.g. overseas        exchange programmes, brand new course books etc.) due to financial concerns.” – To what extent do you agree with this sentence? Circle accordingly:

	1 

Strongly Agree
	2

Agree
	3

Neutral
	4

Disagree
	5

Strongly Disagree
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