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Meritocracy

and its toll
on our
students

Two volumes of writings by
undergraduates highlight young people’s
anxieties over success and failure.

Pang Eng Fong
and Linda Lim

Poverty, inequality, social mobility,

meritocracyand the role of
Singapore’s education system have
been the subject of many
commentaries in the past year.
Most focused on low-income
workers and families.

Young university students and
the challenges they face have
attracted less attention, perhaps
because theyare the assumed
“winners” of a meritocratic paper
chase.

Ourdiscussion here draws on
more than 300 submissions that
business undergraduatesat
Singapore Management University
(SMU) wrote for a capstone class in
their final year. They could choose
any topic, including introspecting
about their life inand beyond SMU.

More thana third of these

: submissions were published in two
: volumes — Making Sense Of Life

i (2017) and Still Making Sense Of

: Life (2018) - selected toreflect the
: wide range of voices and topics.

: Manyare auto-ethnographies,

: personal stories, which may not be
: representative or generalisable but
: willresonate with others who share :
: similar experiences.

They confirm the positive role

i that SMU (and other universities)
: playsinsocial mobility in Singapore. :
: Most of the student writers come :
: frommiddle-income families with
: non-graduate parents. Many say

: their families are “not well-off” and
: some, that family finances are

: “tight”.

But none suffered fromalack of

: basic needs, suchas foodand

: housing, orhad torely on state

: welfare support for daily needs.

: Nearlyallacknowledge they were

: materially well cared forand

i provided with private tuitionand,

: forsome, various “luxuries” suchas
i gamingequipment, extra-curricular :

: internships, the
: requirement and especially

: international exchange

: experiences. These opportunities,
: theysay, enhanced their

: preparation for work, attractiveness :
i toemployers and eventual climbup
: theincome ladder.

classes and branded consumer
goods. Direct experience of absolute :
: refugee agency, writing: “I neglect
: mymotherand family for the
: greater good by workingina
: sector that strives to feed the
: hungry, shelter the displaced and
: empower the poor”.
i Somerecognise that luckplayeda :
: major role in their landing a plum
: job.Absent wasasense of
: entitlement; instead, humility and
i ident. Stud

orrelative poverty is lackingand
many say theyareinamore
fortunate economic position than
their parents were when young.
Many entered SMU through the

: polytechnic route, not junior

: colleges. They had attended

: neighbourhood, not elite, primary
: orsecondary schools, including

: several from the Normal stream.

: Their families obviously did not

: need them to forgo or drop out of
: fouryears of further education to
: support them, but a few mention
: theyare eager to start working so
: they can contribute to family

: finances.

Students highlight distinctive

i aspects of their SMU educationas
: contributingto their personaland
: professional developmentand

i career goals — most notably,

i interactive classroom pedagogy,

: take onlifeand their values”.

Another chose to work fora

i nextgeneration.

i contributors feel emotionally

: neglected, withanunmet yearning
i forunconditional love and :
: acceptance by parents forwhothey :
: are.They regret lost time not spent
: together unrelated to the collective

: notunderstand, appreciate or even
: love them, since their worthas
: childrenis defined largely in terms

Agood number of student

goal, and feel that their parents do

: of:

ic results. It may not be

: didnot credit their success to
: superior personal qualities such as
: intelligence, talent or eloquence.

: OPPORTUNITY COST OF SUCCESS

i Thereis, however,akeen sense of
: the opportunity cost of this

i success. Meritocracy does take a

: tollon family relationships. As

: some students seeit, their parents
: workextremely hard and long

: hours, demanding and expectingin :

d 2

service

There were intangible benefits

i too.One student from the Normal

: stream, after volunteeringfora

: community project in Cambodia,

: asks: “Howis it possible for the

: villagers to have solittleand yet have
¢ somuch?Ihave everything that

: theydonot have, yet I feel that my

: lifeislackingin one way oranother.

The experience taught me tolookat

: life fromadifferent perspective
: insteadofonlymy own.”

Few contributors express, in
class or in their essays, reservations

: about meritocracy. Most accept the
: nationaland dominant family

! narrative - that success comes

: from doing well academically and

: working hard. A few question the

: societaland familial definition of

i success in purely material terms.

: Some note that SMU business

: studentsare more materially

: self-centred than those in other

: schools, with less interest in public
: service or non-profit work.

Afew took the path less

! travelled. One decidedtobea

teacher after hearing “everyone’s

: returnonly
: performance. To them, it seems

: thatevery resource, nearly every
: interpersonal i i
: ensure the material success of the

isto

¢ coincidental that many find in

: organisedreligionasource of

: comfort and place for ip
: withothers.

: struggle for financial goals beyond
: mere survival causes tension within :
: and between parents, resultingin

: marital discord and even break-up.
: Theyare acutelyaware of the pain

: inaless-successful parent’s

¢ likeme”.

i externalincentivesin the wider

: hercollege years became “a

: tick-box exercise”. She held

: leadership rolesand excelled in

: academicand non-academic areas,
: driven by “a perpetual desire to be

respected and admired”. But her

: achievementsisolated her from

: others, leading her to remark:

: “Whataway toend my 16 years of
: formal education.”

How students dealt with these

¢ dual family and school pressures as
: vulnerable teenagers and young
: adultsis revealing. Many mention

Some students also see how the

poignant exhortation of “don’t be

Parentsare responding to

i Meritocracy does takea
 tollon family relationships. :
i Assome students seeit,

: their parentswork

i extremely hard and long

i hours, demanding and

: expectinginreturnonly

: outstanding academic

: performance. Tothem, it

: seemsthat everyresource,
i nearlyevery interpersonal
: interaction, istoensure

: the material successof the
: nextgeneration. A good

: number of student

: contributorsfeel

: emotionally neglected,

: withanunmetyearning for :
: unconditional love and

: acceptance by parents for
: whotheyare.

i tothe school system thatsorts them
: for futurerolesinit. A close second

¢ tofamily pressures in student

: ruminationsis exam performance,

: starting from the PSLE, and going

: school, despite mediocre grades,
: because SMU assesses applicants
: ontheir whole portfolio of skills,

: interestsand experiences.

: anythingakintoa“love oflearning”,
: orsomethinglearntin schoolor

¢ university whichexcitedand

: inspired the next stage ofhis or her

: educationorp

: Evenco-curricular activities are

: mentioned less with enthusi.

: genuine interest thanasanother

: “resumerequirement” tomakeitto
: thenextgate.

and society, and children,

through the O levels, A levels and

i thelastsemesterat SMU.

v

Aremarkable number

: periods when they felt life w:
i Inglass an

dexhibited

symptoms of depression; several
: hadsuicidal thoughtsanda couple
: ofthem or theirsiblings even

attempted suicide. A few “escaped”

: byturning toand becoming
: addicted to gambling, alcohol,
: smokingor sex.

On the positive side, some

: channelled their energiesinto
: competitive sports, kickboxing,
: biking and dancing. In their final
: semester, the majority sharea

sense of accomplishment at having
overcome many struggles,andan

: affecting sense of gratitude to their
: parents, friendsand SMU. One

: notes that she looks to her future

: life with a “bittersweet mix of relief,
: anticipationand apprehension”.

What should one make of such

: views from

: theirexact grade for every subject

: ateveryexamination,and

: associated GPAs (grade point

: averages). They vividly recall their
: ownand their parents’ reactions to
: thegrades, andrelated dreamsand
: nightmares. Many express their

surprise and gratitude over being
dinto SMU’s busi

Itis true SMU business students

: may be “self-selected” to be more

: driven towards material success,

: their “dream jobs” narrowly limited
: tofinancial service, marketingand

: other corporate executive

: positions. But they often feel like

: they had “no choice” in this

Itisarare student whomentions

I choice.

process — plicitly
50, following family dictates or
because they failed to get admitted
nto another preferred field. Those

: who chose the programme seemed
: todosofor practical reasons (“to

getagood, high-payingjob”),

: rather than for any intrinsic
: motivation. They are simply
i following the path of meritocracy,

S style, towhich they have

been inured since childhood.

For one overachieving student,

Butifth ysare reflective

: ofhow other students feel, we

: wonder if there is another way of
: raisingand educating our young

: that might exact less opportunity

: cost,and allow young Singaporeans
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Among the Si Unis i who wrote essays for a capstone class in their final year, a good number of these student contributors feel that their parents do not :

understand, appreciate or even love them, since their worth as children is defined largely in terms of academic results. ST FILE PHOTO

to earlier and more fully discover
: their true selves, exploringand

: accessing different pathways

: rather than being propelled onan
: escalator whose speed is set by

: others?

From these essays, it appears that

¢ students ponderingalternatives
: didsoafter encountering different
¢ waysofbeing, livingand workingin

other countries, through SMU’s
international exchange

: programmes. One such student,
: after meeting people from different
: backgrounds, realises “we were all

unique in our own special ways and

: society’s perception of what is good
: orbetterisjustan opinion”.

In many ways, undergraduates in

: Singapore exemplify the pragmatic
: bentofoursociety. Inclass,
: existential puzzles did not engross

them any more than they did

: undergraduates during our time,
: halfacenturyago.

Yetmany in the older generation
may not appreciate the hard
choices the young today, and their
families, must contend withina
society dedicated to promoting
material prosperity. On their part,
younggraduates — evenas they

: struggle with achievement, success
: and stress in our hyper-competitive

society - will find their own ways of
behaving, believing, becoming and

: beingthemselves, making their

i own good sense of life as it unfolds
: forthem.

: stopinion@sph.com.sg
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