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Abstract 

 Recent research on Literature education in Singapore has highlighted the state of 

ambivalence of the Literature curriculum (Choo, 2004); suggested possibilities for its 

reconceptualisation, taking into consideration the contemporary Singaporean 

environment and the impact of globalisation (Holden, 2000; Choo, 2011); and 

considered the offering of alternative curricula (Poon, 2007). This thesis explores the 

state of Literature as a subject in Singapore secondary schools in relation to this recent 

research by considering its role in the current political, economic, social and educational 

climate. It presents the findings and analysis of students’ and teachers’ perspectives on 

literary studies in Singapore secondary schools in order to generate theory on how 

students and teachers deal with Literature in English studies. 

 In-depth interpretivist case studies were conducted at five sites, purposively 

selected to incorporate the range of school types in Singapore. Data collection methods 

included focus group interviews and written protocol with students, semi-structured 

interviews with Heads of Department, questionnaires from teachers as well as document 

analysis. The findings from this research provided relevant empirical data to support 

recent research on literary studies in Singapore (Choo, 2004; Poon, 2011).  Emergent 

themes included: the insignificant impact of local literature on the study of Literature, 

the low status of subject and the lack of desirability of Literature as a course of study. 

The themes led to the formulation of four key propositions supporting development of 

theory on ways in which students and teachers deal with Literature in English studies in 

Singapore secondary schools.  

 The findings drawn from original empirical data from students and teachers have 

implications for theory, policy and practice. The work further delineates a need for 

further research into continued development of the Literature curriculum in the 

Singapore education system, such as exploring the role of local literature, as articulated 
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in the vision of Singapore as a world-class city:  

 In order to strengthen Singaporeans’ sense of national identity and belonging,  
 we need to inculcate an appreciation of our heritage and strengthen the  
 Singapore Heartbeat through the creation and sharing of Singapore stories,  
 be it in film, theatre, dance, music, literature or the visual arts. 
 
          (MICA, 1999, p. 4) 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 
Introduction 

 
 “As long as the English language remains the medium of instruction in every  
   school in Singapore as a matter of national educational policy, it does seem  
   that English Literature, albeit a British colonial legacy, is here to stay as a  
   Cambridge “O” Level and “A” Level examination subject.” 
        (Koh Tai Ann, 1999) 
 
 This research reported in this thesis examined the state of Literature as a subject 

in secondary schools in the context of the progressive, vibrant and diverse Singapore 

education system. The Literature syllabus and examinations with their almost 

unchanged aims and objectives that date back to colonial times, do not fit comfortably 

in “one of the world’s best performing school systems” (McKinsey Report, cited in 

MOE Corporate Brochure, 2010) of a highly competitive economy. 

Introduced to Singapore in 1891, Cambridge examinations syllabuses have since 

been revised to include post-colonial literatures, with the most recent long awaited 

change to the Literature curriculum in 2008, which saw the introduction of some local 

texts for study. That was the extent of the change to the Literature curriculum in 

Singapore in the midst of extensive international debate on the future of “traditional 

literary study” (Miller, 2002, p. 10) as a result of the rise of alternative forms such as 

cultural studies, postcolonial studies, media studies and popular culture. This research 

brings the Singapore literary scene to the forefront and situates it in an international 

context as it draws on an analysis of international trends and contexts in literary studies.  

The relatively slow response to change with respect to the Literature curriculum 

in Singapore is not in sync with the rapid developments in the local arts scene. The 

vision of Singapore as a global arts city by the 21st century entails the promotion of 

culture and the arts which will “enhance our quality of life, contribute to a sense of 

national identity and add to the attractiveness of our country” (MICA, Renaissance City 

Report, 1999, p. 4). The study of Literature complements this objective and has the 
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potential to contribute to its achievement. This research explored, among other aims, the 

role of Literature in the promotion of culture and the arts.  

The political and economic discourses of the Singapore government continually 

highlight the importance of Mathematics and Science. In the primary schools, Prime 

Minister Lee Hsien Loong stresses the need to “maintain our strength in Maths and 

Science” (Lee, H.L., National Day Rally speech, 2010). In his 2011 New Year message, 

PM Lee pointed out that “among 65 countries tested, Singaporean students rank within 

the top five countries for reading, mathematics and science” in the 2009 Program for 

International Student Assessment (PISA) and that in order to “hold our own, Singapore 

must continue to upgrade our schools, teachers and pedagogy, as well as attract and 

integrate talent into our society”(Lee, H.S., New Year Message, 2010).  In addition, as 

part of the educational initiative of Thinking Schools Learning Nation, the focus on 

Innovation and Enterprise has paved the way for achievements in the areas of 

Mathematics, Science and Technology. In the midst of all these advancements, there is 

an uncertainty about the place of Literature in the curriculum. As a result of the 

concerted emphasis on Mathematics and Science, Literature as a subject is 

marginalised, and by association so are its teachers and students.  

Concerns over the falling numbers of students studying Literature in secondary 

schools have been raised by teachers, educators, researchers, writers and members of 

the public who felt the drastic drop of 42.4% over a 7 year period (1990 to 1997) 

warranted desperate measures to curb the dangerous trend before the demise of the 

subject altogether (The Straits Times, 1997). This overall trend, evident in most schools, 

is however not the case in some of the independent and government-aided schools 

where there seems to be a tradition attached to the study of Literature. This raises the 

question of whether the subject Literature is only be studied by a select few, those 

considered ‘good enough’ to study it at a higher level, and not for the masses.  This 
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research attempted to account for the lack of interest among students that make them 

reluctant to take up Literature as a subject in secondary schools.  

With the exception of several research papers on the state of Literature 

education in Singapore (Choo, 2004, 2011; Poon, 2007, 2009), no empirical study has 

been done to seek the perspectives of teachers and students on the teaching and learning 

of English Literature in secondary schools. It was deemed that generating a theory about 

how students and teachers deal with Literature studies in Singapore secondary schools 

would increase understandings of the cognitive and affective thought processes of 

students and teachers regarding the subject. This thesis generates such a theory, 

providing valuable data for future study and to review and refine current practices and 

curriculum. The findings from this study also serve to support the earlier mentioned 

research. 

My interest in this particular research area is both personal and professional. 

Having been educated from a young age in the Singapore education system and 

choosing to study Literature as a student and taking it as a subject at ‘O’ levels, I have 

grown to love the subject to this day. I attributed this to the excellent teachers and the 

captivating content of the books which were mainly from the traditional British canon. 

Having graduated as a teacher in Singapore, I taught Literature at a local secondary 

school at a time when secondary schools were reluctant to offer it as an ‘O’ level 

subject due to the pressures of the school ranking system. Teaching Literature from the 

British canon to students from multi-lingual and multi-cultural backgrounds presented 

its own challenges and, coupled with my personal drive to encourage students to 

continue studying the subject at upper secondary levels, teaching became a daunting 

task that could only be surmounted by intrinsic motivation. Currently, as a research 

student, I am able to look at the teaching and learning processes more objectively, 

contextualising it in the wider arena of educational research in the field of literary study. 
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 This chapter presents an overview of the thesis over seven sections, the first of 

which to follow, outlines the aims of the research study, contextualising it in the current 

political, economic, socio-economic and educational climate in Singapore. The next two 

sections give an overview of the political, economic, cultural and social factors that 

affect the teaching and learning of Literature in secondary schools, which will be further 

developed in the first half of Chapter 2. The fourth section provides an overview of the 

education policy factors relevant to the study of Literature in Singapore and will be 

elaborated further in the second half of Chapter 2. The fifth section deals with an 

overview of the literature relevant to the study, which will be discussed in detail in 

Chapter 3. A summary of the research methodology and central research questions is 

provided in the sixth section of this chapter and will be discussed in more detail in 

Chapter 4. The final section of this chapter discusses the contributions of this research 

to the field of literary studies and education.  

 

Research Aim 

The aim of this study was to generate theory about how teachers and students 

deal with Literature in English1 studies in Singapore secondary schools. The study took 

into account the education policies of the Singapore Ministry of Education (MOE) that 

have directed the teaching and learning of Literature in English in Singapore schools, 

and sought the perspectives of key stakeholders on the importance and relevance of its 

study in the context of the existing political, economic, cultural and social climate in 

Singapore.  

 

 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 MOE changed the name of the subject from “English Literature” to “Literature in English” in 2000. 
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Fig 1: Factors influencing the teaching and learning of Literature in Singapore schools. 

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	   	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

 

 

Political and Economic Factors 

Singapore, despite its small size and lack of resources, “took full advantage of 

globalisation” (Lee, K.Y., 2009, p. 2) and has long since encouraged manufacturing and 

investment by multi-national companies from all over the world in an effort to compete 

and survive as an independent nation. The forces of globalisation bring with them a 

variety of effects, among which many have impacted on literary studies. As this 

research was located within the broad context of global trends towards knowledge-

based economies, it is necessary to examine features of globalisation which affect the 

study of Literature.  

Miller identified three features of globalisation that have impacted literary study, 

namely “new means of rapid travel and shipping”, “globalisation of economies” and 

“the rapid development of new communications technologies” (1998, paras 2, 3 and 6). 

These have resulted in the “decline in the integrity and power of the nation state” (ibid., 

para 7) and in its place the establishment of the “modern nation-state, with its 

encouragement of a sense of ethnic and linguistic uniformity in each state’s citizens” 

Literature 
studies in 
secondary 
schools 



	   	   	  
	  

	   6	  

(Miller, 2002, p. 3). As a consequence, the national literature of a particular country 

therefore no longer exerted its dominance, although the notion of a national literature 

still exists in courses of study at schools and universities.  Resistance to the separate 

study of national literatures could be seen in the rise of other forms of literary studies 

such as cultural studies or world literature. With this trend, analysis of the Literature 

curriculum would therefore determine the extent to which the national literature, namely 

British Literature, still exerted its influence in Singapore and to identify any move 

towards new forms of literary studies.  

Globalisation also saw the emergence of various social organisations and 

communities facilitated by the ease and speed of access to the internet which is 

changing the landscape of society and politics (Miller, para 7). In a technologically 

advanced society like Singapore where the internet provides immediate access to 

information and links to other societies all over the world, the cultivation of research 

communities and participation in world-wide discussion groups could be easily 

achieved, thus facilitating a conducive literary environment. 

Another effect of globalisation was, according to Miller, a sense of “cultural 

displacement” where the “traditionally ordered” boundaries of living change as a result 

of these “new communications technology”. As a result, the “traditional ideas of the self 

as unified as and properly living rooted in one dear particular culture-bound place, 

participating in a single national culture” (ibid., para 10) are threatened. This is 

especially relevant in Singapore, a young nation-state which is still trying to carve a 

national identity within its multi-lingual and multi-cultural communities. Miller 

concluded that these effects of globalisation would lead to “the possible generation of a 

new human sensibility leading to a mutation of perceptual experience making new 

cyberspace persons” (ibid., para 11). The notion of identity, contextualised within these 

current perspectives on literary studies, is explored in this thesis.  
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Changes to the education system in Singapore have always occurred as a result 

of the impact of globalisation and economic challenges. Education policies are planned 

based on economic planning and manpower needs of the country: 

The government determines the quantity and quality of skills needed  
and directs educational institutions to produce the skills for the workforce  
     (Goh & Gopinathan, 2006, p. 51) 
 
The restructuring of the education system aimed to sustain Singapore’s 

competitiveness in the global market, instilling “innovation, problem-solving skills, 

creativity and entrepreneurship”, as well as retaining high academic standards through a 

“strong emphasis on content-mastery and good values” (Goh & Gopinathan, 2006, p. 

51). 

Schools were geared “towards innovation” with the “innovative use of ICT in 

teaching and learning” in order to prepare the students for a “fast-evolving and 

challenging future” (Lui, 2007). This research specifically explored the relevance of 

Literature2 education in Singapore in the context of increasing emphasis on technology 

and skills.  

 Singapore aspires to be a regional hub and a major economic force. To fulfil this 

national aspiration, Singaporean citizens need to be highly competent in the English 

Language in order to compete internationally as “the ability to communicate with 

clarity, impact and emotional appeal” is considered “a valuable asset” (Ng E.H., MOE, 

2010, p. 5) which needs to be developed. This research study investigated how 

Literature studies might be constructed in this context, and whether it was considered to 

be contributing to the country’s agenda of progress and achievement. Educationally, this 

research reviewed the policies of the MOE and examined the impact of these policies on 

the teaching of Literature studies in secondary schools in Singapore.   

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 The term “Literature” is used throughout this thesis to refer to the subject Literature in English. 
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 Meritocracy is a key political concept and is practised in almost all aspects of 

life in Singapore. In education, it ensures equal opportunities for all to learn and excel 

and this emphasis on individual achievement encourages the pursuit of excellence. 

Students choose subjects and courses of study based on what they believe they can 

excel at and on the perceived economic demands of the country. This affects the study 

of Literature which is being “widely perceived as a difficult subject suitable for an elite 

few” (Poon, 2007) as well as considered by many to be an indulgence. Meritocracy 

provides everyone with equal opportunities; however, these opportunities are tied to the 

political and economic goals of the country. 

 

Cultural and Social Factors 

The cultural and social environments in Singapore are important factors that 

relate to this research as they influence the perspectives not only of teachers and 

students but also of society in general. As a multi-racial country with four dominant 

racial groups  (Chinese, Malay, Indian and Eurasian), as well as expatriates working and 

living in Singapore, the cultivation of a common cultural identity is a challenge. Added 

to this are the ties to the colonial past from which Singapore has not apparently broken 

away, as evidenced in the predominance of British texts in the Literature curriculum, 

despite calls for revision of syllabuses and reforms to the curriculum (Holden, 2000; 

Choo, 2004; Poon, 2007, 2009). Although, as mentioned earlier, revisions had been 

made to the ‘O’ and ‘A’ level syllabuses to include post-colonial literatures, they are 

ultimately part of the national curriculum of another country and therefore, according to 

Holden, “transplant(s) uneasily to the Singapore context” (Holden, 2000, p. 40). This 

could be the reason why secondary students could never really feel a close connection 

to Literature as a subject.  
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Up to the early 2000s, statements on language and language policies consistently 

referred to English as the language of commerce while mother tongue languages3 were 

regarded as languages of heritage and identity. In March 21 2004, the then Prime 

Minister Goh Chok Tong declared that 

English is not our native language nor are English culture and customs our  
culture and customs. But for practical reasons, and because we are a multi-racial  
Society, Singaporeans accept English as our working language 
     (Cited in Silver, 2004, p. 61).  

In this respect, the study of Literature in English proves to be a highly challenging task 

for teachers and students from non-English cultural backgrounds. Singaporean literature 

may be the common ground to help establish a common cultural identity among the 

different cultures.  

 Equally important is the issue of national identity. Velayutham (2007) outlines 

the problems and paradoxes faced by the establishment of Singapore as both a city-state 

and a nation. The “first phase of nation-building” (Velayutham, 2007, p. 203) 

successfully brought the different races together and “transformed a small, unpromising 

island into a vibrant city-state with a first-world standard of living…we have created a 

thriving global city” (Goh, 2003, as cited in Velayutham, 2007, p. 202). However, 

Singapore’s emergence as a “Newly Industrialised Economy and its engagement with 

the ‘global’ and the West was seen as a threat to its social cohesion”. This heralded in 

the second phase, “the Asian values phase” which saw the promotion of Asian values to 

maintain “a sense of distinct identity against the West” (ibid., p. 203). The ambivalence 

towards the study of Literature, which had been associated with the West, could be 

attributed to this uneasiness about the ‘negative’ influences of the West.   

The changing arts scene in Singapore can be seen as a move towards a change in 

social attitudes towards literature. As Singapore progresses and develops as a nation, the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 All students who are Singaporeans or Singapore Permanent Residents study their respective official 
Mother Tongue Language: Chinese, Malay, Tamil, Bengali, Gujarati, Hindi, Punjabi or Urdu (MOE, 
2011).  
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importance of literature as a unifying agent becomes more evident. In his speech at the 

National Arts Council Award Night, the former Minister for Education, Mr Tharman 

Shanmugaratnam stated that  

It is through the works of local writers that a people’s past and present, and their  
aspirations, are defined, explored and passed on to future generation. 
       (August 31, 2005) 

 

This research sought to discover perspectives on local literature among students and 

teachers. 

 

Education Policy Factors 

 Students in Singapore sit the Cambridge University General Certificate of 

Education (GCE) at either Ordinary (‘O’) or Advanced (‘A’) levels. The ‘O’ and ‘A’ 

levels literature syllabus for secondary schools have been reviewed to feature the work 

of local writers as well as providing a more varied selection of set texts. The inclusion 

of a controversial play “Off Center” by local playwright Haresh Sharma as an ‘O’ level 

examination text in 2008 among other set texts like Shakespeare’s A Midsummer 

Night’s Dream and Tennessee Williams’ The Glass Menagerie was a bold move on the 

part of the MOE to incorporate more Singaporean literature into the syllabus.  

The number of literary arts societies and organisations in Singapore has 

increased and many local top writers have participated in prestigious international 

literary events. The National Arts Council has also promoted literary arts through 

numerous initiatives and projects to nurture local writers. The Renaissance City Report 

produced by the former Ministry of Information and the Arts in 1999 (MICA, 1999) 

outlined two aims for Singapore, the first of which was the establishment of “Singapore 

as a global arts city… a key city in the Asian renaissance of the 21st century and a 

cultural centre in the globalised world” and second of which was “to inculcate an 

appreciation of our heritage and strengthen the Singapore Heartbeat through the creation 
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and sharing of Singapore stories, be it in film, theatre, dance, music, literature or the 

visual arts” (ibid., 1999, p. 4). This present research explored the role Singapore 

literature played in the Literature curriculum in secondary schools towards the 

achievement of this goal. 

The specialised School of the Arts (SOTA) was established in 2008 by the 

MICA with the aim of providing “a vibrant environment for learning that is uniquely 

anchored in the arts” in an effort to “nurture Singapore’s artistic and creative leaders for 

the future” (Lee, B.Y., 2005) through its integrated, multi-disciplinary academic and 

arts curriculum. With such a vibrant arts scene, it is timely that the teaching of 

Literature in schools be revised to encourage the younger generation to create “works 

that fuel the imagination of our fellow citizens and promote an active, thinking society” 

(Shanmugaratnam, 2005, para 8). 

It is in the face of all these factors (Fig. 1) that this research seeks to situate the 

study of Literature in English in Singapore secondary schools by examining 

stakeholders’ perspectives on its contribution to the achievement of the aims of the 

existing educational policies.   

 

Overview of the literature 

A brief overview of the theoretical and empirical literature is provided in this 

section and will be fully discussed in Chapter 3.  

In the generation of a theory on how students and teachers deal with Literature 

in English studies in Singapore secondary schools, the theories and concepts on the 

teaching and learning of English and Literature are explored in this thesis. These two 

subjects are closely connected and the fact “literature should be a central preoccupation 

of English teaching” is a claim that “no one has seriously questioned” (Rosen, as cited 

in Green, 1990, p. 137). The importance of literature in English teaching was 
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emphasised in the Bullock Report (1975) but with the rise of other models of English 

teaching, such as the Growth Model, there have been significant shifts in perspectives.  

The close relationship between English and Literature is explored through the work of 

Ball, Kenny and Gardiner whose model of the constructions of English (1990) was 

adapted by O’Neill (1995) and used as the basis for the conceptual framework in this 

thesis. O’Neill’s quadrant model was used to analyse the aims of the MOE Literature 

syllabuses for secondary schools. The key elements of the model are the four 

orientations of Functional English, English as the Great Tradition, Progressive English 

and Radical English; and the roles of the participants within each of the various 

orientations. The aims and objectives of the Literature syllabus can be placed within the 

various orientations. 

 The current state of Literature as a subject is discussed by Chambers and 

Gregory (2006), who identified factors, such as the “retail model of higher education”, 

that could threaten its future in the school curriculum and beyond. According to 

Chambers and Gregory, the key factors that would bring about the demise of the subject 

are reductions in funding, increasing student numbers and workload and the emphasis 

on vocational skills which are associated with the notion of employability.  Miller 

(1998) focussed on the issue of globalisation and its effects on literary studies. He 

concluded that massive economic, political and technological changes brought about by 

rapid globalisation would change the nature and essence of literature, such as the rise of 

new forms of non-print media altering the transmission of literary language and 

narrative techniques.   

The role of Literature in the curriculum is discussed in this thesis in an effort to 

assess its functionality and relevance, which are key issues in understanding how 

students and teachers deal with Literature studies in schools. McGregor (1992) 

discusses the role of literature in shaping values. Similarly, Chambers and Gregory 
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(2006) investigate how students can feel connected with works of literature. 

Specifically, Singh (1999) and Yeo (1999) explore the Literature curriculum in 

Singapore while Holden proposes a post-colonial curricular reform which includes 

changes to the manner and rationale of study and the types of literary texts for study 

(1999).  

 The teaching and learning of Literature in countries with similar contexts to 

Singapore, such as Canada and Malaysia, is explored in later chapters to provide a 

background for comparisons. Though these countries share similarities in their colonial 

backgrounds, they differ in the extent of implementation of the English and Literature 

curriculum. Canada has placed a great deal of emphasis on the promotion of national 

literature and there is worldwide recognition of the works of Canadian writers. Malaysia 

has chosen to place English as a second language and Literature is studied as a 

component of the English Language subject. In addition, current research papers (Choo, 

2004; Poon, 2007, 2009) on issues pertaining to Literature studies in Singapore have 

found that Literature education in Singapore is in a state of ambivalence and that the 

future of the subject is uncertain with the introduction of Social Studies as a compulsory 

humanities subject, with schools choosing History or Geography electives instead of 

Literature.   

 Several key findings of this relevant literature supported the rationale for this 

present study: the importance of Literature in English teaching; the future of Literature 

as a subject, and the role of Literature in the curriculum. The importance of Literature in 

English teaching is explored as English is highly relevant in the multi-racial and multi-

lingual Singapore context where English holds the first language status. The future of 

Literature as a subject in the Singapore curriculum is questioned in the face of 

competing subjects and emphasis on the sciences, technology and innovation. The role 

of Literature in the curriculum is investigated to see if changes had been made to the 
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objectives of the subject in response to current global and economic changes. Key 

findings of relevant literature therefore were incorporated into the development of 

research questions on the perspectives of students and teachers on Literature studies in 

Singapore secondary schools. 

 

Overview of Research Methodology 

This study, which sought to generate theory on how students and teachers deal 

with Literature studies in Singapore secondary schools, is located within the paradigm 

of interpretivism and uses the grounded theory approach in which theory is “developed 

inductively from data” (Punch, 2005, p. 155). Although a number of research studies 

has focused on the teaching and learning processes of students of Literature (Chew & 

Wong, 1999; Yeo, 1996) and on the situation of literary studies in Singapore (Holden, 

1999; Singh, 1999; Poon, 2007), there is very little qualitative research on the 

perspectives of teachers and students in this area. This timely study sought to provide 

empirical data that could be used for follow-up or future research. 

The collective case study method was used in this research as it involved 

multiple cases. Each school in this research presented a unique context and data was 

gathered from a variety of sources such as interviews, questionnaires and documents. 

The study population comprised teachers and students from five government secondary 

schools which were identified at random and provided the range and diversity needed 

for a comprehensive study, the only prerequisite being that they offered Literature as a 

subject at the upper secondary levels. 

Data were analysed using the process of inductive analysis (O’Donoghue, 2007) 

where emerging concepts from raw data, collected from in-depth individual and focus-

group interviews, teacher questionnaires, written protocols and document sources, were 

categorised through the processes of constant questioning and constant comparison. 
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Data from case studies were analysed individually and then collectively and the cross-

case analysis culminated in the generation of propositions which supported the 

development of theory.  

This study undertook to answer the following two Central Research Questions: 

Central Research Question 1: What meanings and values do teachers and students 

ascribe to studying Literature in English in the contemporary Singaporean environment? 

Central Research Question 2: What impact do educational policies and curriculum 

changes have on the choice of Literature in English as a desirable curriculum subject? 

 A number of guiding questions were developed to help answer the two Central 

Research Questions: 

1.1 What are the literature teachers’ and students’ perspectives on the status of literature 

in secondary schools? 

1.2  Do teachers and students consider that the study of Literature in English contributes 

to increased proficiency in English language? 

1.3 In what ways do political, economic, cultural and linguistic factors influence the 

meanings and values that teachers and students ascribe to studying Literature in 

English? 

2.1 What are the differences (from the perspectives of the teachers and students) 

      between  the old and the new literature syllabuses; how has the emphasis   

      shifted and what are the reasons for the shift? 

2.2 What impact do teachers and students think inclusion of local texts written in 

English had on the popularity of the subject? 

2.3 Do teachers and students consider that the provision of different pathways for the 

study of Literature in English at post-secondary levels will result in a higher take-up 

rate of Literature as a course of study at university level? 
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The detailed conceptual framework and the development of the two Central 

Research Questions as well as the methodology of this study are explained in further 

detail in Chapter 4.  

 
Significance 

This research represents an original, practical and significant contribution to 

educational research in the area of English and Literature education. In the context of a 

syllabus change for English Language implemented in 2010, it is appropriate that 

teachers’ and students’ perspectives on the teaching and learning of English Literature 

be sought. A number of research studies have been done in the area of English 

Language and Literature dealing with policy, methodology and implementation but 

hardly any on the perspectives of teachers and students in the specific area of Literature. 

Findings from this research support the most current research in this area by Choo 

(2004) and Poon (2009). Choo’s research on Investigating Ideology in the Literature 

Curriculum in Singapore (2004) accounts for the ambivalent nature of the subject 

Literature in secondary schools, which she attributed to existing conflict in ideologies. 

This research compliments her study by providing data on perspectives held by school 

practitioners, namely the students and teachers, giving an insight into the ideologies 

behind teaching and learning.  Poon’s research on Constructing the cosmopolitan 

subject: teaching secondary school literature in Singapore (2009) offers the idea of 

cosmopolitanism as an alternative curricula and a means to making the subject more 

vibrant and significant. Her views on the low take-up rate of Literature as a subject at 

upper secondary level formed a link to this present research where this question of 

choice of subject was explored. Choo and Poon’s work will be discussed in further 

detail in Chapter 3. 

Teaching Literature in Singapore secondary schools is a challenging task, 

culturally and linguistically. Many changes have been made to the education system left 
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behind by the British, which had been based on British colonial policies. However, 

Singapore has not moved away from the traditional Cambridge ‘O’ and ‘A’ levels 

examination syllabus and Literature as a school subject is still very much linked to the 

British education system. In a post-colonial environment, Singapore has not moved 

from her colonial past in the adoption of the British canon; study of this type of 

literature by teachers and students of non-British cultural backgrounds is challenging as 

their multi-cultural backgrounds make it difficult for them to identify with English 

culture and traditions. Local literature has not been given due recognition, prompting 

the MOE to make a stand that “pupils should be exposed to literature from different 

parts of the world, including Singapore” as stated in the syllabus document (CPDD, 

1999, p. 4).  Though there have been efforts to include local texts in the ‘O’ and ‘A’ 

level syllabus in recent years, one aspect of this research focussed on the extent to 

which the Literature syllabus has changed to accommodate other texts besides those 

belonging to the traditional canon. 

Although Singapore has successfully implemented the bilingual policy in which 

English is taught and learnt at first language level, linguistic challenges remain in the 

popular use of the non-standard variety of ‘Singlish’4. Singlish has been a major 

concern in Singapore for over a decade and its use is discouraged in schools and the 

mass media. Despite this, it is commonly used in genres like local plays and poems, and 

in successful local television sitcoms and this has made it extremely popular among 

Singaporeans. The stand taken by the Singapore government on this issue was clearly 

stated by the former Prime Minister of Singapore, Mr Goh Chok Tong in his 1999 

National Day Rally Speech: 

 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 ‘Singlish’ is a colloquial form of Singaporean English commonly regarded with low prestige.   
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If we want to be an education hub, attracting good students from the region, then   
we must provide a good English-speaking environment, i.e. one where people  
speak standard English, not Singlish…We cannot be a first-world economy or go  
global with Singlish. 
       (Goh, C.T., 1999) 

Singlish, which was referred to as “a corrupted form of English” (Goh, C.T., 2000) is 

generally associated with the less-educated and this tension between the use of Singlish 

and Standard (Singapore) English is an issue that students and teachers have to contend 

with in the educational and social contexts.  

The importance of preserving mother tongue languages and the nationalistic 

project of establishing a ‘Singaporean’ identity are factors that affect the perspectives of 

students learning Literature in English. This research therefore represented a unique and 

significant contribution to the understanding of how teachers and students deal with 

their learning of Literature within the context of these cultural and social factors.  

There has been a great deal of concern about the levels of English Language 

proficiency attained by and observed among students and those joining the workforce. 

A decline in the standards of oral fluency and writing skills and the inability of some 

graduates to communicate with impact were some of the observations made by 

employers, as reported in the English Language Curriculum and Pedagogy Review 

(ELCPR) report (MOE, 2005). The new English syllabus was developed in an effort to 

address this issue. One of the aims of the new syllabus was to expose students to “a 

wide range of content, including literature” (ELCPR report, 2005, p. 6). One of the aims 

of this research was to seek the perspectives of teachers and students on the extent to 

which the study of Literature can contribute to increased proficiency of English 

Language.  

The existing political and economic climate in Singapore, which responds to 

global economic changes, influences the education scene. This bottom-up research 

approach provided a practical and realistic evaluation, uncovering what teachers and 
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students felt about the relevance and purpose of studying Literature in the present 

climate. The curriculum changes taking place in Singapore can be analysed within the 

context of global educational trends. This study served as a contribution to the greater 

understanding of global curriculum policy trends by providing a basis for comparisons 

and contrasts with curriculum policies of other countries with similar context-specific 

backgrounds.  

 

Conclusion 

 As a bottom-up research, this study captured the authentic perspectives of 

teachers and students on Literature and how they deal with Literature studies in 

Singapore secondary schools, which would lead to a better understanding of the 

challenges that lie ahead for future teachers and students of Literature. This chapter 

provided an overview of the thesis, outlining the aims of this research and situating it 

within the political, economic, social and cultural contexts of Singapore. A broad 

outline of the education policies that impact the study of Literature and the theoretical 

and empirical literature that informed this research was presented to contextualise this 

present study. A brief description of the methods used to develop theory based on the 

findings of data was provided. The significance of this research was highlighted and its 

contribution to the field of research was suggested. Subsequent chapters will develop 

each of these areas in more detail. Chapter 2, to follow, describes the historical 

background which provides the context for this study, focussing on the multi-racial 

composition of Singapore’s immigrant population, Singapore’s colonial history, the 

policies of nation-building and the development of language policies and the education 

system. It also gives an overview of the curriculum, types of schools and the 

development of Singapore Literature in English. Chapter 3 presents the theoretical 

framework of this thesis, which is derived from the review of relevant literature. A 
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comparison of the teaching and learning of Literature in Singapore secondary schools 

with that in countries with similar colonial history and population demography is also 

presented in this chapter. Chapter 4 explains the derivation of the conceptual 

framework, which is operationalised from the theoretical framework outlined in Chapter 

3, and presents the research questions. The study population, case study method, the 

methods of data collection and analysis and ethical issues are explained in this chapter. 

Chapter 5 gives a detailed account of the context within which Literature is taught as a 

subject in secondary school. It provides information on the various courses of study for 

Literature in the secondary school and analyses the aims of the syllabuses. The contexts 

of each school in the case studies are presented to give a background to the data 

obtained from the study. Individual case studies of the five schools that took part in this 

research are presented in Chapter 6. Findings from the case studies focus group and 

semi-structured interviews and written protocol are recorded in detail and cross-

referenced. This forms the cross case analysis of data in Chapter 7 where the case study 

schools are compared and similarities and differences in findings are analysed and 

accounted for. Themes are identified based on the conceptual framework and research 

questions formulated earlier. Finally, Chapter 8 discusses a number of key propositions 

based on the findings and suggests how this study contributes to the existing body of 

knowledge and implications for future research.   
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CHAPTER 2: BACKGROUND 
 
 

Introduction 

 This chapter begins with an outline of the historical context in which the 

teaching and learning of Literature in Singapore secondary schools is located. The 

historical background detailed in this chapter focuses only on specific areas pertaining 

to the multi-racial composition of Singapore’s immigrant population, Singapore’s 

colonial history, the policies of nation-building, the development of language policies 

and the education system as these are the main contributing factors that would help to 

explain the state of Literature education in Singapore today. The overview of the 

curriculum and types of schools in the next section of this chapter serve to contextualise 

the study of Literature in Singapore secondary schools. Tracing the development of 

Singapore Literature in English in the later section helps to give a better understanding 

of the literary scene within which the teaching and learning of Literature in schools took 

place.  

 

Historical Background  

The development of Singapore as a nation state and her ongoing quest for a 

national identity are important factors to be considered in seeking to understand the 

place of Literature, introduced as a subject in schools since colonial times, in the 

Singapore climate today. 

Thomas Stamford Raffles founded Singapore in 1819 and established it as a 

British trading port. In 1867, Singapore was made a British crown colony. After a short 

period of Japanese occupation during World War 2 beginning in 1942, the British 

repossessed the island in September 1945. The immigrant population of Singapore in 

the early days was diverse with the various races pledging allegiances to different 

countries. According to Chiew (1990, as cited in Velayutham, 2007 p. 26): 



	   	   	  
	  

	   22	  

 There was no social cohesion to bind these ethnic groups together. They did not 
 comprise a nation, and it was unlikely that nation-building instincts would arise  
 from these competing and disparate groups which felt no allegiance  
 to this British trading colony. 
 
Hence from the start, the response to British colonial rule and policies was not 

favourable. 

 Singapore became a self-governing state within the British Empire in 1959 with 

the People’s Action Party (PAP) in power under the leadership of Lee Kuan Yew. The 

new government set about to stabilise the political and social climate and dealt with 

problems of unemployment, poverty, housing shortages, education, Communist-led 

strikes and demonstrations as well as “competing ethnic and national sentiments” (ibid., 

p. 27). Throughout this period the PAP was intent on putting in place policies and 

programmes that would encourage “the nurturing of the growth of a Singaporean 

national identity among the population” (Quah, 1990, as cited in Velayutham, 2007, p. 

29).  

Upon declaring independence in August 1963, Singapore merged with Malaya, 

Sabah and Sarawak to form the Federation of Malaysia. However, in 1965 Singapore 

broke away and officially gained her own sovereign status. This paved the way for 

Singapore to forge ahead with nation-building through a number of pathways: the 

promotion of economic development; multiracialism; education and bilingualism; 

public housing; national service; and others such as public campaigns. The promotion 

of multiracialism, economic development, education and bilingualism are relevant to 

the issues in this research study as they have a direct impact on policies governing 

education in Singapore. The sub-section to follow deals with these strategies in relation 

to the quest for a national identity which is an elusive concept in Singapore given her 

multi-racial and multi-cultural population. The quest for a national identity is especially 

important in a country with an immigrant population which had come under foreign rule 

for over 140 years. With independence, the inculcation of a sense of commitment to the 
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country was necessary to ensure racial harmony and bring about economic development 

and stability.  

Multiracialism 

Singapore is a multi-racial country with a total population of 4.99 million people 

(Department of Statistics, Singapore, 2009).  Of the 3.7 million Singapore resident 

population (citizens and permanent residents), 75.7% are Chinese, 13.5% Malays, 9.2% 

Indians and 3.2% other minority races. The remaining 1.25 million people are non- 

residents working and living in Singapore. The quest for a national identity is seen as a 

vital objective for the continued survival of the nation.  

 The promotion of multiracialism and multilingualism was seen as a key 

component of nation building and “was fostered through every conceivable means – in 

all forms of official cultural representations, celebrations, schools, the media, national 

holidays and tourism”  (Velayutham, 2007, p. 30). While it was seen as “a practical and 

viable ideology for maintaining racial harmony” (ibid., p. 30), there was always a 

danger of categorising the races into fixed delineated racial groups, highlighting 

separation more than unity, further complicating the formation of a common national 

identity. In addition, inter-ethnic or inter-racial marriages brought forth another identity 

issue as the children from these marriages took on the racial identities of their fathers. 

The refusal to recognise hybrid identities was another stumbling block to the formation 

of the Singaporean identity. 

 In addition to policies of multiracialism, the public housing programme was 

implemented to integrate the multiracial groups by providing them with more 

opportunities to interact and understand each other (Quah, as cited in Velayutham, 

2007, p. 33). The various ethnic groups were resettled in the late 1960s into multi-storey 
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apartment blocks constructed by the Housing and Development Board5 (HDB). In order 

to encourage home ownership, the government made it possible for Singaporeans to 

utilise their compulsory savings from the Central Provident Fund6 (CPF) to purchase 

their homes. Owning their own homes serve to “anchor Singaporeans in the nation-

state” and also helps to develop “an affective link to a ‘home’” (ibid., p. 33). The HDB 

also introduced the Ethnic Integration Policy (EIP) in 1989 in order to encourage inter-

racial mingling and to defuse any potential racial misunderstandings. With this policy, 

the four main racial groups, the Chinese, Malays, Indians and Eurasians, were given “a 

representative quota of homes in a housing block or neighbourhood” (Mah, 2006), and 

once the quota for a particular racial group had been reached, no further sales could be 

made to that group. In his response to a question on the EIP in Parliament, the National 

Development Minister at the time, Mr Mah Bow Tan, stressed that the EIP was needed 

as racial harmony could not be considered a given in Singapore or in any multi-racial 

society:  

“By maintaining a multi-racial environment in our housing estates, schools, shops and 
playgrounds, we maintain social stability, racial harmony and religious tolerance, and 
keep Singapore safe, secure and prosperous for all races”. 

       (Mah, 2006) 

 

A united society was seen as a significant contributory factor towards the creation of a 

national identity.  

Political and Economic Development 

As a small nation without any natural resources and a diverse ethnic population, 

the ruling PAP proceeded in the early years with nation-building through policies and 

strategies such as multiracialism, housing programme, education and national 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 The Housing & Development Board (HDB), a statutory board established in 1960, is responsible for  
public housing in Singapore. 
6 The Central Provident Fund (CPF), set up in 1955 is a social security savings scheme in which both the 
employer and employee make monthly contributions at a rate determined by the government based on 
current economic climate. Funds can be used for housing, government approved investments, education 
and healthcare.  
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campaigns targeting social and cultural issues (Velayutham, 2007). Economic growth 

from 1965 onwards was facilitated by an export-oriented policy which focussed on 

industrialisation and attracting foreign investments. 

As Singapore advanced and developed into a Newly Industrialised Economy in 

the 1980s, its links with the West were seen as a threat to the social cohesion of the 

Singapore society in the adoption of Western culture and ways (Velayutham, 2007, p. 

203). To counteract these negative forces of globalisation, the rhetoric turned to the 

promotion of Asian values in order to preserve cultural traditions. The Asian values 

subscribed to were forward-looking in nature and, according to then Prime Minister Lee 

Kuan Yew, “must adjust and change with changing structures of the economy and 

society” (Lee, 2000, as cited in Velayutham, 2007, p. 71), in order to accommodate new 

challenges and move forward in the globalised world. This forward-looking strategy 

manifested itself as the ‘New Asian’ identity, a term used by the former Minister for 

Information and the Arts George Yeo in 1993 (ibid., p. 72), which was seen as an 

effective way for Singapore to embrace globalisation and prepare itself for the future. 

The next stage of economic development was the transformation of Singapore 

into a global city “with world-class infrastructure and facilities as well as a tropical 

island of fun and leisure” (The Next Lap, 1991, as cited in Velayutham, 2007, p. 77) 

envisioned in the 1991 national policy vision statement Singapore: The Next Lap. With 

the Asian financial market crash in 1997, Asian values were no longer regarded as 

sufficient to promote economic and social growth. Singapore needed to be transformed 

into “one of the major hub cities of the world” (ibid., p. 88). One of the ways to achieve 

this was through education for a knowledge-based economy and another was the 

increase in cultural and artistic activities, which started with the establishment of the 

Ministry of Information and the Arts in the late 1980s and the National Arts Council 

and National Heritage Board.  
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During the mid to late 1990s, the emigration of the “educated elite” (ibid., p. 93) 

raised the alarm for the government which urgently sought ways to develop the 

“heartware” of Singapore, referring to social cohesion, political stability and the 

collective will, values and attitudes of the people (ibid., p. 98). This was done through 

the Singapore 21 initiative which aimed to “strengthen our community bonds so that we 

stay committed to Singapore…to meet the intellectual, emotional, spiritual, cultural and 

social needs of our people” (Goh, 1999, cited in Velayutham, 2007, p. 99). Through 

numerous events from grassroots social and recreational activities to national events, 

displaying of the national flag, pledging of shared values, use of communal spaces, 

greater community participation and the establishment of a culture of recreation and 

leisure, the Singapore 21 policy hoped to keep its committed citizens rooted in the 

country. In addition, Singapore hoped to attract foreign talents to meet increasing 

economic demands. 

In aspiring to be “a global aestheticised city” as well as creating “the Singapore 

home” (Hage, 2003, cited in Velayutham, 2007, p. 206) for foreigners and locals 

respectively, Singapore faced the difficulty of maintaining national identity. The 

cultivation of a common national identity was difficult to start with considering the 

multiracial and multi-cultural make-up of the population of Singapore. Added to this 

were the influences of globalisation and the influx of foreigners to Singapore, further 

changing the demography of the nation. Education policies put in place had to take into 

account all of these economic and social factors. In this context teaching and learning of 

Literature proved to be a challenge and this could account for the current state of the 

subject in Singapore secondary schools. A closer look at the development of the 

education system and language policies provides some background and a better 

understanding of the issues discussed in this thesis.  
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Education and Language Policies 

 Prior to the arrival of the British in 1819, contact with English speakers was 

mainly through trade and explorations. Native English speakers came to Singapore from 

the British Isles, the USA and other parts of Europe. In the early nineteenth century, the 

influx of people from Penang and Malacca, India, Ceylon and China resulted in a 

significant increase in population. This also included the Eurasians, people of mixed 

European and Asian ancestry, from Malacca, India and Ceylon. The Straits Chinese, of 

mixed Chinese and Malay ancestry, from Malacca formed another group of migrants. In 

addition to these, there were other minority groups like the Armenians and the Jews 

(Gupta, 1998). 

 In the nineteenth century, English was used mainly among the European 

residents and was beginning to be taught in English medium schools, which very few of 

the non-Europeans attended. Bazaar Malay, a Malay-based pidgin, became the 

predominant lingua franca known by people of all ethnic groups. European residents 

had to learn that language in order to communicate with the non-Europeans.  

 The British government soon developed an education policy which gave greater 

emphasis to public education and government and non-governments schools came 

under increased supervision. Education in English was initially reserved for European 

and Eurasian boys and girls and the sons of non-Europeans who were willing and able 

to afford it. Financial support was gradually given to education in English and in other 

mediums as well.  

 In summary, English speakers in Singapore in the 1900s can be grouped into 

four categories: firstly the European British who speak many varieties of British 

English; second, other Europeans, all non-native speakers of English; third, English 

speakers of mixed ancestry and non-Europeans with English medium education outside 

Singapore, many of whom are native speakers; and lastly, non-Europeans with English 
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medium education within Singapore, all of whom are non-native speakers of English. 

This last group soon increased to become the largest group (Gupta, 1998). By the year 

2000, 71% of the literate ethnic population was literate in English (Department of 

Statistics, 2000). The Singapore Census of Population 2010 showed an increase in 

English literacy to 80% (Department of Statistics, 2010). 

 Prior to independence schools were segregated according to the different 

language streams and Malay, being the most common vernacular at the time, was 

designated the national language. In an effort to unite the various racial groups, the PAP 

government promoted English “as the language of development and instruction”, 

leaving the other languages of the various races to function as “a way of retaining their 

cultural identity” (Velayutham, 2007, p. 32). Schools were more integrated with 

students of different races attending the same schools and a national curriculum was put 

in place.  

 Upon achieving independence in 1965, the ruling party, the PAP, made English 

the main medium of instruction in schools in 1966 and through the implementation of 

the policy of bilingualism, the learning of a second language, Mandarin, Malay or 

Tamil, based on their racial background, was made compulsory for every student. 

English was considered “a neutral language for use by all racial groups” and “the 

language of investing industrialists” (Gopinathan 1976; Wilson, 1978; Tremewan, 1994, 

cited in Velayutham, p. 32). Economic survival was always at the forefront of 

government policies concerning education and harnessing the use of English would 

benefit Singapore internationally. Although the bilingual policy appeared to marginalise 

other ethnic dialects, the education initiatives of this period were seen to serve the 

purpose of instilling a sense of nationalism in the newly-independent nation (ibid.). 
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The Singapore Education System 

In order to gain insights into the situation of literary study in Singapore, it is 

necessary to understand the unique composition of Singapore and trace the influence of 

colonisation on the development of language policies and the education system. During 

the British rule, educational policies were controlled to a large extent by the government 

(Gupta, 1998). The long term impact of this control on the study of Literature, which 

was associated mainly with the study of the British canonical works, can be seen in the 

ambivalent state of the subject as it competes with other subjects which are considered 

to be more relevant and important in the present economic climate of Singapore.   

Phases of Development 

 The trend towards government control over educational policies established 

during the British rule continued as evidenced in the phases of development of 

education in Singapore, which can be divided into three main periods. The first phase 

was the Survival-Driven Education, which covered the years 1965 to 1978. Upon 

gaining independence in 1965, a strong emphasis was placed on the link between 

education and economic development. During this period, the main aim of the education 

system was to develop a literate and technically trained workforce. The study of 

Mathematics, Science and technical subjects were emphasized. With the establishment 

of secondary vocational schools, the government accelerated plans for the expansion of 

technical education to meet the requirements of new industries. In April 1968, the 

education system was restructured to provide the required technical manpower. All 

male lower secondary students were required to have two years of exposure to technical 

subjects while girls were given a choice between technical subjects and home 

economics. There was continued propagation of industrial oriented education to produce 

manpower for industrial development throughout the 1970s. In 1979 the Vocational and 

Industrial Training Board (VITB) was created, setting up vocational training institutes 
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which offered a wide range of courses catering for secondary school-leavers. This 

period also saw the increase in the proportion of students in the English medium 

education and a greater use of English as a means of communication. To address the 

problem of racial unrest during the period after Independence, the government 

introduced the bilingual policy, which gave equal importance to the mother-tongue 

languages as well as recognising English as the official working language. English-

medium education became universal and the knowledge and domestic use of English 

had spread to a wider population. English was regarded a necessity for inter-ethnic 

communication and economic development. In contrast, mother tongue languages were 

“less useful” but “important for personal identity, a sense of heritage, and inter-ethnic 

communication” (Silver, 2004). English was placed alongside Malay, Mandarin and 

Tamil as one of the four official languages. Although the changes helped to increase 

secondary school enrolment, enrolment in VITB institutes and in polytechnics, the 

education system had major shortcomings as highlighted in the Goh Report in 1979. 

The changes failed to take into account students’ abilities. Hence there were high 

attrition rates with only some making it to vocational institutions and overall, a slow 

growth in secondary education. Coupled with high turnover rate of education ministers 

and low status and morale of teachers, the report recommended an overhaul of the 

education system.  The two main concerns raised by the Goh Report were firstly, high 

education wastage and secondly, the poor literacy level (40% pass in ‘O’ Level) in 

terms of proficiency in English. 

From late 60s to late 80s, was a period of economic and educational 

restructuring and expansion. The economic focus was on industrial development and 

thus a national school system to support an industrialised economy was underway. The 

education system was restructured, which brought in the phase of Efficiency-Driven 

Education. Bilingual education requirements were implemented at primary and 
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secondary schools towards the late 1980s and more exposure time was given to English, 

which became the language of instruction for Science and Mathematics (Gopinathan, 

1980, cited in Silver, 2004). English was also designated as the first language of school 

and became referred to as first language while mother tongues were described as second 

languages through which “moral values” and “cultural traditions” were imparted (Lee 

KY, 1979, cited in Silver, 2004).  

 The next phase of development, the Ability-Driven Education extended from 

1997 to the present. This signalled the transition to a knowledge-based economy, which 

shifted the emphasis away from production towards innovation and creativity. The 

education system and structure underwent redefinition and realignment. Three major 

curricular initiatives have been introduced since 1997 in an effort to make Singapore 

“economically competitive amid the transition to a knowledge economy”, by fostering 

in students “greater creativity and innovation” (Tan & Gopinathan, 2000, p. 7). Initiated 

in June 1997, the Ability-Driven education system was based on the vision Thinking 

Schools, Learning Nation, launched by the then Prime Minister, Mr Goh Chok Tong. 

This vision was based on the premise that Singapore, with its small size and lack of 

natural resources, would have to depend on the “capacity of its people to learn – and to 

learn continuously throughout their lives” (Goh & Gopinathan, 2006, p. 40). The second 

initiative launched in 1997 was the Masterplan for Information Technology in 

Education in which information technology is incorporated in teaching and learning in 

all schools. The third initiative was the change in university admission criteria which 

sought to recognise results other than those of the GCE ‘A’ Level examination, such as 

Scholastic Assessment Tests, project work and participation in extra-curricular 

activities. This phase of Ability-Driven Education propelled the diversification of the 

education landscape to what it is today. 
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Types of Schools 

Government and government-aided schools, being the main types of educational 

institutions in Singapore, receive the same amount of funding from the MOE, ensuring 

consistency in staff qualifications, salaries and fees. Staff recruitment and dismissal in 

both government and government-aided schools fall under the purview of the Director 

of Education. Government-aided schools also have to ensure that the standards of 

“physical facilities, student attainment, and student discipline and behaviour” (Mok 

K.H. & Tan J, 2004, p. 83) are equal to those of the government schools.  

There are three main types of government / government-aided secondary 

schools: mainstream, autonomous and independent schools. Mainstream schools teach 

the standard curriculum and employ teachers assigned by the MOE. Independent 

schools, established since 1988, have greater autonomy in areas of educational 

management such as fees, staff recruitment and student admission. They are managed 

by Boards of Governors and the Principal, and serve as role models for other schools in 

terms of improving quality of education (Tan & Gopinathan, 2000). Autonomous 

schools were established in 1994 with the purpose of providing students with “quality 

education within the framework of a non-independent status” with greater autonomy 

and additional funding “to develop a holistic education that stretches each pupil to his 

fullest potential” (MOE, 2005). Compared to the independent schools, autonomous 

schools charge more affordable fees and offer a wider range of choices for parents and 

students than the mainstream schools. Currently there are 11 independent schools and 

156 autonomous and mainstream secondary schools in Singapore (MOE, 2011 

Education Statistics Digest).  The MOE School Information Service (SIS) lists 26 

autonomous secondary schools on its Directory of Schools 2011 website (MOE, 2011). 

 In his overview of Singapore’s Education Landscape at the IBAP Teachers 

Conference (March 31, 2007), the Minister of State for Education, Rear Admiral Lui 
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Tuck Yew spoke about the introduction of “new educational pathways to encourage a 

diversity of student talents”. Schools offering International Baccalaureate (IB) 

programmes, specialised independent schools like the National University (NUS) High 

School of Science and Mathematics, the Singapore Sports School and the Singapore 

School of the Arts were all part of a “forward-looking curriculum” that aimed to 

increase Singapore’s competitiveness in the global market economy of the future. This 

diversity in the education system was considered essential in order to “keep 

(Singapore’s) attractiveness as a destination and home for all families of all 

backgrounds” and also to be a city that is “the world in Asia” (Shanmugaratnam, 2007, 

para 9).  

 The National University of Singapore (NUS) High School is geared to nurture 

“well-rounded and world-ready scientific minds” (NUS High School, 2011) with the 

hope of securing Singapore’s future in the field of innovation.  From 2008, five schools 

had been selected to be part of the FutureSchools@Singapore project, an initiative by 

MOE to harness ICT effectively for engaged learning, and to keep the education system 

and programmes relevant in preparing students for the future. The FutureSchools would 

be the leaders among other schools and serve as models for the “seamless and pervasive 

integration of ICT into the curriculum” (MOE, 2007).   

 A sixth FutureSchool, the School of Science and Technology, was set up in 

January 2010, in an effort to provide students with another pathway. The establishment 

of this Specialised Independent School would serve to complement the NUS High 

School of Mathematics and Science, the Singapore Sports School and the School of the 

Arts. Students enrolled in this 4-year programme would study “regular academic 

subjects” and “a range of options in applied areas related to technology, media and 

design” (MOE, 2008), and have the opportunity to sit the Singapore-Cambridge GCE 

‘O’ Level examination. The Integrated Humanities subject offered at the school 
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comprises History and Geography. Through their “innovative teaching methods” the 

school aimed to help students better appreciate the “real-world relevance of what they 

learn” (MOE, 2008). 

Following the recommendations of the 2002 Junior College/Upper Secondary 

Education Review Committee, three privately-funded schools were set up with the 

purpose of promoting greater diversity in the education landscape in the form of 

“alternative curricula and qualifications, different mix of schools, and different 

programmes” (Shanmugaratnam, 2002, para 10).  

 Within this diverse and dynamic educational scene, it is expected that 

curriculum changes will be just as dynamic and will complement this forward move 

into the future. It is within this context of education provision that the research reported 

in this thesis sought to gather data on the progress of the Literature curriculum over the 

years.  

Curriculum 

 All Singaporean youths experience at least 10 years of general education, 

including six years of compulsory primary education. A national curriculum is in place, 

with major examinations at the end of the primary, secondary and junior college levels. 

With the implementation of the Ability-Driven Education policy in 1997, students 

leaving the primary schools can enter a range of educational institutions, depending on 

their abilities and interests (Fig. 2). The Curriculum Planning and Development 

Division (CPDD) of the Singapore MOE takes charge of syllabus implementation and 

assessments at all levels and provides the Approved Textbook List from which schools 

choose basic texts for the various subjects.  Texts for the Cambridge GCE ‘O’ Level 

examination in English Literature are prescribed by the CPDD in consultation with the 

University of Cambridge Local Examination Syndicate (UCLES). It is recommended 

that heads of department, literature coordinators and teachers review potential texts 
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Primary	  
Schools	  

University	  

before making their selection. This research focuses on secondary schools which offer a 

4 to 5 year GCE ‘O’ level programme, after which students move on to junior 

colleges/centralised institutes which offer the 2 to 3 year GCE ‘A’ level programme.  

 
Fig. 2: Pathways of Education in Singapore Schools 
          (Adapted from The Education Landscape in 2004 and Beyond, MOE 2004) 
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Students in mainstream secondary schools are placed in either the Special, 

Express, Normal (Academic) or Normal (Technical) courses depending on their 

performance at the Primary School Leaving Examination7 (PSLE). The differentiated 

courses have been designed to match the learning abilities and interests of the students. 

Literature in English is a compulsory subject in the first two years of secondary 

education in the Special, Express and Normal (Academic) courses. At the end of 

Secondary 2, students in the Special8, Express and Normal (Academic) courses are 

given the option to choose either Geography, History or Literature as an elective to be 

studied at Secondary 3 and 4, at the end of which students sit the Cambridge GCE ‘O’ 

Level examination. Students in the Normal (Academic) and Normal (Technical) courses 

undertake a 4-year programme at the end of which they sit the GCE ‘N’ level 

examination. Students who perform well in their GCE ‘N’ levels may sit the GCE ‘O’ 

level examination at the end of the 5th year.  

The Singapore-Cambridge GCE ‘O’ and ‘A’ level examinations and curricula 

have been the main focus of teaching and assessment over the years since their 

introduction in 1971 and 1975 respectively, for they are seen “internationally” as 

possessing “rigour and consistency of standards” (Shanmugaratnam, 2007). New 

subjects in niche areas are developed within the Singapore-Cambridge qualifications 

framework. The IB and the new diploma programme for the NUS High School are 

presented as alternatives to the mainstream system so as to cater to students with 

different intellectual styles and preferences. The introduction of the Integrated 

Programme in 2004, currently offered in 11 schools, with the aim of providing “a 

seamless secondary and Junior College enriched education without requiring pupils to 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7 The Primary School Leaving Examination is a national examination which students sit at the end of 
their primary education for entry into secondary schools.   
8 The Special and Express Courses were merged into the Express Course starting at Secondary 1 from 
2008 (Education Statistics Digest, MOE 2010).  
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sit the GCE O-Level Examination” (MOE, 2011) is another movement away from the 

mainstream system. 

To ensure that Singapore maintains its high academic standards, the annual 

school ranking exercise was introduced in 1992 to “induce a healthy competition among 

secondary schools and junior colleges” (Sharpe & Gopinathan, 2002, p. 156) through 

the comparison of schools’ performances in the ‘O’ and ‘A’ level examinations. Results 

are published in local newspapers to provide better information for parents to make 

intelligent and informed choices about the schools they wished to choose for their 

children. The opportunity to choose, however, is limited by the students’ PSLE scores. 

This practice has implications for this research. Achieving results became the top 

priority for schools and this gave rise to a number of tensions. To improve school 

ranking, teachers are pressured to achieve high results in their subject areas. Schools 

started focusing narrowly on outcomes relevant for public ranking and in an effort to 

attract students and parents. Some schools made the study of Literature optional for 

graduating students as the subject has been perceived as one in which it is difficult to 

excel (Tan & Gopinathan, 2000). The Straits Times (1997) reported the percentage of 

students taking Literature at ‘O’ level fell 17.8% in the special and express streams and 

15.7% in the normal stream between 1992 and 1996. The perception that Literature was 

a subject that adversely affected school rankings was deeply entrenched in the minds of 

students, parents and the general public (The Straits Times, 1997). 

 Though the practice of school ranking was heavily criticised by the 1997 

External Review Team, MOE did not do away with ranking but instead revamped the 

process of ranking by broadening the range of indicators used to assess schools through 

the use of the School Excellence Model (Tan & Gopinathan, 2000). In 2004, School 

Achievement Tables replaced the ranking lists. These tables provide “a more holistic 

view of performance”, focussing on “both academic and non-academic subjects” 
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(School Accountability Framework Review, 2006). Schools with similar academic 

performance are placed in the same band. These bands reflect the average students’ 

aggregate scores in their First Language (English or Higher Mother Tongue) and their 

five best subjects. The best score obtainable across the six subjects is 6 as a score of 1 in 

a subject is the top score a student can achieve. There are nine bands with scores 

ranging from less than 11 in the top Band 1 to 18 in Band 9. Schools with aggregate 

scores higher than 18 are not included in the ranking table. The School Achievement 

Tables also highlight schools’ achievements in terms of Academic Value-Add, 

Character Development, and Physical and Aesthetics Achievement. It remains to be 

seen whether the new ranking system will have any effect on the number of students 

taking Literature at ‘O’ level. 

 

The Development of Singapore Literature in English 

 From the colonial period right up to recent times, the study of English Literature 

(as the subject was known before 2000) in secondary schools revolved mainly around 

the study of canonical British texts. Singapore literature did not feature prominently in 

the school syllabus until recently and this thesis attempts to explore the reasons for this 

exclusion. A look at the historical development of Singapore Literature would provide 

insights into the availability of local writings during the colonial period and after. Such 

a study was undertaken by Poon, Holden and Lim in the compilation of Writing 

Singapore: An Historical Anthology of Singapore Literature (2009). This anthology 

provided a thorough account of the development of Literature in English in Singapore 

over three major periods, pre-1965, 1965 to 1990 and 1990 to the present. A brief 

outline of this history is presented in this section, in an effort to understand and explain 

why Singapore Literature has not played a more vital role in the teaching and learning 

of the subject in secondary schools. 
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 Although Singaporean novels had been published in English prior to 1965, 

literature in English in Singapore before 1965 was considered non-existent for two 

reasons: firstly it was commonly thought that there was no substantial body of work 

before 1965 and secondly there were no Singaporeans prior to 1965 as the nation state 

was officially established in 1965. The types of literature that existed during the 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were mainly colonial literature. What was 

significant for Singapore were two “clusters of Singapore-based literary activity” 

(Holden, 2009, p. 8), the first of which was the writings of the Straits Chinese, who 

were of ethnic Chinese origin but who had adopted Malay cuisine and dress, and 

thereby were considered “cultural hybrids” (ibid., p. 8). Their writing, mainly in the 

form of poems and short stories between the years 1897 to 1907 and early 1930s, could 

not be defined precisely, for at times they seemed to support colonial power while at 

other times appeared to be calling for a sense of Asian consciousness. What was 

interesting about the Straits Chinese writing, Holden noted, was the way “it reached out 

beyond Singapore” (ibid., p. 9) to Penang, Malacca and Batavia, Manila and Rangoon 

and significantly raised the profile of English language to the second lingua franca after 

Malay. The first Singaporean novel in English was Lim Boon Keng’s Tragedies of 

Eastern Life published in the late 1920s. The 1930s and 1940s saw writing that was 

more transitional and bore characteristics of colonial writing.  

 The origins of Literature in English in Singapore can be traced to the late 1940s, 

with the publication of the journal, “The Cauldron”, by the Literary and Debating 

Society of the King Edward VII Medical College Union. It was the first journal which 

published literary work in English in Malaya and Singapore (Vethamani, 2001). The 

second cluster of writing identified by Holden was Malayan Literature in English, 

which was mainly written or published in Singapore in the late 1940s and 1950s. The 

poetry and stories written during this period reflected the political situation of that 
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period with Malaya under Emergency9, and although they were written by mainly 

Malaysian writers, they were significant contributions to Singapore’s literary history by 

virtue of the close links between the two countries with a shared colonial history. 

 The literary scene between the period 1965 to 1990 was characterised by 

writings based on the themes of nation-building and modernisation. Many of Edwin 

Thumboo’s writings in the 1970s, for example, were “poems of social commentary and 

moral exhortation” (Poon, Holden & Lim, 2009, p. 175) and saw a balance between the 

use of Standard International English and local references and idioms. In contrast, 

Arthur Yap’s poems made use of Singlish and were more satirical in nature. During this 

period too, the “very elitist position” of Singapore writing which seemed to appeal “to a 

remarkably small audience of readers” (ibid., p. 176) highlighted the fact that Singapore 

society, with its political constraints and focus on technological growth and the 

economy, was unable to “support a robust and open literary community” (ibid., p. 177). 

Many local writers went on to other professions, as they were unable to earn enough out 

of their writing, which in turn affected the quality of the local literary scene. The few 

writers that remained in Singapore continued to write while working professionally as 

journalists, doctors, teachers and university professors.  

 Noted works of this period included Catherine Lim’s Little Ironies which was 

considered “the most influential of the short story collections” (ibid., p. 179) and went 

on to be established as an examination text in the Singapore education system, placing it 

on equal status with other British canonical works. Lim’s novels have also been 

published internationally. Explorations of gender issues, race and identity were evident 

in works of this period, as seen in Stella Kon’s play Emily of Emerald Hill which won 

the Singapore National Playwriting Award in 1985 and had been taught and performed 

both in Singapore as well as internationally. It was acclaimed as a “pioneering text” that 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 The Malayan Emergency was the term used by the colonial government to refer to the guerrilla war 
fought between Commonwealth armed forces and the Malayan Communist Party, from 1948 to 1960. 
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placed drama as “the preeminent literary genre” in Singapore, under the direction of 

playwright and director Kuo Pao Kun, who transformed the local drama scene with his 

“avant-guard, postmodern and experimental concepts” (ibid., p. 180). Kuo’s play The 

Coffin is Too Big for the Hole was an allegory of the problems faced by a city-state, its 

leaders and population and the challenges of globalisation, and, being fully bilingual 

and cross-cultural, Kuo writes with wit and confidence. In analysing the writings of this 

period, Poon, Holden and Lim concluded that they demonstrated “seriousness, wit, 

intelligence, elegance, and power of individual expression” (ibid., p. 181). 

 As a nation state in the 1990s, Singapore was forging ahead to become a global 

city and the literary arts scene had to align itself with government’s economic, political, 

social and cultural policies. The period 1990 to the present saw an “explosion in writing 

across all three genres” (ibid., p. 358) with the rise of a younger generation of writers, 

writing alongside more established writers. This was attributed to a number of factors, 

according to Poon, Holden and Lim (2009). Firstly the standards of living and education 

levels in Singapore were of First World status and the commitment of certain publishers 

to support and invest in Singapore literature helped improve the cultural scene. 

Secondly, English was a natural choice as language of writing and was no longer seen 

as a colonial language by the younger writers. Singlish, which was now considered an 

effective way of injecting humour as well as conveying a “more subtle emotional range” 

(ibid., p. 360), was used effectively by writers and dramatists. Thirdly, the change of 

leadership style to one that is more consultative and participative appeared to have 

encouraged a more liberal arts scene.   

 The focus on Asian values to counter the negative and corruptive influences of 

the West in the 1980s and early 1990s ended with the 1997 Asian economic crisis, and 

Singapore moved towards achieving the status of a more cosmopolitan global city. This 

in turn had a direct impact on the local literary arts scene. The recommendations of the 
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Renaissance City Report (MICA, 2000) stressed the economic justification for 

developing the Arts in Singapore and it was decided that “a vibrant cultural and arts 

scene is crucial to maintaining a high quality of life and attracting the best and the 

brightest” (Poon, Holden & Lim, 2009, p. 361). Developments in the literary arts scene 

from 1990 to the present included the setting up of the National Arts Council in 1991 

which administers the state’s highest honour for excellence in the Arts, the Cultural 

Medallion award; the Singapore Literature Prize; the Golden Point Award and the 

Creative Arts Programme which pairs aspiring young writers with established writers. 

The Esplanade – Theatres on the Bay was officially opened in 2002 with the purpose of 

showcasing musicals and hosting internationally renowned artistes. Despite the fact that 

this “embrace of the commercialisation of the Arts” (ibid., p. 362) was not viewed 

favourably by everyone, by 2009 the Singapore theatre scene was vibrant with a variety 

of dramatic works and musicals. 

 Writing of this period was characterised by “politically charged and socially 

relevant themes” (ibid., p. 366). The way Singapore marketed itself as a global city, 

aggressively promoting businesses, increasing materialism and consumption among the 

people had an impact on writers who began to question the effects of globalisation on 

traditional, national and cultural identities of the people. The critique of the lifestyles of 

Singaporeans which prioritised materialism and affluence was common in novels, short 

stories, plays and poetry of this period. There was also a sense of increasing importance 

placed on historical consciousness and cultural memory and ethnic identity, such as in 

Daren Shiau’s novel Heartland which explores class and racial tensions and urban 

living in the HDB heartlands. Poetry that highlighted life in a constantly changing urban 

space and tensions arising from this is evident in the work of many poets of this period.
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 The characteristic of transnationalism was very apparent in Singapore writing 

during this time, where poets write about travel which “serves as an escape, an 

adventure, as a means to define home, even as a necessity of life” (ibid., p. 375). There 

is a growing group of “diasporic writers” (ibid.) writing about Singapore, not from 

within Singapore but from where they have chosen to live, in countries like Australia, 

United States, Canada and the United Kingdom. The presence of such writers 

throughout the world added to the variety of meanings and complexities of Singapore 

writing today. 

 In summary, the richness and variety of Singapore literature can be traced back 

to the early post-colonial years from 1965. Singapore writing has evolved over the 

years, responding to prevailing political, economic and social conditions, as in many 

other countries that emerged from colonial rule. However, economic pragmatism 

always took top priority for Singapore and, until recently, the development of the 

literary arts scene took a back seat. The work of local writers did not feature 

prominently in the literature studied in schools despite the good variety and quality of 

writing that existed and this research seeks to understand the reasons for this from the 

perspectives of teachers and students.   

 

Conclusion 

 This research attempts to situate the study of Literature in secondary schools in 

the Singapore educational environment which is fluid and constantly evolving amidst a 

growing global economy. In light of the background and context described in this 

chapter, several key issues drive the direction of this research. 

 The school ranking practice which indirectly forced schools to make strategic 

curricular choices (Sharpe & Gopinathan, 2002) has considerable significance for this 

research. Teachers and schools are pressured to prioritise in terms of results. Subjects 
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which have the potential for fostering creativity such as Art, Literature and Music have 

been sidelined in many schools because of the difficulty in predicting student 

examination performance in them. Although changes have been made to the ranking 

process, the number of schools offering Literature at ‘O’ Level remains small. This 

research sought the perspectives of stakeholders on the choice of Literature as a subject 

of study in secondary schools, given the revision of the school ranking process.   

 The present emphasis and direction for Singapore “to establish a strong position 

as a premier cultural city in Asia” (MICA, 1999) as part of the Renaissance Singapore 

vision brings forth the question of what part can Literature as a secondary school 

subject play in the achievement of this objective.  

 The traditional British literary canon and its influence on the choice of Literature 

as a learning subject is another area which is explored in this research. The extent to 

which schools have the flexibility to choose their own texts and the recent inclusion of 

local texts in the literature syllabus was examined to gauge the impact on the popularity 

of the subject. 

 Finally, the present economic climate and the push towards innovation, 

especially in the areas of science and technology, has a bearing on the viability of 

studying English Literature in school and raises the question of its usefulness in terms 

of career pursuits.  
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CHAPTER 3: LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
 

Introduction 
 

 In attempting to generate theory on how students and teachers deal with 

Literature studies in Singapore secondary schools, it is imperative that an understanding 

of the ideologies associated with Literature be addressed. The first section discusses the 

role of Literature in the curriculum in the context of globalisation and explores the 

relationship between the subjects Literature and English Language. It also gives a brief 

overview of the major approaches to the teaching of Literature. The second section 

elaborates on the various models for the teaching of English and explains the derivation 

of the theoretical framework for this thesis. The third section considers current 

international trends and approaches to the teaching of Literature, concluding with a 

comparison of the teaching and learning of Literature in Singapore secondary schools 

with that in countries with similar colonial history and population demography.  

 

The Role of Literature in the Curriculum 

Literary works, background information, literary terminology and theory and 

cultural information usually form the content of literature programmes. According to 

Purves (1994): 

the subject literature is seen in one of three ways…as a body of knowledge  
to be acquired, second as the vehicle for the training of skills of analysis  
and interpretation, and the third as the vehicle for social, aesthetic and  
moral development  
      (Purves, 1994, p. 3481). 

 
Literature therefore is seen “alternatively as an aspect of the humanities, a stimulus for 

reading and writing, and an aspect of the arts, with its moral consequences (ibid., p. 

3481). Purves elaborated that the choice of content for the literature curriculum depends 

on which of the three approaches is being adopted. The first and third suggest that there 

should be a selection from a canon of literature, focusing either on the author or on 
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specific moral or social content from such literature. The second approach can be seen 

in some aspects of new critical, deconstructive, Marxist or reader-response curricula, 

with the focus being on critical thinking skills. It could also be seen as a combination of 

Functional Skills and Cultural Heritage, consistent with the linkages suggested in 

Figures 5 and 6 (p. 56). This is seen in the case of the Singapore Literature curriculum, 

where a spectrum of skills had been outlined in the teaching syllabuses for the subject 

Literature in secondary schools. 

 There are several perspectives on the role of literature in the curriculum (Purves, 

1994). Literature is often seen as a subset of reading and writing as it involves texts that 

people read or write. It becomes a means of promoting skills in reading and writing or 

in some cases individual growth, depending on the ideology of the language arts 

programme within which literature is placed. 

 Another perspective is that of literature as a school subject with its own body of 

knowledge, which consists of literary texts determined by experts, teachers or 

curriculum planners. Literature content in this case includes (i) historical and 

background information on authors, texts and the times in which they were written, (ii) 

literary terminology, strategies and theory, and (iii) knowledge of relevant folklore and 

mythology. Though criticised as focusing too much on factors external to the texts, 

many felt that this knowledge is crucial to reading and writing.  

 A third perspective sees the learning of literature as the development of 

“aesthetic” reading (Langer, as cited in Purves, 1994, p. 3482). Literature is viewed 

“less in terms of the writer and more in terms of the reader who reads a text not for 

information but for the nuances of the text itself” (ibid., p. 3482). Rosenblatt 

summarised in The Reader, The Text and the Poem (1977) that “literary texts are 

grounded in the real world of writers who may or may not intend them to be seen 

poetically” (cited in Purves, 1994, p. 3482). 
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 In essence, the “major function of literature education is the development of 

what one might call preferences or habits of mind” and should go “beyond reading and 

writing” (Purves, 1994, p. 3482).  Purves defines “preferred habits” as “the set of 

attitudes, stances and beliefs encouraged through literature instruction” (ibid., p. 3483). 

Students need to be able to read aesthetically in order to make judgements about texts 

and justify them. The development of preferred habits should result in the acceptance of 

cultural diversity, not only in literature but also by extension, in society (ibid., p. 3483). 

Such a curriculum seeks also to develop discerning students who are conscious of 

manipulation and/or propaganda, a valuable life skill. Chambers and Gregory (2006) 

stress that the skills learnt through the study of the Humanities, namely skills of 

analysis, interpretation, evaluation, synthesis and verbal and written communication, are 

necessary and can be transferred to the workplace. Literature graduates are, in their 

opinion, marketable:  

 many employers actually want people who can think clearly and make appropriate 
interpretations of meaning, are flexible, adaptable and can communicate well! 
     (Chambers & Gregory, 2006, p. 38) 
 

 Discussions on the role of Literature in the curriculum undoubtedly raise 

questions about the value of its study. Miller (1998) makes three claims for the subject’s 

“indispensible value”, the first of which is that, as cultures expressed and constituted 

themselves through literature, literary works are therefore “an absolutely indispensable 

means of understanding our pasts” (para 23). Secondly, through language as a means of 

communication, literary study is thus a “means of understanding the rhetorical, 

figurative, and storytelling possibilities of language” (para 24). Thirdly, and what Miller 

considers the most important reason for the study of Literature, is that it serves as a 

“means of access to a confrontation with what I call the strangeness or irreducible 

otherness of others” (para 25), of different cultures and within cultures. This, according 

to Miller, can only be achieved through close reading and reflection.  
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The significance of Miller’s claims form part of the research questions explored 

in this study as students and teachers were asked for their views on the importance and 

value of studying Literature in secondary schools. 

 

Literature and the English Language 

Historically, the establishment of English Language as a school subject arose out 

of fears and panics around the growth of urban society in England, which was thought 

to disturb the “moral fabric of the existing social order” (Ball, Kenny & Gardiner, 1990, 

p. 48). English literature was the subject that was chosen to unify the nation and play 

the traditional role of moral training (ibid., p. 49). The teaching of literature has 

remained highly traditional despite the variety of approaches used in the teaching of 

reading and writing. Applebee and Purves provide historical perspectives on the recent 

nature of personal response approaches. Applebee found that teachers often took the 

lead in discussions and encouraged students to accept “a canonical interpretation of 

classical texts” (Applebee, as cited in Flood & Lapp, 1992, p. 440). This traditional 

pedagogy could be traced to “the ancient pedagogy of classical language 

instruction…aimed mostly at students ‘getting it right’” and explains the “top-down” 

pedagogy approach (Chambers & Gregory, 2006, p. 11). Literature classes where only 

the “right opinion”, which was the opinion of the teacher, mattered existed throughout 

the late nineteenth to much of the twentieth century (ibid., p. 11). 

Tuchaai (2012) outlined the changing approaches to teaching literature in the 

classroom over the years which included: Cultural Heritage, Reader Response 

(Rosenblatt 1938, Bleich 1988), Critical Theory (Foucault 1960, Derrida 1967) and 

Critical Literacy (Luke & Freebody 1990, Morgan 1994, Appleman 2000, Comber and 

Simpson 2001). The Cultural Heritage approach places value on a traditional body of 

literature, or “cultural heritage texts and the privileging of some genres” (Beavis, 2000, 
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p. 52). Students are helped to “arrive at the agreed reading of texts which are regarded 

as timeless and universal” (ibid.). In view of the Singapore Literature curriculum this 

was the approach adopted for the longest period through the implementation of the GCE 

‘O’ and ‘A’ levels syllabuses where texts studied were mainly from the British canon of 

literature.  

The Personal Growth approach recognises the “capability of all human beings to 

create meaning through language in their engagement with experience” (Locke, 2007, 

p.11). Reader response criticism aligns itself with this approach where the “focus moves 

from the author and text as object to the reader and the reading process” (ibid.) where 

meaning is derived from a “reader/text interaction” (ibid. p.12). Rosenblatt’s reader 

response methodology “in which the reader’s personal interpretations of texts is of 

primary importance, provides more meaningful and effective teaching than traditional 

critical interpretive methods” (Rosenblatt, as cited in Flood & Lapp, 1992, p. 440). It 

emphasises three basic assumptions: firstly, that the literary interpretation of a text is a 

transaction between the reader and the text; secondly, that the meaning of literature is 

not contained in a static text; and thirdly, that readers comprehend differently, and 

because every reader is unique, interpretations change over time. The text can be seen 

as shaping a reader’s response through the use of certain symbols and images, but is 

generally viewed as stable, though the readings of it may be varied. This then places an 

emphasis on the “cultural predispositions of a reader” (Locke, 2007, p. 12). This has 

relevance in the Singapore Literature curriculum, where the majority of readers 

(students) come from different ethnic and cultural backgrounds, and studying texts 

which are unfamiliar to them would undoubtedly impact on their understanding of the 

texts. Rosenblatt’s theory of transaction with texts was first published in 1938 and 

republished in 1968 and her revisiting of it in 1994 does not evidence much shift in 

ground. 
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 English as skills acquisition emphasises the “achievement of a range of textual 

competencies, at word, sentence, paragraph and whole text level” (Locke, 2007, p.13). 

The range for this approach starts from mere skills acquisition using substitution drills 

for example, decoding and working out semantics, basic communication skills and 

writing, to the recognition of “socially constructed demands for ‘literacy’ of a particular 

sort in a range of contexts” (ibid., p.14) as seen in the genre approach. Skills acquisition 

in relation to the English Language is an important feature in the Singapore education 

system and the effectiveness of Literature as a subject to aid skills acquisition is 

questioned.  

 Critical literacy places emphasis back on the reader who is viewed as “a cultural 

product” (ibid.). Texts of all kinds are valued and “are seen as partial and ideological” 

(Beavis, 2000, p.53). A teacher’s role in a critical literacy classroom would be to “draw 

students’ attention to the social consequences of the privileging, in their own writing 

and others” (Locke, 2007, p.15). Current approaches towards critical literacy are 

advocated by Morgan (1994) who suggested the application of theories of “reading and 

textual constructedness” (p. 168) to English teaching as these would offer students 

different ways of reading texts. In an intertextual practice (Ricoeur, 1983), “critical 

literacy reading ‘involves not just the text and one’s transaction with it, but framing that 

transaction in a larger socio-political context’” (Franzak, 2006, p.218, as cited in 

Tuchaai, 2012, p.9).  

The subject Literature is “inextricably bound up with the history and identity of 

subject English and the profession and practice of English teaching” (Green, 1990, p. 

137). The changing nature of language and the role it plays in the curriculum also 

impact on the teaching and learning of Literature. Thus, in an attempt to discuss the 

place of Literature in the curriculum, it is important to understand the various ‘models’ 

of categorising the teaching of English as a subject. 
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Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework of this thesis is informed by the literature on the 

nature of the subject English and its various orientations, as well as the different 

approaches to the teaching of Literature, as discussed in the preceding section. Locke’s 

model on how the four orientations of the subject English relates to textual practice was 

considered in the development of a theoretical framework for this thesis: 

Fig. 3: Versions of English and textual orientation 
          (Locke, T. (2007). Constructing English in New Zealand: A report on a decade of  
           reform L1-Educational Studies in Language and Literature, 7(2), 5-33.)  
 

Cultural heritage    Personal Growth 
 Textual orientation   Textual orientation 

- Appreciation and emulation  - self-realisation through meaning making 
- deference    - creative exploration 
- acculturation    - personal integration 

 
  Skills acquisition    Critical literacy 

Textual orientation   Textual orientation 
- formal mastery of textual practices - critical linguistic analysis 
- pragmatic competence   - detachment 
- social adeptness   - social transformation 

 

While Locke’s model is useful in looking at which paradigm of English is 

adopted in classroom practices, Ball, Kenny and Gardiner’s model on the constructions 

of English (1990) was adopted as part of the theoretical framework of the present 

research, because of its inclusion of the dynamics between the authority, state, people 

and self. O’Neill (1995) adapted Ball et al’s model for her research on Variant 

Readings: A Cross-Cultural Study of Reading Comprehension and Literacy Texts and it 

is this adapted model that will be used to situate and discuss the education policies of 

the Singapore MOE on the teaching of English and Literature (Fig. 4) which appear to 

fit into each of the quadrants in varying degrees at various stages in time. 
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         AUTHORITY 
         ‘THE STATE’ 
          ‘NOT SELF’ 

   DIRECTIVE AND  
           PRESCRIPTIVE 

  
    FUNCTIONAL ENGLISH          CULTURAL HERITAGE 
 
    ENGLISH AS SKILLS               ENGLISH AS THE GREAT LITERARY 
       ‘Communications’                   TRADITION 
 ‘Life-skills’      ‘Standards and sensibilities’ 
 
SELF                 NOT SELF 
 
INDIVIDUAL                        COLLECTIVITY 
 
 GROWTH MODEL     CULTURAL CRITICISM 
 
   PROGRESSIVE ENGLISH                              ENGLISH AS CRITICAL LITERACY 
           ‘Individuality’         ‘Assertive, class conscious, political 
              ‘Creativity’                                                    in content’ 
    ‘Self-expression’ 

 
 
 

            NEGOTIATION AND 
             PARTICIPATION 

        
      AUTHENTICITY 

            ‘THE PEOPLE’ 
‘SELF’ 
 

Fig. 4: English and forms of literacy (Adapted from O’Neill, M.H. (1995) Variant Readings: A Cross-
Cultural Study of Reading Comprehension And Literacy Texts based on Ball, Kenny and Gardiner’s 
‘Literacy, Politics and the Teaching of English’ in Goodson and Medway (1990) Bringing English to 
Order, Palmer Press, pp. 75-76). 
 
 The vertical dimension in this model reflects the relationships between 

authorities, identified as the state, the management or the leadership, and the people 

(Ball, Kenny & Gardiner, 1990, p. 76). Social activity and control from the top are 

authoritative, directive and prescriptive in nature, moving towards an emphasis on 

negotiation and participation at the other end. Although this model is used to illustrate 

English and forms of literacy, it has relevance when applied to the education system in 

the Singapore context where language and education policies are closely linked. The 

majority of the decisions regarding education in Singapore are made by the state using 

the top-down approach. The education policy is integrated with the economic policy and 
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manpower planning, in which the “Government determines the quantity and quality of 

skills needed and directs educational institutions to produce the skills” (Goh & 

Gopinathan, 2006, p. 51). Changes to the curriculum, for example the mathematics and 

science curriculum, are brought about to support research and development in the 

biomedical, pharmaceutical and digital media sectors. Singapore’s colonial history was 

strongly entrenched within the education system as evidenced by the post-colonial 

retention of Cambridge ‘A’ and ‘O’ levels for English which emphasises traditional 

literary canon texts. This locates the English and Literature curriculum in the Cultural 

Heritage quadrant. The decision to make English the lingua franca and the very strong 

insistence of near native proficiency in Standard English are examples of control 

exercised by the State which makes the adoption of this model as a theoretical 

framework appropriate for this thesis. The value of studying Literature for instrumental 

purposes, in the case of the Singapore education system, to make significant 

improvement in target language, highlights the Functional English aspect of the subject, 

as illustrated by the comments from teachers in a Singapore Straits Times report on the 

decline of the number of students sitting for the GCE ‘O’ Level Literature paper, that 

“English literature students had a sound command of the language and expressed 

themselves well” (Davie, 2003, as quoted in Pereira, 2006).  

Though there is a move towards a more “proactive approach towards engaging 

parents and the community as “Partners in Education””(Goh & Gopinathan, 2006, p. 

56), which could be seen as a move towards a more bottom-up, participative mode of 

activity, the heavy investment of the Singapore government in education especially at 

secondary level means that it is and will continue to be directly involved in planning 

and reviewing of educational policies and changes. As such, O’Neill’s model which 

recognises the control exercised by the State is especially appropriate to Singapore. The 

Literature syllabus can be located historically in Cultural Heritage and Functional 
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English, recognising more recent shifts in orientation towards Personal Growth, but not 

very much in Cultural Criticism/Radical English, as is congruent with emphasis on state 

control (Figs. 5 & 6). 

 Ball et al’s model was also used by O’Neill (1995) as a framework for 

elaborating the values of the orientations and the roles of participants in current 

practices (Fig. 7). Her model is useful in that it looks at the roles and practices of 

English teachers and learners in the classroom. It also identifies key values, which 

would be important in a discussion on the purpose and relevance of teaching English 

and Literature. The aims and objectives of the teaching of Literature as outlined in the 

syllabus documents can be placed within the various orientations. 

The aims of the 1999 Literature in English secondary syllabus outlined in the 

table below clearly fall mainly into the Functional English and Personal Growth 

quadrants (in italics):  

Fig. 5: Mapping 1999 Singapore Literature in English Syllabus to orientations to English 

…to develop students’ ability to: 

1. enjoy the reading of literature and appreciate its contribution to aesthetic and imaginative growth;  
(Personal Growth / Cultural Heritage) 
2. explore areas of human concern, thus leading to a greater understanding of themselves and others; 
(Personal Growth / Cultural Heritage) 
3. read, understand and respond to various types of literary texts to appreciate ways in which writers 
achieve their effects, and to develop information retrieval strategies for the purposes of literary 
study;  
(Personal Growth / Cultural Heritage / Functional English) 
4. construct and convey meaning clearly and coherently in written and spoken language. 
(English as skills: Functional English) 
  (Curriculum Planning and Development Division (CPDD), 1999) 

While this syllabus is currently in use, MOE introduced a separate Literature syllabus 

for lower secondary. In addition to specific aims, the study of Literature in English also 

serves as “an effective means for students to explore moral and social issues” 

(Literature in English syllabus, MOE, 2007). The aims of the lower secondary syllabus 

can also be linked to the various quadrants are as follows: 
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Fig. 6: Mapping 2007 Singapore Literature in English Syllabus to orientations to English 

(Lower secondary)…to develop student’s ability to: 
1. discover the joys of reading Literature and become aware of new ways of perceiving the world 
around them; 
(Personal Growth / Cultural Heritage) 
2. explore the elements of the different genres via the study of literary texts and to understand how 
these function in enabling literary works to achieve their desired ends. 
(Functional English) 
3. articulate perceptive and logical thinking when discussing and writing about Literature 
(Functional English) 
4. select and interpret relevant material judiciously and to express ideas in coherent and clear English; 
(Functional English) 
5. understand the importance of the contexts in which literary texts are written and understood; and  
(Cultural Criticism) 
6. engage personally with texts, showing a strong intellectual and emotional awareness of themes, 
characters, settings and contexts. 
(Personal Growth / Cultural Heritage) 
         (CPDD, 2007)  
 

A table of comparison of objectives of the Singapore Literature syllabuses from colonial 

days to 2007 (Choo, 2004) further illustrated their focus on the Cultural Heritage model 

(Appendix 1). It should be noted that although the 2007 version has given credence to 

Personal Growth orientation, it only marginally recognised the importance of context in 

the Cultural Criticism orientation, thus reflecting the conservative nature of the syllabus.  
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1.   English as Skills:        2.     Cultural Heritage: 
      Functional English                        English as the Great Tradition 
Key values: knowledge about language,             Key values: conservation and transmission  
standard forms and genres, production             of the canon of great works of literature,  
of useful citizens  production of keepers of the cultural  
  flame; perpetuation of universal human  
Role of teacher: inculcation of knowledge themes and values   
about language, demonstration of standard 
forms and uses, correction of student             Role of teacher: transmission of knowledge 
products     and values of the cultural tradition and  
      induction of students into the language of  
      literary criticism 
Role of learner: assimilation of knowledge 
about language, application and practice of       Role of learner: assimilation of information 
standard forms and uses, analysis and              about the literary tradition and great works, 
criticism of models               interpretation and reproduction of the ‘right
                 response’, assimilation of literary critical   
Key figures: M. Scriven, J.M. Williams,                   discourse, development of moral and  
Christie, J. Martin, J. Rothery              aesthetic sensibility 
      
      Key figures: F.R. Leavis, E.D. Hirsch,  
                                                                                      A.S. Bloom, Bleich, I.A. Richards, W. Iser 
 
3.    Progressive English (elsewhere known  4.    Radical English 
       as Growth Model English, Whole                     Cultural Criticism  
       Language, New Literacy or     
       Personal Growth)    Key values: recognition of cultural 
      construction of texts and readings, and the  
Key values: respect for the individual  values and interests privileged in each,   
qualities of the learner, child-centred,   promotion of equity and power for  
experiential, exploration of language in   minorities, production of critical citizens  
use, for production of personal meanings  
and growth in language competence; 
production of self-actualising individuals           Role of teacher: foreground ways in which  
      texts are constructed, make accessible /  
Role of teacher: facilitation of language- visible cultural assumptions and  
rich experiences and contexts; collaboration stereotypes, make available alternative  
and negotiation with the learner; provision readings, promote construction of critical 
of appropriate resources and information  readings 
as the learner needs them 
 
Role of learner: participation and              Role of learner: analysis of construction of  
engagement in learning experiences;  texts, production of alternative readings,  
articulation of personal response;  identification of attitudes and values  
cooperation and collaboration in   privileged by particular readings,  
learning experiences; respect for   production of alternative texts 
responses and products of other learners 
 
Key figures: J. Britton, D. Barnes,   Key figures: C. Belsey, W. Green, 
H. Rosen, J. Dixon, J. Moffet, G. Boomer,  S. Ball, A. Kenny and D. Gardiner, H. Janks 
J. Willinsky, R. Andrews    T. Locke, W. Morgan, B. Comber & A. Simpson 
 

 
Fig. 7: Attributing characteristic key values and roles to each quadrant (Adapted from O’Neill, M.H. 

(1995) Variant Readings: A Cross-Cultural Study of Reading Comprehension And Literacy Texts. 
Unpublished doctoral thesis, Murdoch University. 
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In addition to these aims, the lower secondary syllabus identifies five areas of 

study, which provide a framework within which students “will be encouraged to 

comprehend, interpret and respond to all types of literary texts” (CPDD, 2007, p. 7). 

The areas of study are: viewpoint, style, setting/atmosphere, characterisation and plot 

and structure. In studying these five areas, students are also to be taught a “spectrum of 

skills”: evaluating, remembering, organising, focusing, integrating, information-

gathering, analysing and generating which are to be used to read and respond to the 

areas of study. The areas of study identified in the upper secondary syllabus are literary 

features, text and context, and language use. 

 The main literary genres of prose, poetry and drama are taught at both the lower 

and upper secondary levels. Schools may use English texts from various parts of the 

world as well as Singaporean/Malaysian literature in lower secondary. However, the set 

texts for the ‘O’ and ‘N’ level Literature examinations are mainly from the traditional 

canon with the works of Shakespeare, Arthur Miller and Tennessee Williams to name a 

few. There is an effort made to include the works of local Singapore writers in the 

prescribed texts list for 2008. 

 It is clear that in the Singapore context, the Literature syllabus is informed by 

the different orientations of English illustrated in Figure 4. Functional English is still 

very much the focus throughout all levels of schooling (Figs. 5 & 6). There has been 

concern over the declining standards of English among school leavers and those 

entering the job markets. For Singapore to maintain its competitiveness, a great deal of 

emphasis is placed on the development of English language skills. In an effort to 

address this issue, the ELCPR Report (MOE, 2005) established a strong focus on the 

systematic learning of grammar for implementation in the 2010 syllabus. 
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Although the aims of the syllabus do not appear to uphold the “conservation and 

transmission of the cultural heritage” (O’Neill, 1995, p. 23), the emphasis on English as 

Cultural Heritage could still be seen in the selection of texts from the traditional British 

canon of literature as prescribed texts for the ‘O’ and ‘A’ level examinations. Emphasis 

on Cultural Heritage is equally evident in the aims of the Literature in English 

syllabuses (Figs. 5 & 6). The teacher’s role in inducting the students “into the language 

of literary criticism” as stated in the English as Cultural Heritage quadrant, was clearly 

elaborated in the areas of study and the spectrum of skills identified in the Literature 

syllabus.  

A move towards the Growth Model or Progressive English quadrant could be 

discerned in the discourse on the new syllabus for the teaching of English. In the 

foundational years, a pilot programme, Strategies for Effective and Engaged 

Development in English Language, SEED – EL, aimed at the use of “well-established, 

learner-centred and developmentally appropriate teaching approaches using authentic 

children’s literature” (MOE, 2005, ELCPR Report, p. 7) to facilitate the teaching of oral 

English, grammar and reading skills. Shifts in orientations towards Personal Growth 

could also be detected in the aims of the Literature in English syllabuses as illustrated in 

Figures 5 and 6. 

 O’Neill’s adaptation of Ball et al’s model is therefore useful in contextualising 

the study of English and Literature in Singapore. The aims of the Literature syllabus can 

be placed within each of the different models of the teaching of English and the MOE 

education policies can be aligned with the various orientations of the quadrant diagram. 

This helps to provide a structure for the framing of the research questions to explore at 

length the aims and objectives of the Literature curriculum from the perspectives of 

students and teachers.  
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Comparative Review of the Teaching and Learning of Literature 
 

 In this section, pedagogical approaches, research papers and studies relating to 

the teaching and learning of literature are reviewed in order to address the research 

question on how teachers and students deal with Literature studies in Singapore 

secondary schools. Examples are drawn from England, post British colonial countries 

such as Australia and Canada, while Malaysia is chosen as a post-colonial South East 

Asian nation that made different decisions about English Language and Literature. 

According to Miller (2002), the definition of “literature” in the Oxford English 

Dictionary emerged only recently as: 

Literary production as a whole; the body of writings produced in a particular country or 
period, or in the world in general. Now also in a more restricted sense, applied to 
writing which has claim to consideration on the grounds of beauty of form or emotional 
effect. 
     (OED, as cited in Miller, 2002, p. 2) 

 
This definition would not hold true for long, given that rapid globalisation is bringing 

about massive economic, political and technological changes. The print age has given 

way to various new forms of media and literature is now transmitted no longer in print 

but through the radio, cinema, television, video and the internet. Novels and stories by 

famous authors have been turned into movies and television series, changing the study 

of literary language and narration and in a sense merging with other disciplines such as 

media and film studies. As the printed book is gradually being replaced by new media, 

the definition of literature would thus undergo change. Coupled with improvements in 

transportation and globalisation of economies, the demise of literature as we know it 

seemed inevitable.  

Chambers and Gregory (2006) elaborated on the trend of Western governments’ 

neglect of not just Literature but Humanities as a whole and pointed out the effects of “a 

situation of dwindling resource for the discipline and perceived loss of status” (p. 1) 

which have led to changes to the structure and composition of humanities departments, 
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curricula and teaching methodology. Across the United Kingdom, North America, 

Australia and South Africa for example, reduction of government funding has added 

pressures on the Arts and Humanities departments of most universities. The pressures 

exerted on the Humanities and Social Sciences at the university sector have a trickle-

down effect to the schools and inevitably affect the attitudes of students and teachers 

towards subjects like Literature.  

England 

Andrews, in his article on “The state we’re in: English Teaching in the 21st 

century” (2002), suggested that although there is curricular reform with regards to 

English teaching in England, it is still within the confines of a “conservative, target-

setting and assessment-driven model” (Andrews, 2002, p.4). Highlights of this reform 

are the inclusion of “viewing” as the fifth aspect of language skills and the recognition 

of work experience and “real-life” contexts in the development of language. The 

contribution of information and communication technologies (ICT) in English teaching 

is also given “partial recognition” (ibid.). With government funding to train teachers in 

the application of ICT to their subject specialisations, there has been an increase in the 

capabilities of English teachers to the use of the internet, electronic whiteboards, using 

spreadsheets and accessing databases for lesson planning and research.  

The new “Curriculum 2000” is seen to be less insular in that it includes a wider 

range of texts from writers like Wilde, Soyinka and Narayan, as well as a list of 

suggested writers on non-fiction and non-literary texts (ibid., p. 6). At the higher levels, 

the introduction of an Advanced Level (‘A’ level) in English Language is seen to 

complement the ‘A’ Level in English Literature. More students are encouraged to take 

English Literature, English Language, Media Studies, Drama and/or Theatre Arts 

through the broadening of the curriculum. New contexts for the learning of language are 
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also created through the emphasis on citizenship and work-related learning which would 

expose students to the various uses of English both within and beyond the school.   

Despite these curricular reforms, there are still calls for a “radical revision of the 

curriculum” to keep up with the “development in the real world” (ibid., p. 10). One of 

the recommendations was for Media Studies to be at the centre of the English 

curriculum, giving recognition to digital literacies. The General Certificates of 

Secondary Education in English Language and English Literature, according to 

Andrews (2002), have remained largely unchanged and should be reviewed. The 

traditional classroom set-up needed to be revamp to accommodate the “computer 

revolution” and new literacy models. 

Australia 

 Beavis documented teachers’ responses to the changes in the literature 

curriculum brought about by the introduction of the Victorian Certificate of Education 

(VCE) in 1992 which necessitated the study of a new course, VCE Literature. This new 

course took on a post-structuralist literary approach to the study of literature, as opposed 

to the traditional Leavisite approach which had dominated the teaching and learning of 

literature in the past. In her exploration of teachers’ construction of the new course 

subject, Beavis addressed text selection and treatment of texts as well as concerns over 

the new theoretical framework and change in assessment. 

 As a post British colonial country, the Leavisite tradition emphasised cultural 

heritage texts where Literature students in schools were required to study two poems, 

one Shakespearean play, one or two novels and one other text (usually a novel or a 

play). The new course text selection however covered at least six texts, including two 

Australian texts, one novel, one film or play, poetry, short stories, one text from 

students’ personal reading and an optional text from an “Other Literature” list (Beavis, 

2000, p. 51). In exploring the patterns of text choice among the nine teachers in the 
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study, Beavis found that the majority of teachers still included a number of canonical 

texts and ‘classic’ novels (ibid., p. 53), the main reasons being familiarity of content and 

methodology, and accessibility to resources for teaching and assessment. The notion 

that “cultural transmission and cultural understandings” can be taught through these 

canonical and classic texts, in order to help the “more disadvantaged kids” improve 

their linguistic and cultural skills, is one reason that a teacher cited to justify his choice 

of such texts. Over the three years of the study however, Beavis noted the teachers later 

made use of more non-canonical texts, expanding their text selection to include new and 

unknown works. 

 The teachers’ comments on Literature as a subject in Beavis’ study could be 

classified according to five main priorities: what the subject should do; what should go 

into the subject; what works for students; what gets results; and what teachers and 

students will enjoy. This was taken into account in the design of research and interview 

questions in this thesis. Regardless of their theoretical positionings, all teachers in this 

study valued the study of Literature “for its capacity to develop in students both ‘close 

reading’ and critical reflection on oneself and the world” (ibid., p. 57). Challenges 

created through the change in the Literature curriculum in this instance brought about a 

revitalisation and renewal of the subject Literature.  

 The Australian Curriculum for all subjects, covering the school years from 

Foundation to Year 12, is in the process of development by the Australian Curriculum, 

Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA) through the processes of 

comprehensive consultation, review and revision over the period 2008 to 2013. In the 

new curriculum, the subject English covers the three strands of Language, Literature 

and Literacy. Literature appears to be strongly embedded in the English curriculum and 

students are exposed to the study of Literature from the first year of schooling.  

 



	   	   	  
	  

	   63	  

Canada 

 Although primary, secondary and post-secondary education in Canada comes 

under the jurisdiction of the various provincial governments instead of a central 

government body, Canada shares many similarities with Singapore, as a former British 

colony and having official multiculturalism and bilingualism policies (Holden, 2000). 

However, while Singapore struggled with the difficulties of a common national identity, 

Canada had placed national literature as an important factor in the development of a 

“national character” (ibid., p. 41). The development and study of Canadian literature 

therefore arose amidst extensive debate and discussions and the “acknowledgment that 

literature and literary studies matter in the way society perceives itself” (ibid., p. 42). 

The provincial governments are responsible for education in each of the 

provinces and have developed their own educational structures and institutions, as well 

as policies on literature and issues of national identity (ibid., p. 42). The 1996 literature 

curriculum of British Columbia for example, contained “a rather conservative 

chronological survey of literature in English (mostly British)” (ibid., p. 42) but there 

was also a recognition of the role of literature in the school curriculum in the cultivation 

of “civic and national consciousness”. This could be seen in the design of the First 

Nations Studies curriculum which incorporated knowledge of cultural past (British 

Columbia Ministry of Education, 1996, as cited in Holden, 2000, p. 43).  

Despite what Holden termed as “the fertility of the critical and literary scene in 

Canada today” (ibid., p. 42), a study commissioned by The Canada Council for the Arts 

and prepared by The Writers’ Trust of Canada on English-language Canadian 

Literature in High Schools released in 2002 depicted a different picture. The study 

sought to explore how much Canadian literature was being taught in English-language 

Canadian high schools and the factors affecting its teaching. There was a good range of 

representation from the various provinces and across the urban, rural and private 
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schools. The findings of the study reflected the current issues facing the study of 

Literature as a subject in many countries today, such as the new definition of “text” 

which includes sources other than print texts which saw a reduction in the amount of 

reading that students do, decreased spending on novels and literary collections by 

institutions and the substitution of English literature courses with English Language 

Arts classes. Teachers also noted the decline in the number of Canadian literature 

courses over the past few years.  

Among the many findings of the report, three were significant to this present 

research as they reflect similar trends in the situation of literary studies in Singapore 

secondary schools. The first finding was that there was significant competition from 

American and British literature. This is true of the situation in Singapore where the 

traditional texts of the British canon, and other international texts, are still the preferred 

texts for study. American authored literature formed the majority of literature taught in 

Canadian schools, although recent budget did make provisions for purchase of Canadian 

anthologies. Secondly, the report stated that the attitude towards Canadian literature 

within the high school educational system was that it was considered to be “substandard 

and doesn’t merit being taught in schools” (Writers’ Trust of Canada, 2002, p. 6). In 

addition to this, the third finding also pointed out that there was limited knowledge 

about Canadian writers and the Canadian publishing scene. The last two findings are 

reflective of the attitudes of Singaporeans towards Singaporean literature, (Singh, 1999, 

p. 62). Students’ and teachers’ attitudes and beliefs on Literature were explored in this 

present study.  

The 1996 British Columbia curriculum was reviewed in 2003, and although it 

still “retains a focus on the development of thought and culture expressed in English 

literary text”, it does provide “opportunities for teachers to select the texts that they feel 

best represent this tradition” (British Columbia Ministry of Education, 2003, p. 2). It 
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also included “later 20th-century literature and works of English-speaking writers from 

Canada, other Commonwealth countries, and the United States” (ibid., p. 2).  

Malaysia 

Malaysia has had her challenges with policies regarding English Language in the 

educational system and the change of English from a colonial language to a second 

language in Malaysia has affected the teaching and learning of Literature in the country. 

Sharing a colonial history and having a similar multi-racial population base, the 

Malaysian system provided a suitable comparison to Singapore in an effort to situate the 

teaching and learning of Literature in a post-colonial context. 

Malaysia first experienced the influence of English Language in the early 

nineteenth century through commercial interactions with the British East India 

Company (Vethamani, 2007). Under British rule, its use extended from commercial 

communication to language of administration of colonial rule (Wong, 1981; 

Lowenberg, 1991 as cited in Vethamani, 2007, p. 1). 

In outlining the development of English in Malaysia, Vethamani (2007) noted 

that the Malay language was well established as the language of the local Court and for 

all other administration prior to the arrival of the British while a lower variety of the 

language was used for everyday communication. The first English medium schools, 

started by Christian missionaries, were not well-received “as they were considered 

foreign and Christian” (ibid., p. 2). As a result, vernacular schools where English was 

taught together with other local vernaculars – Malay, Mandarin and Tamil – were 

established. At this point, English “was taught through the medium of the vernacular 

languages” (ibid., p. 2), but this was later abandoned and local schools were set up as a 

result of increasing demand for English education. Throughout the colonial and post-

colonial period, English education was “seen as a means of climbing the socio-

economic ladder of success” (ibid., p. 2) and the English educated was deemed to have 
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“higher earning capability” (ibid., p. 2). Education in English, which was previously 

reserved for the “royalty and the rich” (ibid., p. 2), became more accessible with the 

setting up of more schools by missionaries and the language attained a “favourable 

position” (ibid., p. 2) within the education system, being the medium of instruction in 

the first Malaysian university in 1949. 

As in Singapore, the use of English in education was determined to a large 

extent by the policies of the government. In Malaysia, the Education committees 

appointed by the government produced reports which formed the basis upon which the 

government formulated its legislation and language policies. In 1956, the Razak Report 

recommended that English should be “a compulsory subject in all schools” (ibid, p. 3) 

and in this way it was accorded the status of the second most important language in the 

country, next to Malay (Asmah Haji Omar, 1992). Bilingual schools were set up with 

English and Malay both being used as mediums of instruction. The policy of 

bilingualism in Malaysia differs to that of Singapore, which placed English as the first 

language and accorded Mandarin, Malay and Tamil equal mother tongue or second 

language status. All four languages were recognised as the country’s official languages. 

This was also seen as an effort minimise potential racial conflicts that could arise.  

The recommendations of the Rahman Talib committee, appointed in 1960, and 

the racial riots of July 1969 saw the reversal of the medium of instruction in the 

education system from English to Bahasa Melayu (Malay), given the predominantly 

Malay population. English was taught as a single subject (Vethamani, 2007) and 

exposure time to the language was drastically reduced. The standard of English was 

seen to have “dropped significantly” between the years 1970 and 1980 and the change 

in mindset and attitudes towards the language, which was regarded “as a necessary evil” 

(Gaudart, 1987, as cited in Vethamani, 2007, p. 3), resulted in a significant decrease in 

enrolments in English-medium schools. 



	   	   	  
	  

	   67	  

Despite its second language status, English was viewed “as a language for 

knowledge and international communication” (Vethamani, 2007, p. 4) and proficiency 

in English was still encouraged. The 1980s saw the “re-emergence of enthusiasm for the 

English language” (Asmah Haji Omar, 1992, as cited in Vethamani, 2007, p. 4) as its 

use for international communication and knowledge was considered important for the 

development of the country. Todd and Hancock (1986) attributed this re-emergence to 

the concern raised by “nation’s leaders and educationalists” for the declining standard 

of English language proficiency among secondary school students and university 

graduates (as cited in Vethamani, 2007, p. 5). In addition to the implementation of a 

variety of programmes at all levels in the education system, the Malaysian Prime 

Minister of the time, Dr Mahathir Mohamad, mandated the use of English as the 

medium of instruction for “scientific and technological subjects”. 

Changes to the curriculum were made to help Malaysian students improve in 

English and one which is significant to this study was the incorporation, in 1990, of a 

literature in English component in the English Language programme at the secondary 

school level (Subramaniam, 2007). 

Literature in English would be a component taught within the English language 

subject and was to be a “tested component in the English Language paper” 

(Subramanian, 2003, as cited in Vethamani, 2007, p. 6). The Literature in English 

component in the English language subject has been firmly incorporated in the English 

Language Syllabus since 2003 and consists of a wide range of literary works by 

Malaysian authors alongside foreign literary works by famous international writers such 

as Robert Frost and Emily Dickinson.  

Singapore 

A detailed search of relevant databases for published empirical work in this area 

in Singapore has not revealed any current works in this field. There are a number of 
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studies done in the related area of English Language, policy and implementation, but 

hardly any on perspectives of teachers and students in the specific area of literature and 

this study therefore addresses this gap and contributes to the existing body of literature 

in this field. 

Although there is a wealth of literature on English language and English 

education policies in Singapore, there has been a limited amount of research carried out 

specifically in the area of English Literature which deals with the perspectives of 

teachers and students. This section outlines relevant literature pertaining to the teaching 

and learning of English and Literature in Singapore. 

Prior’s master’s thesis on a comparative study of how literature is taught in 

Singapore’s independent and government (mainstream) secondary schools (1994) is 

discussed in this section as it is related to the issues explored in this research, even 

though it was written more than a decade ago. In her research, Prior investigated the 

influence of a combination of factors on the teaching of Literature, namely the average 

student’s academic ability, the school’s literature programme, the welfare of the 

literature teacher, teacher motivation and teacher morale. While most of the research 

questions related mainly to teaching methodology, some of the survey and interview 

questions and answers are relevant to this research as they elicited the perspectives of 

literature teachers on the status of literature as a school subject. Through interviews, 

surveys and observations of students and teachers, Prior compared the findings from 

four independent schools to that of three government schools, of which the latter is of 

particular relevance to this research. Six Literature teachers were asked if they 

considered Literature to be a top-priority subject in their schools and it was found that 

they considered the status of Literature in relation to other Humanities subjects and 

English as “particularly low” and gave it “very low priority”. In one school, the teachers 

saw Literature as “as additional subject” incorporated “merely for enrichment” and to 
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improve English. Teachers in government schools taught Literature without any interest 

or love for the subject. Among the 40 students surveyed in the government schools, less 

than half enjoyed Literature and only about 13% of the students would consider 

studying the subject at Secondary 3 citing it was difficult to do score good marks in the 

subject and that they did not consider it a useful subject to study.  

The Pedagogical Practices in English Language Education (PPELE) study 

conducted in February 2000 by Silver and Skuja-Steele examined the interaction 

between English language education policy and classroom practice. This study sought 

the perspectives of classroom teachers as “central agents of implementation” (Silver & 

Skuja-Steele, 2005, p. 108) in a bottom up approach. The study was an international, 

comparative one which is carried out in selected urban areas in each country: Shanghai 

(China), greater Tokyo area (Japan), Geneva (Switzerland), Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 

(USA) and Singapore. A total of 29 teachers, 5 to 7 in each country, took part in the 

study and data was collected from three sources: teacher reports, in-depth interviews 

and policy reports. 

 This study is useful in identifying key priorities in language learning and 

practice. The data compiled from the Singapore schools is important and relevant to this 

research as it provides direction for the formulation of discussion questions on policy 

and its implementation in the classroom. 

 Silver and Skuja-Steele identified three broad areas or priorities that influence 

classroom pedagogy: structural priorities, classroom priorities and teacher priorities. 

Structural priorities identified in the study were those which were determined by policy 

makers through legislation or public policy documents, for example the setting of 

official languages in Singapore, China and Switzerland. Time allocation for English 

study, syllabus guidelines and assessment were also set by law or policy, and teachers 

work within the parameters specified. The data showed that all structural priorities 
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influence classroom pedagogy in that they either support or place constraints on 

classroom teaching. When combined, as in syllabus and assessment, structural priorities 

have an even greater impact on classroom pedagogy. 

 Classroom priorities are those which relate to “specific contexts of teaching” 

(ibid., p. 117), which in this case are identified as lesson focus and teaching approach. 

Data from teachers in Singapore schools showed that a broad range of language skills 

was covered in English language classes with emphasis placed on written language, 

both reading and writing. It was also noted that there was little opportunity for extended 

discussion and collaborative learning. Teaching approach was skills-based and textbook 

centred. There was social pressure from parents as well as requirements of the school to 

cover all text and workbook materials. Teachers gave explicit instructions though there 

were attempts made to incorporate structured pair or group work in classroom teaching. 

This teaching approach underscored the Singaporean teachers’ view that effective 

teaching consisted of “keeping control of the class and getting through the designated 

textbook pages for the day” (ibid., p. 119). 

 In analysing teacher priorities, data elicited from statements of rationales for 

lesson activities showed that teacher goals did not correspond with policy goals and that 

there were no direct or indirect links between the rationales and stated language and 

education policies. Further analysis of the rationales confirms that teacher priorities 

were influenced by how teachers perceive learner needs and school expectations. 

 Classroom data from the PPELE study analyses what teachers did and why, in 

an effort to look at the differences between teacher goals and policymaker goals. One of 

the outcomes of the study was that it showed the greater importance of “student needs” 

and “practical concerns of classroom teaching” to classroom pedagogy than “broad, 

long-term policy reforms” (ibid., p. 123). It must be noted however, that the study 

population and sampling for their study was rather limited in that only 5 to 7 teachers 
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took part and, as stated in the footnotes, there was difficulty in assessing the degree of 

‘voluntary’ participation. 

In an article entitled On the Nation’s Margins: The Social Place of Literature in 

Singapore (2000), Holden advocates that post-colonial curricular reform should include: 

firstly, a change in literary texts studied; secondly, a change in the manner of study; 

and, thirdly, a reconsideration of the rationale for the teaching of literature. He goes on 

to offer three possible rationales, the first of which is the humanistic principle which 

increases one’s knowledge of society, enables understanding of different communities, 

across barriers of gender, race and class as embodied in the MOE’s guidelines. The IB 

programmes in many independent schools in Singapore can be seen as a movement 

towards “World Literature”. Secondly, literature should be seen as part of a process of 

the formation of a national culture which would include Chinese, Malay, Indian and 

British literature as well as other regional literatures. This could contribute to the 

development of a Southeast Asian Literature syllabus. Thirdly, literature should be 

taught within the larger rubric of cultural studies, moving beyond the three genres into 

other cultural forms. Literature as discourse analysis for example would encourage 

critical analysis. In conclusion, Holden recommends that the rationale for teaching 

literature be debated at the conceptual level leading to a reform of the school curriculum 

in order to leave behind colonial legacies and gain a more public role. 

Suzanne Choo’s thesis entitled Investigating Ideology in the Literature 

Curriculum in Singapore (2004) contends that the Literature curriculum in Singapore is 

ambivalent and she makes attempts to provide a perspective on its future direction. By 

investigating the ideological nature of the literature curriculum, which she suggests 

evolves from the “unconscious propagation of the values of ‘Englishness’ through three 

broad ideological objectives which have become closely associated with the study of 

Literature – the moral, the political and the aesthetic objectives” (p. 59), she shows how 
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these ideologies are constantly challenged by social groups competing for power, 

resulting in its ambivalent position. The period following colonialism saw this 

contestation of power, and with the establishment of a newly independent republic, the 

national curriculum was realigned towards nation-building and economic development. 

As a result, certain key initiatives such as the Bilingual Policy and Civics and Moral 

Education were introduced. These initiatives, according to Choo, affected the 

significance of Literature as a school subject. The Bilingual Policy highlights the 

difference between English language, which is seen as an essential means of 

communication, and English culture, of which Literature is deemed to be a part. Hence, 

as less importance was placed on Literature, there was a drastic decline in the amount of 

time spent on learning it. English Literature with its link to English history and tradition 

was deemed too foreign to convey moral and political objectives, therefore Civics and 

Moral Education, and subsequently Social Studies, were introduced for that purpose. 

This accounts for the poor perception of Literature as a school subject from the 60s to 

the mid-80s. The recession in 1985 and subsequent steady growth from the mid-90s 

stressed the need for Singapore to gain an edge in order to remain competitive, thereby 

focussing on the cultivation of Asian values and emphasising innovation and enterprise. 

This led to the government’s focus on the aesthetic objective of the study of English 

Literature, which “has become attractive because of its associations with creativity and 

critical thinking” (p. 64). 

According to Choo, literature’s ambivalent position in the curriculum and in its 

contribution to Singapore society is also a result of its continued close ties to its colonial 

heritage. Literary texts and assessment rubrics continue to be benchmarked by standards 

established since the colonial period. Choo reiterates the need for the curriculum to 

expand its own syllabus and scope in order to find space to include more varied genres, 

texts and contemporary themes.  
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The findings of the present research provide actual data to reinforce or refute 

Choo’s contentions. The research questions deal directly with some of the issues raised 

in her thesis. The interviews with the Heads of Department will shed light on the 

institutional pressures, if any, from the Ministry of Education as outlined in the 

literature syllabus and will provide valuable insights into the actual process of teaching 

and learning from the point of views of the practitioners.  

Similarly, Poon’s research paper entitled Constructing the cosmopolitan subject: 

teaching secondary school literature in Singapore (2009) discusses educational reforms 

of the Singapore government in response to challenges of globalisation and addresses 

specific issues in the case of teaching literature in secondary schools. She suggests 

“cosmopolitanism as an intellectual and ethical goal” in curricular changes to help 

“revitalise” the subject and give it “a more significant role”. To be cosmopolitan, she 

explains, means to be educated, well-travelled, culturally sophisticated and 

knowledgeable about ways of the world. With the re-drawing of the boundaries of 

Literature studies to include more multi-cultural and multinational literature in English, 

cosmopolitanism as a notion should therefore be appropriately included in the 

pedagogical framework of teaching English Literature. Poon acknowledges the 

contradiction, “potential conflict” between the national and the global, as mentioned by 

the former Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong in his National Day Rally speech (Goh, 

1999), where he describes the cosmopolitans as those with an international outlook, 

speak English but are bilingual, and who produce goods and services in the global 

market. He contrasts them to the heartlanders who make their living within the country, 

who speak Singlish and whose skills are not marketable beyond Singapore. This binary 

opposition highlights the anxiety of a nation not wanting to lose national ties and values 

and yet wanting to compete actively in the global arena. This cosmopolitan versus 

heartlander debate could also explain the low take-up rate of Literature as a school 
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subject in neighbourhood schools, for it could easily be considered an elite subject. 

However, a cosmopolitan approach would stress the view that Literature is suitable for 

teaching all students about aspects of globalisation and prepares students to engage in 

diverse contexts and face the challenges of a globalised world. The current syllabus 

statement and goals of Literature education are not specific enough to address the 

“social, political, ethical and cultural concerns” of the world today. The present research 

findings will shed light on what student and teachers feel about the need to go beyond 

the lists of skills that students have to acquire, the attitudes and orientations to other 

societies and in the local context of Singapore literature for instance, the re-engagement 

of the notions of identity, community and the nation in context of other worlds, cultures 

and contexts. This is especially important given the context of a more multi-ethnic, 

multi-cultural and multi-religious society. Poon advocates “an open, dialogic Literature 

classroom…dealing with Otherness on all levels with a stress on the use of language, 

contextual knowledge and relational perspectives is encouraged” (Poon, 2009, p. 9), a 

view which is explored in this research.  

One of the purposes of this research was also to explore the avenues from which 

Singapore teachers and students of Literature form their goals and beliefs about 

Literature, to ascertain if the goals and beliefs held by teachers and students are derived 

from the syllabus statements or from general policies of the Singapore government or 

both. One such policy is the importance placed by the Singapore government on the role 

of English as a global language and a language of science, commerce and technology. 

The MOE 2001 English Language Syllabus articulates the “linguistic orientation 

towards an English that is international in its intelligibility and form” (Alsagoff, 2010, 

p.341). She also noted the constant reference to the “utilitarian, pragmatic terms” of the 

language, which is “divorced from emotional ties” (ibid.). The Singapore political 

discourse aims at dissociating English from the Western culture by referring to it as a 
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global instead of a Western language and keeping it “ethnically neutral” (ibid., p.342). 

This “enculturation” has resulted in the development of Singlish which has become the 

“lingua franca in multicultural, multiethnic Singapore” (ibid.). Alsagoff (2010, p.343) 

summed up the situation: 

“while clearly understanding the value of English as a global language,  
English speakers in Singapore increasingly voice their allegiance  
to speaking Singlish, which they see as a representation of their culture  
and identity as Singaporeans. 

 

There is a strong push on the part of the Singapore Ministry of Education to maintain 

Standard English with campaigns such as the yearly Speak Good English Movements. 

The effectiveness of such campaigns and policies work towards instilling values and 

beliefs among teachers and students who may, despite the popularity of Singlish, be 

inclined to reject it even when it is included in Singaporean literary texts.  

 

Conclusion 

 The review of literature in this area has revealed that the focus of research in 

Singapore has mainly been on programme evaluations and policy implementation. 

Despite a great deal of interest in English language policies and curriculum as evident in 

the revamp of the English Language syllabus, very little has been done in the area of 

Literature. 

 Students are the primary focus of all policies and planning in education. Hence it 

is important to know how they view learning programmes like literature and how their 

perspectives are shaped. Teachers, being the implementers of policies, are influential in 

the success of any education program. Teachers’ perspectives on the teaching and 

learning of literature, their goals and beliefs, are important in determining the relevance 

of the subject and the future direction for students of literature in Singapore. 
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 This research into the perspectives of teachers and students on Literature studies 

took into consideration the relevant theoretical and empirical literature discussed in this 

chapter, which further describes the context within which this study took place. The 

next chapter details the research plan, outlining the conceptual framework, 

methodology, selection of study population, data collection and analysis. 
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CHAPTER 4: RESEARCH METHOD AND DESIGN 

 
Introduction  

 
This chapter explains the derivation of the conceptual framework of this 

research which is operationalised from the theoretical framework (O’Neill, 1995) 

outlined in Chapter 3. It goes on to present the research questions, study population and 

the case study method that was used, as well as the methods of data collection and 

analysis. The final section provides a consideration of ethical issues as addressed in the 

study. 

 
Conceptual Framework 

The study reported in this thesis was situated within the paradigm of 

interpretivism, which focuses on the interdependence of the individual and society in 

which all human action is considered meaningful and “has to be interpreted and 

understood within the context of social practices” (Usher, as cited in O’Donoghue, 2007 

p. 16). In order to understand social reality, one has to study how individuals interpret 

the world around them. An interpretivist approach to research therefore looks at the way 

events or reality is defined by people and their actions based on their beliefs (Chenitz 

and Swanson, 1986). 

 Underlying this approach are the following assumptions about everyday activity 

(Blackledge and Hunt, 1985). Firstly, people have a large degree of freedom and 

autonomy over their own daily actions. Secondly, everyday activities involve 

interaction, through which individuals are able to interpret the actions of others. Thirdly, 

the perspectives held by individuals are likely to be changed or modified by those with 

whom they come into contact with and lastly, our understandings and views are 

modified through a process of negotiation of meaning. Thus, through the processes of 
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mutual influence, modification and negotiation, people come to have common 

understandings and interpretations.  

 Specifically this study adopted a symbolic interactionist approach within the 

interpretivist paradigm as it is concerned with revealing the perspectives of students and 

teachers on the place of English Literature studies in Singapore secondary schools, to 

see how they defined, interpreted, and explained situations. Symbolic interactionism, a 

term coined by Herbert Blumer based on the work of George Herbert Mead, is a major 

theoretical position within the paradigm of interpretivism. Blumer (1969) expanded on 

Mead’s ideas through the formulation of three principles: firstly, “human beings act 

towards things on the basis of the meanings they have for them” (p. 2); secondly, 

meanings are derived from social interactions; and thirdly, a person uses “an 

interpretive process” (p. 2) to handle and modify meanings, in dealing with things he 

encounters. The association between action, social interaction and association of 

meanings of the symbolic interactionist approach makes it a suitable approach to be 

adopted for a study to generate theory on how students and teachers in Singapore 

secondary schools deal with Literature in English studies. 

O’Donoghue (2007) listed two main types of studies that make use of the 

underlying principles of symbolic interactionism: the first consists of studies where the 

central research question is formulated in terms of participants’ perspectives on 

‘things’” (p. 68) and the second, where the research question is formulated in terms of 

how participants ‘deal with’ ‘things’” (p. 85). The research reported in this thesis falls 

under this second category, as it not only took into consideration participants’ 

perspectives on the teaching and learning of Literature but also attempted to generate 

theory on how participants dealt with Literature studies. 
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Research Questions 

 The central aim of this study was to generate theory of how teachers and 

students in Singapore secondary schools deal with English Literature studies. It sought 

the perspectives, which are broadly defined as “frameworks through which people make 

sense of the world” (Woods, as cited in O’Donoghue, 2007 p. 38) covering aims and 

intentions, strategies and reasons for attaching significance to certain things, of teachers 

and students on the place of English literature studies in the secondary school system.  

 This study is located within a conceptual framework formed by political, 

economic, cultural and social issues, as outlined in Fig. 5 below: 

   

 
             Policy Makers 

- Government 
- MOE 

 
 
 
  Teachers   Social  

- attitudes   Influences  Global 
- behaviour   - political  Economic 

      - social   Forces 
      - cultural  
   
   
  Students    

- attitudes 
- behaviour 

 
 
 
 
Fig. 8: Conceptual Framework for Research Questions 
 

Understandings derived from the symbolic interactionist approach to research 

have shaped the conceptual framework. The first principle, according to Blumer, in 

which people act towards things on the basis of the meanings they have for them. 

Within the context of this study, this meant that the meanings students and teachers 

assigned to the study of Literature influenced their responses to the importance and 
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value of the subject. In Figure 8 this is reflected as ‘attitudes’ and ‘behaviours’ of 

participants towards Literature studies within their specific contexts.  

Blumer’s second principle of symbolic interactionism states that meanings are 

derived from social interactions.  The actions of other people influence the meanings a 

person makes of his or her world, and this is reflected under ‘Societal Influences’ (Fig. 

8).  In particular for this research, the actions of policy makers, society at large and 

global forces all serve to adjust, modify or change participants’ actions. O’Neill’s 

quadrant diagram (1995, Fig. 2.2, p. 26) is operationalised in the above framework. The 

vertical dimension of the quadrant diagram showing relationships between the 

authorities and the people is reflected in the political dimension of the above 

framework. Similarly the horizontal dimension of the quadrant framework is 

incorporated within the socio-cultural dimensions in Fig. 5. Global forces are filtered 

through the political dimension. 

Through participation in this study, students and teachers made use of the 

“interpretive process”, as advocated by Blumer in his third principle, whereby they 

process their answers to interview questions in which meanings are “handled” or 

“modified” (1969, p. 2).   

The study outlined in this thesis made use of Blumer’s three principles in 

generating the research and guiding questions. For example, the importance of the 

concept of self, in the symbolic interactionist approach, which “relates directly to the 

way people attach meaning to, and act towards, particular objects and phenomena” 

(O’Donoghue, 2007, p. 18) is applied to the design of the research question on the 

meanings and values that students and teachers attach to the study of Literature in 

English in Singapore secondary schools. It is within this conceptual framework (Fig. 8) 

that the study seeks to answer the two Central Research Questions: 
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Central Research Question 1: What meanings and values do teachers and students 

ascribe to studying Literature in English in the contemporary Singaporean 

environment? 

Guiding Questions 

1.4 What are literature teachers’ and students’ perspectives on the status of Literature in 

secondary schools? 

1.5  Do teachers and students consider that the study of Literature in English contributes 

to increased proficiency in English language? 

1.6 In what ways do political, economic, cultural and linguistic factors influence the 

meanings and values that teachers and students ascribe to studying Literature in 

English? 

Central Research Question 2: What impact do educational policies and curriculum 

changes have on the choice of Literature in English as a desirable curriculum 

subject? 

Guiding Questions 

2.1 What are the differences (from the perspectives of the teachers) between the old and 

the new literature syllabuses; how has the emphasis shifted and what are the reasons 

for the shift? 

2.2 What impact do teachers and students think inclusion of local texts written in 

English had on the popularity of the subject? 

2.3 Do teachers and students consider that the provision of different pathways for the  

study of Literature in English at post-secondary levels will result in a higher take-up 

rate of Literature as a course of study at university level? 

Study Population 

The study population comprised teachers and students from five secondary 

schools: three autonomous, one government-aided and one mainstream school. The new 
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school ranking system in Singapore placed secondary schools with similar academic 

performance in the same band. These bands reflect the average aggregate scores of 

students’ First Language (English or Higher Mother Tongue) and the five best subjects. 

There are nine bands, with the top Band 1 having the average score of less than 11 and 

Band 9 with the score of 18. Schools with higher aggregate scores are not reflected in 

the ranking table10.  

The selected schools were within the different bands in the ranking table, with 

the exception of one school that was not included in the ranking table. The schools were 

selected to represent the different types of schools in Singapore, namely the autonomous 

and mainstream government-aided and government schools, and provided the range and 

diversity needed for a more comprehensive study, the only prerequisite being that they 

offered Literature as a subject at the upper secondary levels. Independent schools were 

left out of this study as many of them offer the integrated programme, the International 

Baccalaureate curriculum or alternate curriculum qualifications. Approval was sought 

from the Singapore Ministry of Education to conduct the research study and invitation 

letters were sent out in September 2007 to the nine identified secondary schools 

(Appendix 2). The principals from five of these schools responded positively and agreed 

to take part in the research study. Initial contact was made with the Heads of 

Department (English Language and Literature) in January 2008 and information letters 

on the research study were mailed out to them (Appendix 3). Two Literature teachers 

from each of the schools identified were invited to take part in the research by 

completing an open-ended survey. In addition, in-depth interviews were carried out with 

the Heads of Department (HODs). Signed consent was obtained from the teachers and 

HODs confirming their willingness to take part in the research study (Appendix 4).  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 School Achievement Tables highlight school achievements in academic value-added and non-
academic domains (MOE, 2007). 
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There were four main groups of students in this study. Students in Secondary 2 

from the Express and Normal (Academic) streams formed the first group. These 

students had studied Literature in English for one and a half years and, at the end of that 

year, would be selecting Literature, History or Geography as a course of study the 

following year.  They were asked their reasons for choosing any one of the three 

subjects. They were also asked whether they would consider it as a course of study the 

following year. This was to elicit their notion of what constitutes literature and its value. 

Students in Secondary 3 who had opted to study Literature and students in 

Secondary 4 who were sitting the ‘O’ Level Literature examination formed the second 

and third groups. These students were asked why they chose to study Literature instead 

of other Humanities subjects and whether they felt they had made the right choice.  

The fourth group comprised students in Secondary 3 and 4 who had opted for 

other Humanities subjects and they were asked the reasons for their choices. Other 

questions pertaining to the central research questions were included during the focus-

group interviews.  

The selection of students was organised in conjunction with HODs and class 

teachers ahead of time. These students were invited to participate in the research study 

through focus group interviews and the completion of written protocols. All interviews 

at a particular school took place on the same day. However at some of the schools, not 

all focus groups were available for the scheduled interviews despite prior planning. This 

was due to timetabling constraints and unforeseen events which could not be 

rescheduled. The specifics of each school context are described in detail in the 

following chapters.  

Letters were sent home to parents of all selected students outlining the rationale 

and details of the research study and inviting the students to participate in the study on a 

voluntary basis. Permission letters were signed by parents as students were under the 
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legal age of consent (Appendix 5). Students were also asked to sign their own letters so 

as to indicate that they voluntarily wished to be active participants in the research study. 

Case Study Method 

 The research study was organised around multiple case studies to provide an in-

depth exploration of how students and teachers deal with Literature in English studies in 

Singapore secondary schools. The qualitative case study method was appropriate as it 

“has a holistic focus, aiming to preserve and understand the wholeness and unity of the 

case” (Punch, p. 144), with each of the five schools representing a case. The boundaries 

of each case were clearly identified – the study population comprising Literature 

teachers students studying Literature in a Singapore secondary school. The descriptions 

of contexts were taken into account in the case study method, as context played an 

important part in shaping participants’ responses. Each school in this research presented 

a unique situation and through the multiple case studies of the five schools, cross-case 

analyses were able to be carried out where emergent themes were compared in order to 

deepen the understanding of issues related to Literature in English studies among 

students and teachers in Singapore secondary schools. The case study method also 

allowed for data to be gathered from a variety of sources such as interviews and 

surveys. Guiding questions were informed by the literature and provided a structure for 

the findings chapters, and themes then emerged within the analytical framework of 

those guiding questions. 

In presenting the perspectives of the participants as discussed under ‘Data 

Analysis’ below, direct quotation from participants was used as this allowed 

participants to convey experiences in their own language, capturing personality, 

emotion and reflecting individual nuances. It must also be acknowledged that the data 

presented in the case studies had gone through the processes of selection in which 

omission and editing of texts were carried out by the researcher. 
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The researcher was able to get close to the participants given her prior teaching 

experience in secondary schools in Singapore, having taught Literature at the various 

secondary levels. Through the sharing of personal experiences, the researcher was able 

to build rapport with the participants. The researcher exercised caution and ensured that 

the sharing of personal experiences did not affect the authenticity of collected and 

transcribed data from participants.  

 
	  

Data Collection 
 
 Data were collected over a period of two weeks in July 2008, the early part of 

the third term of the school year. Students and teachers studying and teaching literature 

for the first time would have had enough exposure to the subject to be able to share their 

perspectives. The school year in Singapore consists of four 10-week terms. The third 

term was a suitable period for schools as there were no major examinations carried out 

during that time. Data were collected from two main sources: documents and in-depth 

interviews. Supplementary data were gathered from questionnaires and journal. 

Documents  

The research study comprised the exploration of teachers’ and students’ 

perspectives on the teaching and learning of English literature, and how these 

perspectives were influenced by government policies. Documents such as syllabus 

outlines and press and parliamentary releases provided the historical, political, 

economic, social and cultural contexts for the study. These documents were analysed 

for their relevance to existing education policies.  

All documentary data were analysed in relation to data gathered from 

interviews.  According to Jupp (as cited in Punch, 1998, p. 191) four key questions are 

involved in evaluating documentary data: its authenticity; its credibility; its 
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representativeness; and its meaning.  All documents were analysed with these criteria in 

mind and the data collected were used in triangulation with other sets of data. 

Interviews 

Prior’s research (1994) into how literature is taught in Singapore’s independent 

and government (mainstream) secondary schools, as reviewed in Chapter 3, formed a 

type of baseline data in that some of her research questions were relevant and therefore 

were incorporated as interview questions in the current study. Prior’s findings were then 

used as a basis for comparison between the perspectives held by teachers and students 

on the status and relevance of English literature a decade ago and at present.  

Semi-structured interviews are suitable in “accessing people’s perceptions, 

meanings, definitions of situations and constructions of reality” (Punch, 1998, pp. 174-

175). They allow for greater flexibility to explore issues that may arise during 

discussions. Individual in-depth interviews which were “directed towards understanding 

informants’ perspectives on their lives, experiences or situations as expressed in their 

own words” were conducted with Heads of Department (HODs) in the identified 

schools (Taylor & Bogdan, as cited in Kumar, 2005, p. 124). Rapport was established 

by making conversation and asking non-directive questions early in the interview before 

focusing specifically on the research questions. In interviews with HODs, key questions 

were used to stimulate discussion. Each interview was scheduled for 40 minutes, to fit 

in with the duration of lessons, and was conducted at schools.  

Taylor and Bogdan (1998) identified several important requirements of good 

interviewing: being non-judgmental in approach; letting participants talk; paying 

attention and listening attentively; and being sensitive to the needs, moods of the 

participants, and these were adhered to in all interview situations. Appropriate probing 

questions were asked in order to clarify and elaborate on what was said. The interviewer 
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also rephrased questions, check for comprehension and asked for examples to further 

explain responses.  

 Students were involved in focus-group semi-structured interviews. Focus-group 

interviews are able to bring “to the surface aspects of a situation which might not 

otherwise be exposed” (Punch, 2005, p. 171). They help to “stimulate people in making 

explicit their views, perceptions, motives and reasons” (ibid.) on issues under 

discussion. In this type of interview, the researcher takes on the role of a moderator or 

facilitator and interaction is directed by questions and topics supplied by the researcher. 

The Central Research Questions formed a broad frame for discussions and specific 

discussion points emerged as part of the discussion. As question-asking is the centre of 

the interviewing process, the way questions were delivered, the wording used and the 

sequence and types of questions that were asked were important considerations 

(Appendix 6). Opinions were expressed by group members while discussing issues. All 

groups were asked the same set of questions although the sequence in which these 

questions occurred might not necessarily be in the same order. Opportunities were given 

for clarification and elaboration.  

 Consent to tape-record all focus-group interviews was obtained beforehand from 

all student participants. The researcher transcribed each focus group interview and 

maintained anonymity of individual participants. The names of the schools were not 

used in any transcripts or publications arising from this research. 

Each focus group had no more than five students and took up about 40 minutes 

of interview time. Members of the groups were chosen at random by teachers within the 

year levels and interviews were conducted at school within school hours. The location 

of the interviews was an important consideration so as not to make students feel 

threatened in any way. In order to make students feel comfortable with their 
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surroundings, seminar rooms and smaller rooms away from the main office were 

utilised for the interviews.  

Group culture and dynamics influence group interaction (Fontana & Frey, as 

cited in Punch, 1998) and the researcher had to be sensitive to such dynamics. A casual 

atmosphere was created by the researcher by introducing herself to the students and 

sharing about her background as a former secondary English and Literature teacher in 

the Singapore education system. This ‘insider’ status helped the researcher to establish a 

rapport with the students and put them at ease for the interviews. Students were seated 

around a table and as far as possible the researcher ensured that each participant was 

given an equal opportunity to express his/her views.  

Semi-structured in-depth individual interviews with HODs were another primary 

source of data collection. The individual interviews were intended to provide 

opportunities for open discussion of issues relating to the current situation of teaching 

and learning of English Literature in Singapore secondary schools (Appendix 8). Most 

interviews lasted between 45 minutes and one and a half hours and were tape-recorded 

with the permission of participants. The taped interviews were transcribed and copies of 

the transcripts were made available upon request for participants to read and verify prior 

to the analysis. 

Written Protocol 

At the end of each focus group interviews, all students were asked to 

individually fill in a written protocol which consisted of seven Likert questionnaire 

items in which students had to indicate their level of agreement or disagreement on a 

four-point scale. The items focused on two areas: text selection and value of literature; 

and students’ responses were used to validate the data derived from the focus group 

interviews. The Likert items were based on the interview questions and worded in the 

form of statements. The written protocols were collected at the end of the interview 
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sessions. Students’ written responses were compiled and recorded in a focus group 

summary sheet (Appendix 7) from which main themes were identified. Students’ 

responses to the statements were used to check the student interview data. The written 

protocol was also a means of verifying interview data and establishing the degree of 

consensus with which key views were held. The use of the written protocols was 

appropriate in managing the large quantity of data provided by the 89 students who 

were involved in the study.  

Questionnaires 

            Questionnaires consisting of a covering letter and open-ended questions to elicit 

comments were used to obtain information from teachers. The confidential nature of 

these questionnaires formed a non-threatening mode of feedback and encouraged 

teachers to give comments without fear of reprisal. Questionnaires (Appendix 9) were 

completed by two Literature teachers identified by the Heads of Department from each 

of the participating schools. The questionnaires were handed to the Heads of 

Department two weeks prior to the interviews so as to give teachers ample time to 

reflect on the questions and their answers. Upon completion, questionnaires were 

collected by the Heads of Department and handed to the researcher for collation.  

Journal  
 

An interviewer’s journal was kept from the beginning of the data collection 

stage which contained comments on interviews, emerging themes, interpretations and 

any other related matters. The journal enabled the researcher to go back to specific 

situations and conversations and follow up on issues which were not addressed directly 

during the interviews. It also contained records of conversations with participants 

outside the interview situations. 
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Data Analysis 
 

Analysis of data was based on the grounded theory approach using the process 

of inductive analysis (O’Donoghue, 2007). Through constant questioning and constant 

comparison, emerging concepts from raw data were categorised. Interrelationships 

between categories were analysed and resulted in the derivation of models and 

typologies. Data collection and analysis occurred simultaneously and culminated in the 

generation of propositions, towards development of a theory.  

According to Miles and Huberman (1994), data collection and analysis is an 

“interactive, cyclical process” (ibid., p.12) as illustrated in their Interactive Model: 

Fig. 9: Interactive Model of Data Analysis (Miles & Huberman, 1994 p. 12) 

 

       Data  

collection                                                    Data  

                                                                 display 

 

            Data 

      reduction                                      Conclusions: 

                                                      drawing / verifying 

 

 

This model was a suitable one to use in the analysis of data collected in this 

research. In data reduction, raw data were summarised or paraphrased, coded and 

clustered. Memoing, which commenced almost immediately through the interviewer’s 

journal, also formed a part of data collection and reduction. Data reduction is part of the 

process of analysis as the researcher makes “analytic choices” (ibid., p. 11) on the data 

to be included. It organises data so as to enable conclusions to be drawn and verified at 

a later stage. In data display, the matrices and networks were used to organise 

information in a systematic and “immediately accessible compact form” (ibid.). 

Conclusion drawing occurred from the start of data collection, as the researcher began 
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to seek meanings and notice patterns. These conclusions were then tested for validity 

through the processes of comparisons and questioning.     

Coding  

The process of open coding which involves the “breaking down, examining, 

comparing, conceptualising, and categorising data” (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 61) was 

used from the start of data gathering stage. Preliminary reading of the interview data 

was carried out and common themes and categories were identified. In the initial coding 

phase, after all the data at each school had been collected, students' responses from each 

interview were placed in a table format, and were then searched and coded using first 

the broad themes identified from the literature and research questions. This served as a 

form of data reduction, in helping select data that would serve as a primary focus. The 

interview transcripts were once again reread, this time identifying codes, which arose 

from the students' responses to the focus group interview questions, as in the open 

coding procedure (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). These codes focused, for instance, on 

students' perspectives on the importance of Literature, their attitudes towards the study 

of Literature and cultural and linguistic factors that might affect their learning of the 

subject. Common patterns of ideas emerged from the interview transcripts and 

frequently recurring issues were identified (Appendix 10). The same procedure of 

coding was carried out with the transcribed in-depth interviews with HODs.  

Taped transcripts from each school were compared and a cross-case analysis 

was carried out. Using the constant comparative method, common patterns across all the 

tapes emerged and these were noted (Silverman, 2001). The transcripts from the student 

interviews were compared first with the other transcripts from the same school, and then 

triangulated with other data, such as the HOD interview data and the surveys carried out 

with teachers as well as other related documentation. Propositions were developed in 

the process of theory generation. 
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The written protocols in the form of survey questions answered by the students 

were collected and the responses were compiled and recorded in a focus group summary 

sheet.  The data collected was used to validate the findings from the interviews. 

 
Ethics 

 
Ethical considerations are vital in the design of any qualitative study as the 

success of such research is based on the “development of special kinds of relationships 

between researchers and informants” (Deyhle, Hess & LeCompte, 1992, p. 618). Two 

of the more important considerations are (i) the way researchers structure their 

relationships with those they study and (ii) the ways in which they gain information and 

disclose it.  

As this study was ‘frozen in time’ rather than over a period of time, the question 

of relationships was not a very crucial one. However, for the purposes of the interviews, 

it was important to establish a rapport with the participants. The background of the 

researcher in this case had a bearing on the ease with which the participants 

communicated their views. The researcher who had a teaching background within the 

Singapore education system was able to ‘reach out’ to students in order to elicit 

responses. In interviews with teachers, the researcher was perceived as being ‘one of 

them’ and opinions were given more freely and commonalities and shared experiences 

surfaced. It was however crucial, on the part of the researcher, to maintain objectivity 

and present findings as they were disclosed and to encourage respondents to elaborate 

on their responses, rather than tacitly assuming mutual understanding. 

Interviews were audio-taped with consent. Tapes of interviews with Heads of 

Departments were transcribed and transcriptions for verification were made available 

upon request. Tapes and transcripts were kept in a locked cabinet to protect 

confidentiality. The nature of focus group interviews precluded this verification 
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procedure which was replaced to some extent by the written protocols. Parental consent 

was sought before focus-group interviews were conducted with students.   

 The study conformed to the Human Rights and Ethics requirements of The 

University of Western Australia, and permission for access was sought from the 

relevant Singaporean authorities such as the Ministry of Education and the site 

managers (principals) of schools.  

 
Conclusion 

 
 This chapter outlined the conceptual framework of this research which was 

operationalised from the theoretical framework presented in Chapter 2. This research 

was situated within the interpretivist paradigm of qualitative research in which 

participants’ perspectives were elicited and presented through the multiple case studies 

method. Cross case analysis of data collected from interviews, questionnaires, and 

document study was carried out and analysed through the process of inductive analysis. 

Based on analysed data, a number of propositions were developed to generate theory on 

how teachers and students in Singapore secondary schools deal with English Literature 

studies. 

 The next chapter gives a more detailed contextual background into the teaching 

of Literature in Singapore secondary schools and describes the contexts of each of the 

case study schools and explains the differences between the schools in an effort to 

illustrate the diverse nature of the study population. 
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CHAPTER 5: CONTEXT 

 

Introduction 

 This chapter explains in more detail the teaching of Literature in Singapore 

secondary schools, outlining the various curriculum pathways in the Singapore 

education system and highlighting specifically the pathways for the study of Literature 

at secondary and junior college levels. The contexts of each of the case study schools 

are also presented in this chapter; comparisons and contrasts in terms of cohorts of 

students in the case studies schools and their performances at the GCE ‘O’ level exams 

are discussed to provide a more detailed background to the context of this study. 

 

The Teaching of Literature 

Literature in English is a compulsory subject in Singapore secondary schools in 

the first two years (Secondary 1 and 2) for students in the Special/Express and the 

Normal Academic streams and an elective subject in the final two years of high school 

(Secondary 3 and 4). Some secondary schools have a higher candidature for Literature 

than others. Literature seems to be more popular in certain types of schools, such as the 

Independent or Autonomous schools, and less popular among the mainstream schools, 

with some schools phasing out the subject altogether at the upper secondary levels. This 

research attempted to discover the reasons for this trend through the perspectives of 

students and teachers in such schools. 

 With the implementation of the new ‘A’ level curriculum introduced in 2006, 

junior college students were able to study Literature in English at three different levels 

of study, Higher 1 (H1), Higher 2 (H2) or Higher 3 (H3)11 levels. The new curriculum 

“aimed at preparing students well for the rapidly changing world of the 21st century” 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11 H2 level of study is equivalent to ‘A’ level prior to 2006, H1 level is half that of H2 in terms of 
curriculum time while H3 level of study is for subjects with diverse learning opportunities for in-depth 
study. 
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with its emphasis on “breadth of learning and flexibility” (MOE, 2007). H1 and H2 

students sit the Cambridge GCE ‘A’ Level Literature in English examination at the end 

of their course of study; H3 Literature is intended for “students who display an 

exceptional ability and interest in the study of Literature, and are willing to pursue their 

studies to a greater depth and with greater specialisation” (MOE, 2007). H3 Literature 

students are expected to complete a research essay which will be assessed by the 

University of Cambridge International Examinations office. The provision of different 

pathways for students can be seen as a step forward in the promotion of the study of 

Literature. This study explored the degree of awareness that students and teachers have 

of increased options for further literary studies.  

The Cambridge ‘O’ and ‘A’ level syllabuses replaced the colonial Cambridge 

Higher and Junior Certificates which were introduced in 1891. Students in Singapore 

take the ‘O’ Levels at the age of 16 after completing Secondary 4 Express or Special12 

courses. After two years of further studies at junior colleges, they sit the ‘A’ Level 

examinations which will qualify them for university studies. Students who perform well 

at the lower secondary levels in school may be chosen to join the Integrated Programme 

which gives them the option to bypass the ‘O’ levels and take the ‘A’ Levels at junior 

college level. 

Students in the Normal Academic [N(A)] or Normal Technical [N(T)] course sit 

the GCE ‘N’ level examination at the end of 4 years of secondary education. N(A) 

students who performed well in their GCE ‘N’ level examination may sit the GCE ‘O’ 

level examination at the end of their 5th year, while students in the Normal Technical 

course move on to the Institute of Technical Education.  

The curriculum for both the Special/Express and Normal Academic/Technical 

courses covers three main areas: 1. Languages; 2. Humanities and the Arts; and 3. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12 Special course students offer Mother Tongue at a higher level (Higher Chinese/Higher Malay/Higher 
Tamil)  
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Mathematics and Sciences. Literature in English comes under the category of 

Humanities and the Arts together with Geography, History, Visual Arts, Music and Art 

and Design. Students in the Special/Express course study either 7 or 8 subjects while 

students in the Normal Academic course study between 6 and 8 subjects and those in 

the Normal Technical course study between 5 and 7 subjects.  

All students in the Special/Express and the Normal Academic courses study 

Literature in English at the lower secondary levels (Secondary 1 and 2). At the upper 

secondary levels (Secondary 3, 4 and 5) Literature in English is studied as part of a 

Combined Humanities subject13. Students may also choose to study Literature at the 

upper secondary levels either as an elective or a full (pure) subject. Elective Literature is 

taught over one hour (2 periods) per week while Full/Pure Literature takes up two hours 

(4 periods) a week.  

At the GCE ‘N’ and ‘O’ Level Literature examinations, students are expected to 

sit two papers, Paper 1 which consists of Prose and Unseen Texts, and Paper 2 which is 

the Drama or Open Selection. Elective Literature students sitting the ‘N’ and ‘O’ level 

examinations need to sit only Paper 1 while Full/Pure Literature students need to sit 

both Papers 1 and 2. Since the introduction of local texts into the curriculum in 2008, 

for every year of examination, either one or two local texts have been included in both 

Papers 1 and 2 of the ‘N’ and ‘O’ level Literature in English examination. Band 

descriptors have replaced the points systems in examination marking (CPDD, 2007). 

 The Curriculum Planning and Development Division (CPDD) of the MOE is 

responsible for the design and implementation of teaching syllabuses. The current 

Literature in English syllabus for Secondary Special/Express/Normal (Academic) 

courses was implemented in 1999 and a more recent Lower Secondary Literature in 

English Teaching Syllabus was introduced in 2007. One of the objectives of this chapter 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13 Combined Humanities subject comprises a compulsory Social Studies component and a Geography, 
History or Literature elective. The Social Studies component is the study of National Education.  
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is to look closely at the aims and objectives of these syllabuses to identify similarities to 

past syllabuses and to note changes that have been made.  

In her study on Investigating Ideology in the Literature curriculum in Singapore, 

Choo (2004) traced the development of the aims of the Literature syllabus from colonial 

times to 2002. This study adds to Choo’s research by extending the timeline to 2007 and 

aligning the aims of the 2007 syllabus to the moral, aesthetic, political, linguistic and 

pragmatic objectives as listed by Choo (Appendix 1). There is a distinct shift towards 

more linguistic objectives. Interestingly, the study of Literature did not appear to have 

any pragmatic aims which may account for its lack of popularity among students. 

 

Case Study Contexts – Comparisons and Contrasts 

The following section compares and contrasts the contexts of the five case study 

schools. Brief outlines of each of the schools in this study were presented in the 

previous section on Case Study Contexts; this section will look at the contexts of the  

schools in relation to the cohort of students and the schools’ achievement in the GCE 

‘O’ Level Examination. 

Schools A, B and C are autonomous schools which receive additional funding 

from the Ministry of Education and have the flexibility to implement school 

programmes. The cohort of students accepted into these schools generally achieved high 

PSLE aggregate scores ranging from 233 to 252. The highest aggregate score 

achievable by a student is 300. Schools A and B are both government-aided secondary 

schools which, in addition to the MOE funding, also receive funding from private 

institutions which had been involved in the setting up of the schools from the start. 

School D is a government-aided secondary school which receives MOE funding as well 

as private funding, while School E is a mainstream government school which receives 

the standard funding from the MOE. 
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Cohort of Students 

Students are posted to secondary schools based on merit following these three 

criteria: pupils’ PSLE14 results, their choices of schools and the vacancies available in 

the school. If there are no more vacancies within a school of choice, the student will 

then be considered for his next choice of school. Students who are unable to get a place 

in any of the schools of choice will be posted to a school near their home, subject to 

vacancies as well as to their ability to meet the school’s lowest aggregate score. 

Students attending primary schools that have affiliated secondary schools may enjoy 

priority admission into these secondary schools, subject to vacancies and academic 

requirements of the schools (MOE, 2011).  

PSLE aggregate scores are calculated based on students performance in 4 

subjects, English Language, Mother Tongue, Mathematics and Science. The aggregate 

score is calculated based on a bell curve, with the average aggregate score being 200. 

The better the performance in the PSLE indicated by a very high aggregate score, the 

greater the chances of getting into the school of choice. The PSLE aggregate scores 

listed for the schools in this study were based on the aggregate range of 2007 Primary 6 

students posted to 2008 Secondary 1 Express stream as this formed the cohort of 

students who took part in this study. 

Performance at GCE ‘O’ Level 

The yearly School Achievement Tables published by the Singapore Ministry of 

Education, which replaced the academic ranking lists since 2004, reflect the 

performance of schools in both the academic and non-academic domains. In the 

academic domain, schools are placed in bands according to their performance in the 

GCE O Level Examination. These bands are based on the average L1B5, which is the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14The Primary School Leaving Examination is a national examination which students sit at the end of 
their primary education for entry into secondary schools and placement in appropriate secondary school 
courses. 
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average of students’ aggregate grades in L1 (English or Higher Mother Tongue 

Language) and the 5 best subjects and the smaller the value the better the performance 

of a school.  For the purpose of this research, only the academic domain of the School 

Achievement Tables is considered. The five schools selected for this study fall across 

these different ‘O-level’ bands in the 2007 School Achievement Table with the 

exception of one school which did not make it into the Achievement Table.  

Fig 10: Overview of schools’ contexts and comparison of academic performance at  
            GCE ‘O’ level (express stream) 
 

   O-level Band* (Ave L1B5 scores) 
School Type Status 2007 2008 2009 

A Autonomous/SAP Govt-aided, boys Band 1 Band 1 Band 1 
B Autonomous Govt-aided, mixed Band 5 Band 6 Band 5 
C Autonomous Govt-aided, mixed Band 4 Band 3 Band 3 
D  Govt-aided, girls Band 8 Band 9 Band 9 
E  Govt, mixed - - - 

* Band 1: L1B5 < 11    Band 6: L1B5 = 15 
   Band 2: L1B5 = 11    Band 7: L1B5 = 16 
   Band 3: L1B5 = 12    Band 8: L1B5 = 17 
   Band 4: L1B5 = 13    Band 9: L1B5 = 18 
   Band 5: L1B5 = 14 
 
Context – School A 

School A is an autonomous government-aided boys’ school, comprising a 

secondary and primary section. It has a long history which dates back to 1935 when it 

was founded by a French missionary. It is a Catholic institution which takes in both 

Catholic and non-Catholic students. The vision of its founder for the school to be “an 

institution of learning, and also one for acquiring competence in bilingualism” (school 

website) was maintained through the years as the secondary school is one of the ten 

current Special Assistance Plan (SAP) schools which provide opportunities for top 

scorers in the Primary School Leaving Examinations (PSLE) to study English and 

Chinese at first language level in secondary school. SAP schools were established with 

the purpose of preserving “the ethos of the Chinese medium schools and to promote the 

learning of the Chinese language and culture” (Ng, 2010). 
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The school was granted the autonomous status by MOE in 1995. As an 

autonomous school, the school receives additional funding from the MOE and had 

additional flexibility in the implementation of school programmes. The school aims to 

be “a school of distinction in innovative and challenging programmes” with “character 

building”, “mindset of excellence” and “Christian values” as key areas of emphasis 

(School Mission Statement cited from School A website). Each student strives to 

achieve the vision of a “gentleman and bilingual scholar of high integrity and robust 

character, who is passionate about life, learning and service to others” (School Vision 

cited from School A website). In the secondary school, Literature in English and in 

Chinese and History are the Humanities subjects offered. 

School A has had a long history of successes, producing many President’s 

Scholars over the years. The school took in students from its affiliated primary school 

with the average PSLE aggregate score of 240. Students from other primary schools 

gained entry with the average score of 253 and above. The highest aggregate score 

achieved on entry into Secondary 1 was 272. An all boys’ school, it has consistently 

remained in Band 1 of the School Achievement Table for the past three consecutive 

years. The school has won several awards including the School Distinction Award 

2008-2012, Best Practices Award for student all-round development and teaching and 

learning and the Sustained Achievement Award for academic value-addedness and 

aesthetics. 

Context – School B 

School B is an autonomous government-aided15 mixed16 school established in 1996 but 

had its roots in 1906 when a group of Teochew community leaders established its 

predecessor, which closed down in 1994 due to urban renewal plans resulting in 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
15 Government-aided schools originally were private schools that, in return for government subsidies, 
taught the standard curriculum and employed teachers assigned by the MOE.  
16 The term “mixed” school refers to a school which has both boys and girls, as opposed to a single-sex 
school. 
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dwindling student enrolment. Upon its reestablishment by the clan association as School 

B in 1996, the school grew to become “one of the top pioneer schools to be accorded 

the prestigious Autonomous School status in 2004 and is among the top 10% in 

Singapore’s 356 schools” (School B website). The clan association provides strong 

financial support which helps to improve the school infrastructure, as well as providing 

financial assistance where needed, to bring about a better learning environment and 

experience for the students. The school took in students from its affiliated primary 

school with aggregate score of 211 while other students needed to achieve an aggregate 

score of 238 to gain entry. The highest aggregate score achieved on entry into 

Secondary 1 was 260. It is a mixed school with good academic track records of 

consistent performance as shown in the School Achievement Table (Fig. 7). 

The school has also been designated the Centre of Excellence for Information 

and Communication Technology for the East Zone by the MOE since 2007. It has won 

many awards including MOE School Distinction (2004 to 2013) and Best Practices 

Award for teaching and learning and Sustained Achievement Award for aesthetics. The 

“holistic education “ of students and promotion of “a culture of excellence and the spirit 

of innovation and enterprise”, among others, would help to realise the school mission of 

Building Character, Expanding Minds and Shaping Lives.  

The Humanities subjects offered are History, Geography, Literature in English, 

Social Studies and Combined Humanities (Social Studies & History, Social Studies & 

Geography). Literature is offered only as an elective subject. 

Context – School C 

School C is an autonomous, government, mixed school founded in 1980. It was 

awarded the autonomous status in 1995 and offered Malay and Chinese Languages at 

first language level. Since 1989, the school has regularly showcased the students’ 

musical and dramatic abilities through whole-school productions of “Oliver”, “The Pied 
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Piper” and “The Sound of Music”, as well as their own choreographed presentations. In 

addition to other awards, the school received the Aesthetics Achievement award in 

2005. The school has won several awards including the School Distinction Award 

2005-2009 and the Sustained Achievement Award for aesthetics.  

The school took in students with aggregate PSLE score of 235, the highest score 

being 254. The Humanities subjects offered are History, Geography, Literature in 

English and in Chinese and Combined Humanities (Social Studies and History, Social 

Studies and Geography, Social Studies and Literature).  

Context – School D 

School D is a government-aided girls’ secondary school which began as a private girls’ 

mission school in 1938. The school mission revolves around the religious faith with the 

strategic thrusts of aiming to “maximise students’ potential” and the “nurturing” of “a 

vibrant school community” (School D website). The school has achieved the Sustained 

Achievement Award for aesthetics and it was awarded the School Distinction Award 

2004 – 2009.  

School D took in students with average aggregate PSLE score of 209 from its 

affiliated primary school and 229 from non-affiliated schools. The highest score 

achieved by a student enrolling in Secondary 1 was 251. Humanities subjects offered 

include History, Literature in English and Combined Humanities (Social Studies & 

Geography, Social Studies & Literature). 

Context – School E 

School E is a mixed government school established in 1985. The school strives 

to cultivate “a vibrant culture where creativity is tapped, innovation encouraged and 

enthusiasm sustained” (Principal’s message, School E website). The school admitted 

students with the average PSLE score of 209. The highest score attained by a student 

entering this school was 234. The school has not been performing well enough 
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academically to achieve the minimum score for an ‘O’ level band on the School 

Achievement Table. 

Pure Humanities subjects offered are Social Studies and Literature. Combined 

Humanities offered are Social Studies and History, Social Studies and Literature or 

Social Studies and Geography. 

 

Conclusion 

 This chapter explained the teaching of Literature in English within the various 

curriculum pathways in the Singapore education system in the secondary school and 

gave a detailed overview of the different courses of study within the secondary levels 

and respective syllabuses. Contextual backgrounds of the case study schools in terms of 

cohorts of students and performances at the GCE ‘O’ level exams were provided, 

leading to the discussion of findings on how teachers and students in Singapore 

secondary schools deal with Literature studies from the case studies participants in the 

following chapter. 
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CHAPTER 6: CASE STUDIES 
 

 
Introduction 

 
The aim of this study was to generate theory about how teachers and students in 

Singapore secondary schools deal with Literature studies. This chapter presents findings 

related to the two Central Research Questions:  

1. What meanings and values do teachers and students ascribe to studying       
Literature in English in the contemporary Singaporean environment? 

 
2. What impact do educational policies and curriculum changes have on  

the choice of Literature as a desirable curriculum subject? 
 
The context of each of the five participating schools, composition, type and status and 

range of Humanities subjects offered were presented in the previous chapter. The first 

section of this chapter discusses the interview questions, including written protocols and 

other considerations. The second section of the chapter then explores the analytic 

findings from the data collected from participants in each of the five schools, which are 

presented in single case study formats, with each school constituting a case study. In 

each case, the findings are organised around the two central research questions and the 

associated guiding questions. 

 

Unpacking the Questions 

In this section, a more detailed discussion of some of the interview questions, 

which were based on the Guiding Questions (Fig. 8), is undertaken in order to explain 

some of the meanings and ideas attached to certain key words and phrases. Interviews 

were conducted with students and Heads of Department. Teachers filled in 

questionnaires which contained the same interview questions.   

The use of the second person and the way the interview questions were worded 

served to encourage students to speak from their own experiences, during the focus 

group interviews, rather than in generalities. In the focus group interviews with  
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students, Question 2.1 was not asked, as it required knowledge of syllabuses and their 

implementation. 

Fig. 11: Table of Central Research Questions, Guiding Questions and Interview Questions 

CRQ 1: What meanings and values do teachers and students ascribe to studying Literature in 
English in the contemporary Singaporean environment? 

Guiding Questions Interview Questions 
1.1 What are the literature teachers’ and 

students’ perspectives on the status of 
Literature in secondary schools? 

 
 
 
 
 
1.2 Do teachers and students consider that the 

study of Literature in English contributes 
to increased proficiency in English 
language? 

1.3 In what ways do political, cultural and 
linguistic factors influence the meanings 
and values that teachers and students 
ascribe to studying Literature in English? 

1.1.1 Do you think Literature is an 
important subject in secondary 
schools? Why / Why not? 

1.1.2 What do you think is the status of 
Literature as compared to the other 
subjects? Why do you think this is so? 

1.1.3 What do you think is the reason for 
studying Literature? 

1.2.1    Will studying Literature help you 
            become more proficient in English  
            Language? Why do you think so? 
 
1.3.1    In what ways do you think your 
            linguistic/cultural background has 
            an impact on your study of  
            Literature? 

CRQ 2: What impact do educational policies and curriculum changes have on the choice of 
Literature in English as a desirable curriculum subject?  
2.1 What are the differences (from the 
      perspectives of the teachers and HOD) 
      between the old and the new Literature  
      syllabuses; how has the emphasis  
      shifted and what are the reasons for the  
      shift? 

2.1       What are the differences (from the 
            perspectives of the teachers and 
            HOD) between the old and the new 
            Literature syllabuses; how has the 
            emphasis shifted and what are the 
            reasons for the shift? 

2.2 What impact do teachers and students 
      think inclusion of local texts written in  
      English has had on the popularity of 
      the subject? 
 
 

2.2.1    What do you think of the literature 
            texts that have been chosen for the  
            students? 
2.2.2    What do you think of the inclusion 
             of local texts in the study of  
             Literature? Does this make the  
             subject easier / more popular? 

2.3 Do teachers and students consider that the 
provision of different pathways for the 
study of Literature in English at post-
secondary levels will result in a higher 
take-up rate of Literature as a course of 
study at university level? 

 

2.3.1   What do you know about the 
            provision of different pathways for  
            the study of Literature beyond 
            secondary levels? 
2.3.2 What are the prospects for students 

who choose Literature as a course of 
study at university? 

2.3.3     What do you think needs to be done 
             to encourage more students to take  
             up the study of Literature in  
             secondary schools? 
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Q1.1.1 Do you think Literature is an important subject in secondary schools? 

The abstract notion of ‘importance’ necessitated that the discussion on the importance 

of the subject be related to the MOE syllabus objectives, which was divided into moral, 

political, aesthetic, linguistic and pragmatic objectives. Participants’ responses were 

related to these objectives. 

Q2.3.2 What are the prospects for students who choose Literature as a course of study at 
university? 
 
In view of the wide-ranging views on ‘career prospects’, for the purposes of this 

research, the following are highlighted as considerations that inform people’s thinking 

about career prospects:  

• Degree of difficulty in getting a job 

• Possible jobs might not pay very well 

• Possible jobs therefore would be considered low status 

• Possible jobs might not offer career advancement and promotion 

Other Considerations 

 In analysing the findings from the data collected, it must be noted that due to the 

constraints of timetabling and unforeseen events in one of the schools, not all students 

took part in the interviews and surveys as was originally planned. This will be further 

explained in the case study of the particular school.  

In interviews with HODs, some HODs felt that Question 1.1.1 Do you think 

Literature is an important subject in secondary schools and why? and Question 1.1.3 

What do you think is the reason for studying Literature? were similar in nature and 

therefore combined the two when giving their responses.  

Data were not collected from non-Literature students (Focus Group 4) for 

Central Research Question 2 as responses required would necessitate knowledge of the 

subject as students of Literature. Guiding Question 2.1 was directed only to HODs and  
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teachers as students did not have enough background knowledge and experience to 

reflect on syllabus changes. 

 Some of the data collected from teachers through the use of the questionnaire 

lacked elaboration. Despite the open-ended nature of the items in the questionnaire, 

some teachers did not make use of the space provided to elaborate on their answers. No 

follow up could be carried out due to the confidential nature of questionnaire. 

 

Case Study 1: School A 

Participants 
 

Participants Number 
HOD 1 
Teachers 2 
Focus Group 1 
Focus Group 2 
Focus Group 3 
Focus Group 4 

5 
5 
5 
5 

 
 

Findings 

Guiding Question 1.1 

What are the literature students’ and teachers’ perspectives on the status of 

Literature in secondary schools? 

 The students who were studying Literature in Focus Group 1 felt that it was an 

important subject, for a variety of reasons, the most common reason being that it helped 

with communication, as indicated in the following ‘typical’ comments from two 

Secondary 2 students in this group: 

 In order to express ourselves clearly and communicate our message to the  
       audience, it will have an impact. 
 
      Important for communication, better understanding. 
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One student attributed “better self-confidence and self-esteem” as the outcome of the 

study of literature for him. Two other students spoke about the difficulty level of the 

subject:  

      If you are willing to take it to a higher level then you should study it because it  
      is quite difficult to understand.  
 
      Depends on whether you like it or not because it is not an easy subject. 
 
Only one student did not think that Literature was an important subject, citing the fact 

that some teachers in the school who had studied Literature at university level now 

wished they had studied other subjects that would enable them to get other jobs besides 

teaching. 

The majority of the Secondary 2 students in this group felt that Literature 

commanded a very low status compared to other subjects because it was irrelevant and 

unnecessary in the present context of Singaporean society. English, being the main 

language for communication, was already being studied as a subject in secondary school 

and commanded much more importance, Literature was therefore considered 

unnecessary, as indicated in the following comments: 

 (We are) already doing English Language, so why do Literature? 
 
 Singaporeans view English as a language for communication but do not place much  

emphasis on English Literature because they are using it to communicate but not to 
understand – no need for Literature. 

 
Some students felt that studying Mathematics and Science would provide more 

opportunities later on in life and that Literature was to be taken as an interest and not to 

be studied as an examination subject. One student commented that the education system 

itself did not place much importance on Literature as it was placed in direct competition 

with other Humanities subjects. 

The Secondary 2 students in this group also cited interest as the main reason for 

studying Literature. They felt that the subject was offered so as to provide more choices  
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for students when choosing a course of study.  More than half of the students said that 

they would study Literature at Secondary 3 level because they appreciated the subject 

and had a genuine liking for Literature. One student was unsure whether he would able 

to do well in the subject because “it is so subjective”. Another student felt that the 

subject has no future relevance: 

In future, today’s society only needs a good command of languages and maths,  
cannot apply knowledge of Literature, won’t impress anyone in future. 
 

This group of students could not see other reasons for the study of Literature, with the 

exception of one student who commented on the purposes of learning texts: 

 It’s good to understand (the) psychology of text so we can relate it to the real world  
and (we) can understand people better. 

 

It was evident that, for these students in Focus Group 1, the aims of Literature as 

a subject were not achieved. Despite a majority agreeing that it was an important 

subject, they felt that it was irrelevant and unnecessary in the context of the Singapore 

society. This disparity between the level of importance assigned by them to the subject 

and the reasons for its status could possibly be explained by the lack of exposure to 

Literature as a subject and the fact that they had not chosen to study it as it is one of the 

compulsory subjects for that year level. 

Secondary 3 Literature students in Focus Group 2 overwhelmingly agreed that 

Literature was an important subject in secondary schools. The main reason cited for this 

was that Literature changes one’s perceptions. Various students commented: 

A skill that you pick up in secondary school, increases your sensitivity to the  
situations of the world today, especially so much drama, scandals, we can learn  
to evaluate this properly and can learn to choose which side and look at (the)  
whole situation. 
 
Literature opens up mindsets. 

 
A skill that you pick up in secondary school, increases your sensitivity to the  
situations of the world. 
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One student saw Literature as “something that makes us creative” in an environment 

that “lacks creativity”. 

The consensus amongst these Secondary 3 Literature students was that 

Literature had a low status because it was a difficult subject to study and to score good 

marks. According to one student: 

 Their (students) concept of Literature is all wrong. In Singapore most people go for  
             Maths and Science, can score higher, want to get good grades. 
 
A certain standard of English competency was expected in order to study Literature as a 

subject, and because there were no definite answers (as in Mathematics and Science), 

students felt very insecure especially during examinations. Another student stated: 

(We) generally associate Literature with English subject so need a certain standard of  
English to take up Literature. 

 
In this particular school too, scholars from China who were not competent in 

English Language understandably would not want to study the subject. Students also 

mentioned the lack of job prospects as a deterrent to studying Literature. The perception 

of Mathematics and Science as the pathways to high paying jobs added to the low status 

associated with Literature, as one student put it: 

Society regards Maths and Science as the paths to tri-figure income. 
 
This group of students, having made the choice to study Literature, was more balanced 

in their responses to the low status of the subject. They had overwhelmingly agreed that 

Literature was important and explained that the low status of Literature was due to the 

difficulty level of the subject when compared to the other subjects. They cited personal 

preference and interest as the main reasons for choosing to study Literature in 

Secondary 3. Its “many different interpretations” which “expand your imagination in 

answering questions” increased the appeal of the subject for these students. 
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Secondary 3 and 4 Literature students in Focus Group 3 who studied the subject 

as a pure subject echoed the positive attitude exhibited in Focus Group 2 towards 

Literature. In addition to the reasons given by the Secondary 3 students in Focus Group 

2, they generally felt that the study of Literature helped improve their skills of inference 

and free expression: 

Requires insight into what you are reading about characters. 
 
Need to reason your rationale. 

 
A lot of higher thinking involved.  

 
The fact that they liked the subject as it “gives freedom when we write” helped increase 

its importance for this group. These students  attributed the low status of Literature to 

the fact that more importance was placed on subjects like English, Chinese, 

Mathematics and Science while Humanities were considered unimportant and 

unnecessary. The difficulty to score well in the subject due to the open-ended nature and 

wide range of answers did not help improve its status. The following comment 

represents the common viewpoint: 

A lot of people (are) afraid of the subject, unlike History and Geography (where you) 
can get (answers) from the book, but not Literature. More (students) get ‘A’s in those  
subjects. 
 

Students in this group thought the main reason for studying Literature was to provide 

options for those who liked English. Personal interest was a motivating factor. They 

agreed there were other benefits to studying Literature, for example: 

 In Literature I can express myself more. 
 

(Takes us) out of textbook, (makes us) think outside the box 
 
One student took up Literature through the process of elimination as he considered 

History and Geography “too dry” to study. 

Students who chose not to study Literature (Focus Group 4) did not rate 

Literature as an important subject in secondary schools. The majority felt it was 

unnecessary and not as important as English, as it was not a compulsory subject to gain  
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entry for junior colleges17. Two students felt that Literature was useful only for students 

pursuing the Arts and not at all for Science students. Students in this group cited the 

same reason for the low status of Literature. The subject was competing with History 

and Geography, which were considered to have more direct and definite answers to 

exam questions than Literature and were easier to score well in. One student in 

particular felt Literature was of no future use to students. They agreed that the study of 

Literature provided options for those who would like to study something more 

philosophical. 

The HOD and teachers placed a great deal of emphasis on the role of Literature 

in the promotion of creative and critical thinking as well as developing the ‘whole 

person’ in terms of character development. They were in agreement with the students as 

to the use of Literature in promoting better understanding of different perspectives in 

social, emotional and political issues; and cultivating the values of empathy and 

sensitivity, as elaborated by the HOD: 

(Literature) provides us with the context to appreciate human relations, to appreciate 
human issues pertaining to our kind of students. 

The HOD believed that Literature was one of the most important subjects in the 

secondary school and the school supported this stand by integrating the two separate 

subjects of English Language and Literature into a single subject called Literary 

Expressions at Secondary One and Two levels. Unlike the students, the HOD placed 

Literature on the same level of importance as other Humanities subjects: 

 In this school it does (have a high status), equivalent with any other Humanities. 
 
Of around 300 students, about a third studied Literature either as a pure subject or as an 

elective. A minimum grade in English had to be achieved in order to study Literature  

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17 For applicants to the 2-year JC course, the net aggregates for acceptance are based on the First 
Language (English) and 5 relevant subjects (L1R5) (MOE, 2009)  
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and in a move towards increasing teaching time and exposure, Literature texts were 

studied during English lessons as well. Short stories, local and overseas, were 

incorporated in Literature-based English lessons. Through these strategies, this school 

was able to place Literature on equal status with other Humanities. The HOD also felt 

that in an all-boys school context, sensitivity to language connotations and meanings 

was very important: 

 Boys can be really insensitive of the word, need to think through the connotations and  
meanings, being sensitive to subtleties in human relations, again through  
experiencing a text and reading between the lines. 

 
Literature was also seen to encourage critical thinking in a very practical way: 

 (It) makes them more critical thinkers, may have this in Science, but does not make  
them critical thinkers in the way they live, can only get that by engaging with  
different situations that we read about. 

 
The cultivation of critical thinking through Literature, he felt, was vital:  

That part is so important but really underplayed by and large, not so much by Singapore 
MOE, but by the Singapore system including parents and society at large. 
 

In contrast, both teachers felt that Literature did not have a high status: 

 More emphasis given to subjects that are perceived to have direct relevance  
 to job market or future careers eg. the sciences and maths.       
 
 It is deemed as “unacademic” or less important because it is not a “hard”  
 subject like Math or Science, which are deemed more practical. 

 
Although both teachers agreed on the importance of Literature as a subject, they both 

felt the subject could not compete with Mathematics and Science in terms of 

importance. Teachers cited “interest” and the need for “better understanding of people, 

issues and the way of the world” as the reasons for studying Literature. They personally 

enjoyed the subject as it “allows for greater engagement with the written word” and 

wished to share this with their students through their teaching. 

In summary, most of the participating students in School A felt that Literature 

was important for increased understanding and communication of ideas and opinions.   
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This supports the aesthetic and linguistic aims of the 2007 Literature syllabus: to 

“discover…new ways of perceiving the world around them” and “articulate perceptive 

and logical thinking”. Students who felt otherwise based their reasons on the more 

pragmatic view that the subject was unnecessary and irrelevant for them in the future. 

Despite its importance, overall, all the students agreed that Literature did not have a 

high status and considered it unnecessary as knowledge and skills learnt through the 

study of English Language were sufficient for them in their future careers. Literature 

was in fact considered an undesirable subject as they could not relate it to any tangible 

outcomes in terms of career prospects, unlike Mathematics and Science subjects which 

were associated with better paying jobs. The lack of emphasis placed on Literature as 

compared to Mathematics and Science and the perception that it was a difficult subject 

added to this unpopularity.  

Most of the students in School A cited interest and personal enjoyment as 

reasons for choosing to study Literature. They enjoyed the imaginative and creative 

avenues that the subject provided. It was noted that some students choose to study the 

subject for lack of other options. On the topic of status among students, teachers and 

HOD, only the latter placed Literature on an equal status, not with Mathematics or 

Sciences, but with other Humanities subjects. The HOD’s vision and the strategies 

employed by the school to improve the profile of Literature did not appear to filter 

through to the students and teachers.  

 

Guiding Question 1.2 

Do students consider that the study of Literature in English contributes to 

increased proficiency in English Language? 
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Secondary 2 Literature students in Focus Group 1 felt that the study of 

Literature was more difficult than studying English. They felt that it was necessary to be 

good in English first to study Literature and therefore could not see how Literature 

could help them improve their proficiency in English. 

There was a consensus amongst the Secondary 3 Literature students in Focus 

Group 2 about the positive contribution of Literature to increased proficiency in 

English. They felt that the transference of skills learnt in Literature was the main 

contributing factor to increased English proficiency. The group agreed with the 

following comments put forward by two students: 

 In English, (we) need to do Literature skills, help in finding evidence, (makes us)  
more sensitive to texts. 
 
In Literature, (we) read between the lines, (this) helps in answering questions. 
 
 
The majority of the Secondary 3 and 4 Pure Literature students in Focus Group 

3 agreed that the study of Literature added to their proficiency in English Language. 

Two students explained: 

 (We are) expected to use different language devices, (so we) learn how to identify 
 linguistic and style devices. 
 
(We get) exposure to different types of texts. 
 

The majority of students in this group believed that students’ proficiency in English 

would improve through the transfer of skills from studying Literature. One student, 

however, felt that this was not necessarily so; in fact it could have the opposite effect. 

He explained that because of the amount of writing and elaboration required in most 

answers to Literature examination questions, students may give more than what was 

required in English Language examinations answers or they may over-analyse questions 

and this would adversely affect their grades. 
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According to Secondary 4 non-Literature students (Focus Group 4), the study of 

Literature did add to their proficiency in English Language as they noted that top 

students in English Language were generally students who studied Literature who 

seemed to have a better understanding of the language. They would have had more 

exposure time to the language through their in-depth study of a variety of texts in 

Literature lessons. 

The HOD strongly believed that Literature would help improve students’ 

proficiency in English: 

 Students who study Literature are better at word usage, stylistic expressions and  
inventiveness. (This) filters through to composition and even in comprehension, (they  
are) more aware of what the author is trying to convey. 

 

One teacher felt that because of the constant engagement with and analysis of 

texts in the study of Literature, students did become better in English Language. 

Another teacher, however, felt that although studying Literature “will give one an 

insight into the nuances of the language”, it might not necessarily help students become 

better in English.  

In general, most students saw Literature as a useful subject in improving their 

proficiency in English as they had more immersion time in the language and were 

taught to read and write more critically. The Secondary 2 students, however, did not see 

the possibilities of the transference of skills learnt in Literature to the English Language 

subject. The majority of students and teachers and the HOD believed that Literature did 

help improve proficiency in English Language due to the increase in exposure time to 

the language and skills that are transferrable. For most students and teachers, the notion 

of ‘doing better’ in English in this instance means to improve examination scores in the 

subject, through reading and writing more critically as well as better communication 

skills.  
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Guiding Question 1.3 

In what ways do political, economic, cultural and linguistic factors influence 

meanings and values that teachers and students ascribe to studying Literature? 

The majority of the Secondary 2 Literature students in Focus Group 1 did not 

think that their linguistic and cultural backgrounds had any impact on their study of 

Literature. Two students stated: 

 (I) come from a family that don’t speak English, own effort in learning Literature and 
 starts from interest. 
 
 Culture’s not a problem, (we have) access to Internet, so have a rough idea of  

different backgrounds. 
 

Other students felt that with teachers’ help, difficulties with different varieties of 

English language, colloquialism and connotations and unfamiliar context could be 

overcome, but they did need to make the effort and to work much harder to understand 

texts. Only one student did feel that without an early exposure to the English Language, 

it would not be easy to understand and appreciate Literature.  

Having had more exposure time to the study of Literature, Secondary 3 

Literature students in Focus Group 2 agreed that the home background did play a part in 

their understanding and appreciation of the subject: 

Depends on home background, (if you come from a) Chinese-speaking background,  
(you) can’t really understand it. 
 

Another student felt that Asian values, which may differ from or contradict the values 

presented in studied texts, could also affect the appreciation and understanding of 

Literature. 

All Secondary 4 Pure Literature students in Focus Group 3 were of the opinion 

that linguistic and cultural background did not matter in the appreciation and 

understanding of Literature and that they would still be able to relate to texts as the 
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themes of the studied texts were often universal. This suggests a Cultural Heritage 

orientage of universal themes applicable to all Mankind. 

The HOD did not think linguistic and cultural backgrounds affected the study of 

Literature as at the school level, literature texts were introduced and integrated into 

English lessons in an effort to increase exposure to the subject. He believed that the use 

of local and overseas texts help to extend students’ knowledge and familiarity with 

different contexts. 

One teacher felt that students’ linguistic and cultural backgrounds would affect 

their interpretation of the novel, drama or poem they were studying. She noted that 

students responded in different ways when faced with such difficulties; some would 

persevere while others might give up. Another teacher felt that differences in cultural 

backgrounds were actually positive as they “open their minds to different ways of 

seeing things”. 

In general, students in this school believed that their linguistic and cultural 

backgrounds did not affect their understanding of Literature texts, although an English-

speaking background would certainly be more helpful. This could be attributed to the 

fact that English Language is a first language for these students and they were confident 

in the use of the language. Only one student commented on how Asian values could be 

a factor that may affect understanding of Literature texts. 

 

Guiding Question 2.1 

What are the differences between the old and the new literature syllabuses, how 

has the emphasis shifted and what are the reasons for the shift? 

The HOD noted that there was a push towards recognising local literature and 

encouraging the study of local texts, which in his opinion was “quite usual for a country 
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that has become independent, to assert own culture”. Shakespearean texts were no 

longer considered as compulsory texts for study. On the personal level, however, he felt 

that Shakespeare should remain a core component of the Literature syllabus as “it is the 

very basis of the English Language”. In an effort to retain the canon, the school planned 

to introduce a Shakespearean play at Secondary 1, 2 and 3 levels.  

The teachers commented on the move towards including local texts in the 

Literature syllabus and saw this as an effort to promote the work of local writers.  

 

Guiding Question 2.2 

What impact do teachers and students think the inclusion of local texts written in 

English has had on the popularity of the subject?   

All students in Focus Group 1 agreed that the texts chosen for study were suitable, 

interesting and relevant, as two students commented: 

 Mixture of contemporary and ancient texts to promote understanding of the world. 
 
 Moral values for Shakespeare are valuable, relevant and can be applied to real life. 
 
Students in this group did not find Shakespearean texts difficult to study as they could 

make use of the glossary and abridged versions of the texts. The majority of students 

agreed that the inclusion of local texts was a very good idea which should have been 

done a long time ago. Literature, they felt, should not reflect only “foreign culture”. 

These ‘typical’ comments were: 

 Literature should not be confined to foreign places. 
 
 (It should) reflect how we Singaporeans are. 
 
 May draw people (to the subject), (they) want realistic element, more relevance. 
 
One student, however, felt that this would not have made any difference to the 

popularity of the subject as it still required “profound understanding to grasp the 

concept of the texts”. 
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In studying the text To Kill A Mockingbird, students in Focus Group 2 found that they 

could relate to the issues of racial inequality in the text even though they felt there was 

no racial prejudice in Singapore. Students in this group found the text uninteresting as it 

was not relevant to the situation in Singapore where there was no social or racial unrest. 

Most of them found local texts easier to understand and relate to. The association of the 

subject with Shakespeare led to students being put off the subject because of the 

difficulty of the language and unfamiliar context. Students also advocated the use of 

both local and foreign texts: 

 Local writings (we) can relate (to) but wouldn’t have knowledge of the world, about  
the future, interact with other cultures. Quite good to have both. 
 
Similarly students in Focus Group 3 found the same text uninteresting but 

gradually grew to be more interested in its “underlying meaning” of justice and fairness; 

one student was impressed with “how much the author put into the book”. In contrast, 

students in this group found local texts boring and predictable and preferred texts from 

other countries. They were of the opinion that including local texts in the syllabus 

would not make much difference to the popularity of the subject, although they could 

understand the reasons for the inclusion of local texts. One student expressed the 

common view as follows: 

 In Singapore, as society advances, we lose sight of local culture, so (the) government  
wants to bring this back (through the study of local texts). 
 
Teachers and the HOD were more inclined towards the teaching of the classics, 

which is indicative of the influence of the traditional canon of Literature taught over the 

years. The HOD commented that the range of texts for study was comprehensive, 

although he did think that some of the classics had been ignored. He did not think 

highly of the “more modern texts” which he felt had “not enough attention to detail”. 

He saw this as “a reflection of urban lifestyle today” where people “have no time, (are) 

impatient (and) work too hard”.   
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The teachers agreed that there was a good range of texts offered for study. One 

teacher would like more classics to be included while the other wanted to consider texts 

which would appeal to an all boys/girls school. 

This, however, was not echoed by the students who generally seemed quite 

contented with the choice of texts and did not offer any suggestions for change. There 

seemed to be a resistance towards more modern texts among the HOD and teachers. As 

the choice of texts for study was made by the HOD and teachers, their perspectives 

would have an influence on the teaching and learning of the subject. The HOD and 

teachers believed that the inclusion of local texts would not have any impact on the 

popularity of the subject and this view was shared by some of the students. The HOD 

thought that the main concern should be whether students could relate to the texts and 

whether students perceived Literature to be a subject of importance. Students should be 

prepared well for certain types of texts at the lower secondary levels. Teachers 

reiterated the importance of the classics and going beyond the local contexts. Both 

teachers believed that the inclusion of local texts was a good move but it would not 

necessarily make the subject any easier or popular. Both also agreed that the classics 

should not be ignored and that there should not be any “attempt to scale down exposure 

to the world of literature beyond”. 

 

Guiding Question 2.3 

Do teachers and students consider that the provision of different pathways for the 

study of Literature beyond secondary levels will result in a higher take-up rate of 

Literature as a course of study at university? 

None of the participants in School A had any knowledge of the new pathways 

for the study of Literature after secondary school, although some students in Focus  
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Group 2 knew that there were options to choose subjects in the Arts or Science streams. 

Both teachers were aware that Literature could be studied in greater detail and depth at 

junior college and university, but were not specifically aware of the different pathways. 

All students agreed that knowledge of different pathways would help in making 

informed decisions about future courses of study. 

Most of the students in Focus Group 1 thought the career prospects for students 

who chose to study Literature at university were not good, as they felt there was no 

demand for such knowledge and skills. The careers that are open to Literature graduates 

would be working as writers, journalists, teachers and actors, which, in their opinion,  

are generally not considered to be well-paying jobs or have good career status. Students 

in this group had various ideas on how to encourage the uptake of Literature studies. 

Some students felt that the sharing of experiences by other Literature students would 

help to encourage others to consider taking up the subject as a course of study: 

 Need more people to share experiences about pursuing Literature at higher levels. 
 
 Tell them it is easier to score in Literature than in History and Geography. 
 
Another student suggested that the subject should be introduced formally in the primary 

school so that students would have more exposure to the subject before they entered 

secondary school. Yet another student suggested incorporating overseas trips into the 

Literature curriculum so that students could experience first hand the cultures they were 

studying in texts. 

Students in Focus Group 2 were undecided as to the career prospects of 

Literature students. The students reflected on this issue: 

 Not sure where Literature would take me, take it because it is a skill. 
 
 Very personal, to do well in Literature (one) must have passion. 
 
In their opinions, teaching, writing and media jobs were generally the occupations 

available to Literature students, all of which were not considered to be good prospects.  
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In addition to the strategies suggested by Focus Group 1, this group suggested 

improvements to its teaching methodology: 

Teachers need to be inspirational as students relate the subject to the teacher. 
 
 Lessons need to be interesting. 
 
 Offer (the subject) as more of an enjoyment, an appreciation of arts. 
  

Easier texts to build up confidence (in the subject). 
 
 
The group of students in Focus Group 3 commented that Literature graduates 

would be able to work as lecturers, authors and journalists. They were of the opinion 

that there were more opportunities and better paying jobs for Science graduates. 

Students in this group wanted Literature to be studied more extensively at Secondary 1 

and 2 levels, and they added that students needed to be assured that the subject would 

not be that difficult to understand or do well in. However, they did point out that the 

Singaporean environment did not seem to support the study of Literature. The 

competitive environment and the drive towards scoring distinctions in the ‘O’ level 

examinations made students unwilling to “risk” taking Literature as an examination 

subject for fear of getting a low score.   

All students were in agreement that career prospects for Literature graduates 

were not good. They perceived careers associated with Literature to be in the field of 

teaching, writing and journalism and stage and performing arts, which they considered 

to be of lower status and earning less salary as compared to career options of 

Mathematics and Science graduates. This is reflective of the societal values in 

Singapore which placed the emphasis on science, technology and enterprise, as evident 

in the rhetoric of ministerial speeches and National Day messages mentioned in Chapter 

1.   

The HOD was confident that there were plenty of opportunities for students of 

Literature, and that they would have equal chances with Mathematics and Science 
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graduates. The skills learnt through the study of Literature would put them at an 

advantage, as success in future, in his opinion, would not depend on “technical skills”: 

 It’s about who you know, how you relate to people you meet and recognise  
 commonalities you have with people you meet, developing relationships and  
 collaborating.  
 
In the HOD’s opinion, English and Literature lessons should be more fun and engaging, 

especially in the lower secondary levels. Outside agencies could be enlisted to teach 

drama. Teachers needed to be better trained and qualified to teach the subject. The 

profile of Literature as a subject needed to be raised, “making it a subject that students 

have to fight for”.  

Both teachers felt that careers in teaching, journalism and the arts would be the 

only career prospects for Literature graduates, which were not considered as good 

prospects. They agreed that a “pro-Lit environment” should be created in schools where 

Literature could be “infused in everyday life in school” and where the “value of 

Literature to life” was highlighted. A conscious effort must be made not to allow 

Literature to be perceived as a difficult subject. 

Overall, only the HOD was of the opinion that Literature graduates would have 

as good career prospects as Mathematics and Science graduates, based on the skills that 

they learnt in Literature. This view is consistent with Chambers and Gregory’s view that  

Literature graduates are marketable and would be sought after because of their varied 

skills which are transferable to the workplace and make them more sought after (2006). 

On the other hand, teachers and students felt the marginalisation of the subject, and 

therefore viewed the teaching of Literature as a low status career option.  

 In summary, participants in School A believed that in order to encourage more 

students to study Literature, a conducive school environment for the study of Literature, 

with well-qualified teachers and good teaching methodology, needed to be created. 
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They felt that support from the government and society at large is vital to lift the profile 

of the subject. 

 

Case Study 2: School B 

 
Participants 
 

Participants Number 
HOD 1 
Teachers 2 
Focus Group 1 
Focus Group 2 
Focus Group 3 
Focus Group 4 

5 
5 
5 
5 

 

Findings 

Guiding Question 1.1 

What are the literature students’ and teachers’ perspectives on the status of 

Literature in secondary schools? 

The Secondary 2 Literature students in Focus Group 1 in School B did not 

consider literature an important subject in secondary schools and gave the following 

reasons, as stated by these students: 

    Don’t need it in any part of our lives later. 
 
 Emphasis is on Maths and Science, Literature is not exactly useful. 
 
 More times (it) brings our average (marks) down. 
 
Some students felt they were not good in English and hence were unable to write well 

enough to score good grades. 

It was interesting to note that not one of the Secondary 2 students interviewed 

from School B considered Literature an important subject, unlike the responses from the 

same group in School A. The type of exposure they had to the subject and the push 

towards innovation and enterprise in the sciences as outlined in the mission statement of  
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the school could be contributing factors to this view. Consistent with their views that 

Literature was not an important subject, all Secondary 2 students considered Literature 

to be a very boring subject. The main reason Secondary 2 students gave as the reason 

for studying Literature was to improve comprehension and to gain better understanding. 

One student felt that it was a way to encourage more writing and to develop more 

writers. Two of the students would like to pursue the subject further: 

 Not my best subject but (it) can improve my writing. 
 
 I like writing, stories are very interesting and I like to elaborate. 
 
Others chose not to study the subject the following year as they were not getting good 

grades for it. This group of students did not see beyond the utilitarian purposes of the 

subject. 

The Secondary 3 Literature students in Focus Group 2 were rather divided in 

their views on the importance of the subject. The majority saw Literature as an 

important subject as it encourages free expression of opinions, ideas and creativity: 

 Free to give answers and opinions, more freely that in Maths and Science. 
 
 No right or wrong (answers). 
  
 Literature is more “free-style”. 
 
Two other students felt that the subject was not considered important based on the lack 

of teachers to teach the subject, with the school often relying on relief teachers. This 

showed the lack of importance placed on Literature as a subject by the school which had 

an impact on students’ perception of the subject. Mathematics and Science were still 

considered more important subjects and some felt that Literature should be made 

optional. The general feeling among the Secondary 3 Literature students was that 

Literature did not enjoy a high status such as that of Mathematics and Science. It was 

considered a tough subject when compared to other Humanities subjects like History 

and Geography. These students commented on this as follows: 
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History and Geography as electives have a format to follow, so it’s easier to learn. 

 
 History and Geography are factual. 
 
 Tougher to score in Literature. 
 
These students believed that studying Literature would improve their level of English 

and teach them how to “express ourselves”. One student felt it would be useful for 

future careers as lawyers. Some felt that it would also promote creativity: 

 Appreciation for the arts, students can display talents, promote teamwork because of  
projects. 
 

They chose to study Literature because they excelled in English and did better in 

Literature than History or Geography at Secondary 2. They enjoyed the subject and 

found the lesson activities interesting and creative. 

Secondary 3 and 4 Literature students in Focus Group 3 were convinced that 

Literature was an important subject in secondary schools. They unanimously agreed that 

the subject was interesting and helped them learn to analyse texts better. All the 

Secondary 3 and 4 Literature students were of the opinion that Literature had a low 

status compared to other subjects. Though they agreed unanimously on the importance 

of the subject, they felt that its reputation of being a difficult subject made it very 

unpopular with students, as the following comments from these students suggest: 

History and Geography are easier, linked to Social Studies. 
 
Subjective, you can pass but cannot score well. 
 
Only those who are strong in language should study Literature. 

In addition, the fact that it was offered only as an elective seemed to add to its existing 

low status. This group of students gave a variety of reasons for studying Literature. 

They felt it offered more choices for students, promoted reading and allowed those who 

were interested in the subject to pursue it. One student commented that it was to 

continue a “tradition” that had been previously been set by the school or by the MOE in  
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which Literature was offered as an O-level subject. This group of students chose to 

study Literature because of personal interest. 

Some of the Secondary 4 non-Literature students in Focus Group 4 agreed on 

the importance of Literature even though they had not chosen to study the subject. They 

felt that Literature would help students improve in English. The other students were not  

able to relate to the subject and therefore deemed it unimportant. One felt that he would 

not have any use for it later on in life as he “did not wish to be a writer”. All the 

students in this group felt that Literature had a very low status and was extremely 

unpopular. They considered it uninteresting and difficult to understand, and would 

therefore bring their overall marks down in the examination if they chose to study it. It 

also involved too much writing and required a high level of English. They attributed its 

unpopularity and low status to the unpredictability of what would be tested in an 

examination, as compared to the factual answers required for History and Geography. 

Providing choices for students who were interested in Literature and those who wished 

to study English at a higher level was the main reason for studying Literature, according 

to these Secondary 4 non-Literature students. They did not choose to study the subject 

because they did not do well in English and had no interest in the subject. One student 

wanted to study Literature but changed her mind when friends told her it was difficult to 

score good marks in the subject. 

The HOD’s area of specialisation was History but chose to teach Literature 

because of personal interest. She saw the importance of Literature in the overall 

development of students’ characters and the development of higher order thinking: 

 (It) takes them beyond the level of understanding of comprehension to appreciation  
and helps them read between the lines, develop a sensitivity that many kids who don’t  
do Literature don’t have. Sensitivity to texts lead to sensitivity to values, cultures and  
traditions. 
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The HOD was of the opinion that Literature did not enjoy a high status as 

students did not see the value in studying Literature:  

(They) look at it as something they enjoy in class but don’t look at it as something  
 that would add value. 
 
She believed that if students could see the study of Literature as a means to helping 

them to improve their performance in English Comprehension, they might accord the 

subject a higher status.  

One teacher felt that Literature was not an important subject as schools, 

especially “neighbourhood”18 schools, did not give much emphasis to the subject. The 

other teacher was of the opinion that Literature was “not necessary for future” because 

of the focus on knowledge-based subjects and the push towards technology and 

enterprise. Teachers did not give Literature a high status as they felt that the national 

emphasis was on Mathematics and Science. Teachers were of the opinion that in 

addition to exploring the intricacies of the language, the main reason for the study of 

Literature was intrinsic:  

to appreciate other cultures, to learn more of oneself and one’s immediate 
environment.  

 
One teacher chose to teach Literature “to guide, nurture students’ interest in the 

subject”. 

Overall, there was some disagreement on the importance of Literature among 

students in School B. Those who felt that Literature was important did so mainly 

because of the degree of freedom it gave them in terms of expression and opinions, and 

how the subject has helped them to read analytically. However the perceived lack of 

commitment to Literature by the school, through the inability to get Literature teachers 

and the frequent use of relief teachers, signalled to students that the subject was not as 

important as other secondary school subjects.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
18 This term refers to mainstream publicly funded government schools. 
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The main objective of studying Literature according to most students was to 

improve their comprehension skills and do better in English Language. This highlights 

the functional role of Literature and reflects the fourth aim of the current Literature 

syllabus, that is to “select and interpret relevant material judiciously and to express 

ideas in coherent and clear English” (MOE Literature Syllabus, 2007). While the 

majority of students saw Literature as a means of improving their English, the HOD and 

teachers recognised the aesthetic functions of the subject which was in line with Aim 1 

of the syllabus: to “discover the joys of reading Literature and become aware of new 

ways of perceiving the world around them” (MOE Literature Syllabus, 2007). Although 

some students in School B saw Literature as an important subject, all participants in 

School B were of the opinion that Literature had a low status and was unpopular as a 

course of study. The HOD’s belief on the importance of Literature was not shared by 

the teachers who felt that Literature was not an important subject. This, in turn, has a 

great impact on the teaching and learning of the subject for students and teachers. The 

feeling of marginalisation affects the self-esteem and confidence of students and 

teachers and would not do anything to help improve the status of the subject.  

 

Guiding Question 1.2 

Do students consider that the study of Literature in English contributes to 

increased proficiency in English Language? 

Most of the Secondary 2 students in Focus Group 1 agreed that studying 

Literature would contribute to increased proficiency in English Language: 

   Literature helps you comprehend, improves our writing skills  
 
In Pr 6 PSLE (my) score was low, after studying Literature in Sec 1, English  
results became better. 
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However one student did feel that studying Literature would not necessarily help to 

improve proficiency in English as one would need to have a certain level of proficiency 

in English first before one was able to appreciate the subject. 

There was unanimous agreement among the Secondary 3 Literature students in 

Focus Group 2 that Literature helped to improve proficiency in English. They felt the 

subject complemented the learning of English especially in the learning of inferential 

skills. 

The majority of the Secondary 3 and 4 Literature students in Focus Group 3 

believed that English Language proficiency, especially writing skills, could be 

improved through the study of Literature. One student, however, did not agree with this 

view stating that studying Literature would require other skills that were not related to 

English Language skills but was not able to elaborate on what they were. 

All Secondary 4 non-Literature students (Focus Group 4) were of the opinion 

that studying Literature did help improve proficiency in English Language. They noted 

that students would come across many new words in Literature texts, hence increasing 

vocabulary, as well as learning different writing styles which they could use in English 

writing tasks. 

According to the HOD, the study of Literature would definitely improve 

proficiency in English as it “develops sensitivity and appreciation”. However, she felt 

that there was a need to be good in English in order to do well in Literature and pointed 

out that students were expected to demonstrate a certain level of competency in English. 

She noted that this was stated on the cover of the GCE O level Literature examination 

paper, where students were reminded “to use good English” in writing their answers to 

examination questions. 

The teachers felt that studying Literature would not necessarily increase 

students’ English Language proficiency as some of the texts selected for study were too 
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demanding, such as Shakespearean texts for 14 year-old students who were unable to 

identify with the cultural context of the texts. 

Overall, nearly all students agreed that Literature helped to increase their 

proficiency in English Language although two students felt that they needed to be good 

in English in order to study Literature and that studying Literature would not help 

improve their English results. This highlights the orientation of the subject towards 

Functional English. The HOD was in agreement with the minority of students who felt 

that students had to have a good command of the English Language to be able to study 

Literature. Teachers shared this view as they found the difficulty level of some of the 

selected texts to be too high for students. Teachers also acknowledged the impact of 

unfamiliar cultural contexts on students’ ability to comprehend texts fully. 

 

Guiding Question 1.3 

In what ways do political, economic, cultural and linguistic factors influence 

meanings and values that teachers and students ascribe to studying Literature? 

 One Secondary 2 student in Focus Group 1 felt that it would help if you come 

from an English-speaking background, while others were of the opinion that linguistic 

and cultural backgrounds would not have any impact on the study of Literature. The 

following comments reflect the views of the latter group: 

 No relation at all (to the study of Literature). 
 
 Depends on whether you like the subject, no matter which background you come  

from. 
 

Having had more exposure time to the subject, it was unanimous among the 

Secondary 3 Literature students in Focus Group 2 that linguistic and cultural 

backgrounds would affect the study of Literature and they would only recommend 

studying Literature to those with an English-speaking background. 
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Secondary 3 and 4 Literature students in Focus Group 3 came to the same 

conclusion that it would be easier to understand Literature if you had an English-

speaking background. 

The HOD believed that linguistic and cultural backgrounds had a “great impact” 

on the study of Literature in that students with an English-speaking background would 

be more comfortable with the language if they grew up speaking it. They would 

definitely be able to express themselves better orally and in writing. 

Teachers felt that weakness in English Language put many students off learning 

Literature in favour of other subjects like Mathematics and Science or other Humanities 

subjects that they felt had more factual content, so an English-speaking background 

would definitely make it easier for students to study Literature. 

It was interesting to note that all participants in this school pointed out linguistic 

factors as having an impact on the study of Literature, that having an English-speaking 

background would help students do better in Literature. Cultural context was not 

considered a huge factor, mentioned briefly by the teachers in their response to the 

previous question. This highlighted the linguistic function associated with the subject 

Literature. 

 

Guiding Question 2.1 

What are the differences between the old and the new literature syllabuses, how 

has the emphasis shifted and what are the reasons for the shift? 

The HOD commented on the change of name of the subject from English 

Literature to Literature in English. This, in her opinion, could be seen as a deliberate 

move away from the traditional syllabus of texts from the British canon of literature. 

She felt that the introduction of local texts into the syllabus was a significant change 

and there was also a wider range of texts from around the world being offered for study, 



	   	   	  
	  

	   134	  

such as African and American literature. She noted that the format of the Literature 

examination has changed, with more emphasis being placed on critical appreciation and 

response. In the HOD’s opinion, this appeared to support the national emphasis on 

creativity and critical thinking.    

One teacher commented that the main changes were that there was less emphasis 

on traditional texts like Shakespeare and there were more choices available in the 

selection of texts for study. The other teacher could not comment due to lack of 

experience in teaching the subject.  

In their responses, the HOD and teacher pointed to a possible paradigm shift 

from the Cultural Heritage approach to the Personal Response approach to the teaching 

of Literature outlined in Chapter 3. 

 

Guiding Question 2.2 

What impact do teachers and students think the inclusion of local texts written in 

English has had on the popularity of the subject?   

All students in Focus Group 1 felt that the local and foreign texts chosen for 

study were interesting and not difficult. These students found the local texts 

uninteresting as they dealt mainly with local issues and contexts that they were familiar 

with. They believed that the inclusion of local texts in the study of Literature would not 

make any difference to the popularity of the subject. None of them knew about the 

inclusion of local texts in the ‘O’ level exam syllabus.   

Students in Focus Group 2 did not have any opinions regarding the texts they 

were asked to study, which, according to them, were chosen randomly. However, they 

did comment that the lessons were conducted mainly by relief teachers, which they felt 

made Literature seem less important than the other subjects. As local texts had not been 

introduced at their level, these students did not have much to say about their inclusion. 
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Some felt that the inclusion of local texts would not make the subject any easier to 

study, as they would still be analysing texts. Although it might be easier for some 

students, the general feeling was that it would not make much difference to the 

popularity of the subject. 

Although the local and foreign texts chosen for study were “not related to 

everyday life”, the group of students in Focus Group 3 found them easy to understand 

and were quite satisfied with the selection. Despite having studied local short stories, 

this group of students did not think the inclusion of local texts would encourage other 

students to choose Literature as a course of study. They felt local texts would have no 

impact on the popularity of the subject. 

The main challenge, in the HOD’s opinion, was the lack of familiarity with the 

local texts that had been included in the syllabus. Teachers were very familiar with the 

more traditional texts from the British canon. The HOD felt that, among the teachers, 

there was a “tendency to choose what is safe and familiar”. However in choosing local 

texts, she would stay away from texts which made use of a lot of ‘Singlish’ as this was  

not the standard English students should be learning. Although it might be easier for 

students to identify with local texts because of the familiar contexts, she felt it would be 

more beneficial for students to “be immersed in other cultures (and) other settings”. The  

HOD also found that there was a mixed reaction to the introduction of local literature in 

the syllabus and it would therefore be difficult to ascertain its impact on the study of  

Literature. She noted that students seemed interested only in issues that were directly 

related to them, their situations and lifestyles and were unable to appreciate or 

understand social and cultural differences represented in a variety of texts. 

Teachers found the selection of texts for study generally suitable, although the 

extracts of Shakespeare were “too demanding” for students. Both teachers felt that the 

inclusion of local texts in the study of Literature would not make much difference to the  
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popularity of the subject or make it any easier to study. Texts needed to appeal to 

students’ interests, which were varied and changing. 

Overall, all students in School B found the texts chosen for study suitable and 

did not have any objections, nor did they indicate any preferences. There was a sense of 

indifference towards the types of texts for study, which could have arisen from the fact 

that they did not have any say in the choice of texts. In the selection of texts, the HOD 

was more conservative and preferred not to use local texts because of the use of Singlish  

in them. Teachers were not keen on the selection of Shakespearean extracts for students, 

although the latter did not express any objections to the selection of texts. There was a 

discrepancy between the views of students and teachers and the HOD on the subject of 

local literature. The HOD was not quite sure about the influence of local literature on 

students’ perspectives on Literature as a subject as she felt there was a mixed reaction to 

the inclusion of local literature among both students and teachers. All students and 

teachers in School B, however, were of the opinion that the inclusion of local texts 

would not make any difference to the popularity of the subject among students. As the 

school had not introduced many local texts for study at the various levels, it was 

difficult to ascertain its impact on the study of Literature. 

 

Guiding Question 2.3 

Do teachers and students consider that the provision of different pathways for the 

study of English Literature at post-secondary levels will result in a higher take-up 

rate of Literature as a course of study at university? 

As previously reported in the case study of School A, none of the students 

interviewed in School B had any awareness of changes to the pathways for the study of 

Literature beyond the secondary levels. Similarly the Head of Department and the 
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teachers were unaware of any changes to Literature pathways of study beyond the 

secondary levels. 

Students in Focus Group 1 unanimously agreed that the prospects for students 

who chose Literature as a course of study at university were not good. Three typical 

comments were as follows: 

 Not many career choices. 
  
 Can’t bring you very far, maybe acting, movies. 
 
 Should be pursued as a sideline, part-time. 
 
 
These students believed that a change in methodology would help encourage more 

students to take up Literature. They commented: 

(Need to make it) More exciting, need to change the environment of the classroom. 
 
 Teaching methods – have different ways of teaching. 
 
 (Need to) open our minds – ‘literature’ – the first thing we think of is Shakespeare. 
 

These students also suggested reviewing the texts chosen for study: 

 More interesting texts – appeal to teens. 

 Stories that relate to teenagers like ‘Twilight’, not local ones, books that interest  
teenagers. 

  
 We read books, but not these sort of books – (they are) too formal. 

 

Students in Focus Group 2 believed that Literature graduates would only find 

employment in the arts sector. They agreed that there was a general misconception that 

the pursuit of the arts would not result in good career choices. They believed that the 

prospects were “quite alright”, but the jobs in this field would not be financially 

attractive. Having studied Literature for a number of years, this group of students felt 

that “better teaching styles and methods” and “good teachers” were some of the 

strategies that would help to encourage more students to take up Literature. They also 

suggested that the profile of Literature should be raised, as two suggested: 
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 Make it as important as Maths and Science. 
 
 More emphasis and priority. 
 
They pointed out that the choice to study Literature depended a great deal on how well 

they scored in the subject.  The general impression that History and Geography were 

more “straight-forward” factual subjects resulted in more students choosing those 

electives in place of Literature. 

The students in Focus Group 3 thought that the career prospects of Literature 

graduates would not be good. Careers associated with Literature would mainly be in 

teaching and journalism, which were generally considered to be jobs which did not 

command very attractive salaries. The students in this group placed importance on 

methodology as the main factor to encourage more interest in Literature. Three 

suggestions were: 

 Improve the quality of teachers. 
 
 Introduce more plays to show use of good English. 
 
 Include movies. 
 
 (Choose) more popular books like Harry Potter. 
 
A further suggestion to encourage the uptake of Literature was to improve the quality of  
 
Literature teachers.  
 

The HOD suggested that career prospects were uncertain as they depended on 

what students wanted to do. She felt that students who pursue Literature beyond post-

secondary levels did so out of pure interest. She believed that the subject would be more 

popular in schools that had an established “tradition of literature”, unlike this school 

where Literature was not a popular subject. The school provided a variety of subjects 

which catered to students’ interests; however, subject combinations were decided upon 

internally at the department and school level and this was usually based on what 

combinations the school could staff adequately. The HOD suggested removing the 
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examination component and making it a project-based assessment. She felt there needed 

to be a change in mindset as Science courses were still considered more prestigious.  

One teacher felt that the career prospects of Literature graduates were not as 

good as Science graduates while the other teacher was unsure and could not comment. 

Students’ views matched the uncertainty among the HOD and teachers as to the career 

prospects for students who pursue the study of Literature at higher levels. All were 

unable to see the transferability of the skills learnt in Literature to the workplace.  

Teachers felt that more should be done to promote the subject. Talks for parents and 

students could be arranged to dispel the notion that the subject was difficult or 

irrelevant. Teachers should be better trained to teach the subject well, incorporate the 

use of media in teaching and more ‘popular’ books should be chosen for study. 

Overall, all students in School B did not consider careers in Literature or the 

Arts to be financially rewarding and that occupations related to these subjects, in the 

field of teaching or journalism for example, would not be regarded as good career 

choices. Students felt that this was the general perception held by the Singaporean 

society at large. Students in School B identified better teaching methodology as the 

most important factor that would help them do better in the subject and hence encourage 

more students to study Literature. The HOD and teachers, however, called for a change 

in mindset towards Literature, highlighting its value and importance.  

 

Case Study 3: School C 

Participants 

There was a strong emphasis on Literature across the levels in this school. As such, this 

school did not provide any students for Focus Group 4. All the students interviewed 

studied Literature either as a Pure elective or as a Combined Humanities elective.  
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Participants Number 
HOD 1 
Teachers 2 
Focus Group 1 
Focus Group 2 
Focus Group 3 
Focus Group 4  

5 
5 
5 
0 

 
 
Findings 
 
Guiding Question 1.1 

What are the literature students’ and teachers’ perspectives on the status of 

Literature in secondary schools? 

The majority of the Secondary 2 students in Focus Group 1 agreed that English 

Literature was an important subject in secondary schools. In addition to improving their 

English, they found Literature to be a useful and relevant subject. Three students gave 

the following reasons for this: 

To apply in daily lives for example in reading books, (looking for)  
information. 
 
Cultivates different perceptions of things, helps change our views,  
in poems use different experiences to relate to different things. 
 
People can apply and learn from it. 
 

The two other students felt it was “not that important”, but agreed that the subject was 

fun and saw it as a different way of learning English. All the Secondary 2 students gave 

Literature a very low status when compared to other subjects. The main reasons offered 

were lack of career prospects for Literature graduates and the difficulty of scoring good 

grades. The following comments from four different students indicate the range of 

perspectives on this issue: 

 No relation to daily lives. 
 
 Strive for other scientific subjects for their careers, Literature associated with jobs  

like teaching. 
 
High-ranking business people (usually did) science and maths-based studies. 
 
Viewed as less important than Maths and Science, don’t really help in real life. 
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Students felt that the subjective nature of Literature and the wide range of answers to 

exam questions made the subject a difficult one to do well in. Some students found it 

difficult to appreciate the subject and did not know how to study it because of the 

emphasis on “ideas and opinions”, unlike in subjects like Mathematics and Science 

where answers were based on facts.  

The main reason given by these Secondary 2 students for studying Literature 

was to improve comprehension and understanding and these skills would help students 

in other subject areas as well, as two students purported: 

(Literature) skills like inferring help in other subjects. 
 
 Try to understand message from writer. 
 
Students in this group felt that some of the reasons to study Literature were that it could 

provide enjoyment and encouraged other points of view and stimulated thinking: 

 Helps define and refine a person – poetry for high-level thinking and understanding,  
stimulates thinking about our actions. 

 
Trains us not to take things at face value. 

 
All of them said that they would choose to study the subject in Secondary 3 because 

they found that they could do well in it, and described the subject as fun and “really 

interesting”. 

All but one Secondary 3 Literature student in Focus Group 2 felt that Literature 

was an important subject, as the following comments show: 

 Broadens your mind, (gives) insights into other cultures. 
 
 Literature gives us different opinions 
 
 (Helps us) express ourselves, other subjects don’t. 
 
 Maths and Science don’t teach you to infer conveyed messages, only gives answers. 
 
Only one student in this group felt that Literature did not teach any new skills that had 

not already been learnt in English and that it merely focused on comprehension. 

Secondary 3 Literature students were quite divided on this issue. Some students felt that 
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although the subject was not considered as important as Mathematics and Science, it 

was “not really looked down upon”. Others felt that all subjects were equally important, 

although they reported that some parents wanted their children to study Pure Geography 

instead of Pure Literature because it would give them “wider scope for future job 

opportunities”. These students believed that studying Literature helped to make them 

better thinkers. They chose to study the subject in Secondary 3 because they liked it, 

found it easier to understand and did well in the subject at Secondary 2. 

It was unanimous among the Secondary 3 and 4 Literature students in Focus 

Group 3 that Literature was important: 

Makes you human, learn about other cultures. 
 

Reading shapes your character, personality. 
 

Refreshing, makes you think, hones creativity.  
 

These students felt that Literature had quite a low status because it had to be combined 

with Social Studies as a course of study. The subject seemed to be less important as 

students were not given a chance to study Pure Literature in many schools. One student 

felt that although there was a vibrant Arts scene in Singapore, the focus was more on 

performing arts and “not really focussed on Literature”. The ability to analyse and 

develop thinking skills was the main reason for the study of Literature, according to 

Secondary 3 and 4 Literature students. They felt that the subject was offered to give 

students more choices of study and to provide a balance to the fact-based content 

subjects in the curriculum. They chose to study the subject because of personal interest 

and one student commented that the teacher had a great influence in her decision to 

study Literature.  

The HOD highlighted the importance of Literature in character development: 

(It) develops a child’s understanding of social issues of human character and I  
guess when we discuss it during lessons, they get a better understanding about  
why people behave that way, what are the social and other factors that affect  
them. It makes them think before they make certain comments about a person. 
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She believed that Literature was not regarded as highly as Mathematics and Science, 

and in most schools, Geography and History were the only Humanities subjects offered 

as a course of study. She gave several reasons for this: 

One (reason) is parents, maybe during their time they have this idea that Literature is  
very difficult to score so they somehow discouraged their children.  

 
Another reason cited was that in some schools, it was felt that students lacked the 

“mastery of English Language” and would therefore not be able to handle Literature 

studies. Prior to 2004, Principals did not want Literature to adversely affect the ranking 

of their schools in the annual ranking exercise if their students could not score well in 

Literature at the GCE O level examination. Though the ranking exercise had been 

revamped, the HOD noted that this trend of not offering Literature as an examination 

subject at O level continued. The HOD felt that it was important to study Literature as it 

would help improve proficiency in English Language. It was also important in the 

holistic development of the students:  

It develops you as a person, I find that a person who studies Lit is slightly  
 different when they graduate from school; they are more articulate, more  

confident, able to carry themselves better, their interpersonal skills are better 
 
She chose to teach Literature as she had studied it at university and enjoyed the subject. 

Teachers agreed on the importance of Literature as a secondary school subject. 

They felt that Literature “mirrors life”, enhanced critical thinking and cultivated more 

awareness of the language. It was the general feeling among teachers that Literature did 

not enjoy a high status because students and parents did not think it was an important 

subject as compared to other Humanities subjects. The belief that it was a subject in 

which it was difficult to score distinctions affected its popularity. In their opinion, the 

fact that many schools did not offer Literature at the upper secondary levels emphasised 

the fact that it was not an important subject in secondary schools. The teachers agreed 

that the reasons to study Literature were to develop students’ ability to enjoy and 
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appreciate a variety of texts, cultivating imagination and awareness of other traditions 

and cultures. They chose to teach Literature because they loved the subject. One teacher 

was “assigned” to teach Literature but grew to enjoy the subject. 

Overall, Literature was considered an interesting and lively subject, unlike 

Mathematics and Science which focused only on the correct answers. The range of 

reasons provided by this group of students is evident of the positive impact the study of 

Literature has made on them. Secondary 3 and 4 Pure Literature students felt that 

Literature had quite a low status because it had to be combined with Social Studies as a 

course of study. The subject seemed to be less important as students were not given a 

chance to study Pure Literature in many schools. One student felt that although there 

was a vibrant Arts Scene in Singapore, the focus was more on performing arts and “not 

really focused on Literature”.  Secondary 2 students in Focus Group 1 who had minimal 

exposure to Literature highlighted mainly its linguistic function, which was to help 

improve comprehension, and the aesthetic function, to provide enjoyment. Students in  

Focus Groups 2 and 3 who had more exposure to the learning of Literature saw the 

study of Literature as a means to develop higher order thinking skills. The teachers and 

HOD were in agreement with the students on the reasons for studying Literature. They 

were of the view that the reasons were in line with the political, linguistic and aesthetic 

objectives as outlined in the MOE syllabus (Figs. 5 & 6). All students with the 

exception of a few Secondary 3 students were of the opinion that the subject had a very 

low status in secondary school. Its lack of status was associated with the belief that the 

career prospects for students of Literature were not good and that the subject was not 

really relevant to daily life, unlike Mathematics and Science which were actively 

promoted at school and national levels. The perception that it was a difficult subject 

because of its subjective nature made it unpopular with students. The teachers and HOD 

were in agreement with the majority of students on the importance of Literature as a 
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subject in secondary school. Overall, the HOD and teachers shared the views of the 

students on the issue of status of Literature. The lack of status associated with the 

subject undoubtedly has an impact on the teaching and learning of Literature as students 

and teachers struggle to reconcile the importance of the subject with its marginalisation 

by the school and society at large. 

 

Guiding Question 1.2 

Do students consider that the study of Literature in English contributes to 

increased proficiency in English Language? 

All Secondary 2 students in Focus Group 1 agreed that the study of Literature 

contributed to increasing their proficiency in English Language. This was achieved as 

follows: 

Helps in comprehension, composition, to express ideas.  
 

Requires reading, therefore improves in English. 
 

As studying Literature involved a lot of reading of texts, most students felt it helped 

improve their vocabulary and sentence structure.  

 In addition to the above reasons, Secondary 3 Literature students in Focus 

Group 2 felt that Literature also helped them to increase their English Language 

proficiency. One student expressed this common view as follows:   

Easier to understand inferential questions in English (Language). 

Secondary 3 and 4 Pure Literature students in Focus Group 3 gave the same 

reasons to support the notion that the study of English Literature contributed to 

increasing proficiency in English Language. 

The HOD agreed that studying Literature would help increase English Language 

proficiency. However she felt that this would be only an indirect effect, implying that 

there needed to be a certain level of proficiency in English in order to study Literature. 
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Both teachers agreed that studying Literature helped reinforce reading, 

analytical and evaluative skills required in the study of English Language. Like the 

HOD, one teacher however felt that a certain level of competency would be needed 

before a student could appreciate literary texts: 

 Students do require a reasonably good grasp (of English) to express their  
views in order to affect their readers in a certain way. 

 

Overall, all students in School C were in total agreement that the study of 

Literature helped increase their proficiency of English Language. This view could 

explain the reason for the high enrolment of students studying Literature in the school. 

Although students were more definite about the beneficial influence of Literature on 

proficiency in English, the teachers and HOD did not consider that there was a direct 

link between performance in the two subjects.  

 

Guiding Question 1.3 

In what ways do political, economic, cultural and linguistic factors influence 

meanings and values that teachers and students ascribe to studying Literature? 

Secondary 2 students in Focus Group 1 felt that the impact of linguistic and 

cultural background on the study of Literature would depend on the type of texts 

studied. Some texts would be easier to understand if the contexts were familiar and 

language was easily understood. 

The consensus of both groups of Secondary 3 Literature students and Secondary 

3 and 4 Pure Literature students (Focus Groups 2 and 3) was that linguistic and cultural 

background would not have a great impact on the study of Literature as students could 

check the meanings in context of the texts studied. With teachers’ help and access to the 

internet, various cultural contexts could be explored and studied.  
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The HOD considered that Linguistic and cultural backgrounds would impact on 

the study of Literature:  

To a certain extent it does, because it all depends on the text they are reading.  
If the issues and themes concerned are similar they can relate to it, but when it  
comes to the language aspect they may have problems with the slang. 
 

Students would need to do research on the cultural contexts: 
Students are not so familiar with the culture in some countries so it can affect the  
understanding. 

 
Teachers felt that unfamiliar contexts and language did affect understanding and 

that students with an English-speaking background and a flair for the language would 

find Literature more enjoyable. 

In summary, some students agreed that linguistic and cultural backgrounds 

would have an impact on the study of Literature, the more familiar the context and the 

language the easier it would be for them to relate to the texts. Others felt that this was 

not the case and they attributed this to the ease with which they could access help, from 

teachers or online resources. Unlike the majority of the students, the teachers and HOD 

recognised the impact of linguistic and cultural factors on students’ abilities to do well 

in Literature. Unfamiliar contexts and language would affect the depth of understanding 

of the themes and issues of the studied texts.  

 

Guiding Question 2.1 

What are the differences between the old and the new literature syllabuses, how 

has the emphasis shifted and what are the reasons for the shift? 

The HOD commented that the main difference was in the way examination 

answers were marked. There was a greater emphasis on holistic marking: 

They mark based on student’s response and their ability to go in depth and  
 analyse what is beyond the text. 
 
 More emphasis on personal response and your ability to justify your point. 
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Both teachers shared the same view that there was more focus on personal 

response that “encourages a closer engagement with the text”. 

This is another indication of the shift identified in the responses of the teachers 

and HOD in School C. The focus on personal response signalled the shift from the 

Cultural Heritage to the Personal Response approach to Literature teaching. 

 

Guiding Question 2.2 

What impact do teachers and students think the inclusion of local texts written in 

English has had on the popularity of the subject?   

Students in Focus Group 1 were rather divided in their views about the texts that 

had been chosen for them to study. Some students commented that the texts were 

interesting and that they would read them on their own. Others felt the text To Kill A 

Mockingbird was difficult to relate to as there were no racial problems in Singapore.  

Some wanted there to be a balance of both local and foreign texts for study. None of the 

students in this group thought that the inclusion of local texts would make the subject 

easier or more popular. They considered foreign texts more interesting than local ones. 

Students in Focus Group 2 responded positively to the texts chosen for them to 

study. The local text Off Centre was “simple to understand” and “very interesting”. The 

teacher played an important part in helping them to understand the “author’s intentions” 

more deeply. This group of students was divided on the inclusion of local texts. Some 

of them showed preference for local texts, as two students commented: 

 Very good, simple yet engaging, easy to relate to. 
 
 (Should) slowly increase local texts, Singapore writers should be given more  

exposure. 
 
Others felt the inclusion of local texts would not make much difference to the choice of 

Literature over other subjects as the pressure of achieving good grades would always 
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influence students to choose subjects other than Literature, which was perceived to be a 

difficult subject. 

Similarly, students in Focus Group 3 considered the chosen texts interesting and 

some of them admitted to reading other books on the list of recommended O level texts. 

The students were as equally divided on the inclusion of local texts as Focus Group 2. 

The three who liked local texts gave the following reasons: 

 Good, interesting, good to have a variety (of texts). 
 
 Does offer another perspective. 
 
 Should be included. 
 
Students who disagreed made the following comments: 

 
 Local texts (are) pretentious – similar to non-local texts. 
 
 Doesn’t offer different experiences. 
 
Students agreed that it really depended on the texts chosen for study and that the 

attraction should be the subject itself, regardless of the choice of texts. 

The HOD found that the selection of texts was much better with the inclusion of 

local texts. There was a range of texts to choose from in terms of level of difficulty, 

contexts (local and foreign) and era (recent or Shakespearean). The move to include 

local texts, in the HOD’s opinion, was good as this provided an opportunity for local 

writers to raise issues that were relevant within the local social context. However, this 

move would not necessarily make the subject more popular. The HOD felt that it would 

not be a good idea to study only local texts as students needed greater exposure to other 

cultures. She noted that there was a move away from the traditional British canon with 

the inclusion of works from American and New Zealand writers. 

One teacher felt that there was a good mix of local and foreign literature which 

were suitable for students. The other teacher would prefer students to be exposed to 

local literature before studying foreign texts so that they would know and “learn about 
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their nation’s culture and history; thus understanding their identity”. Both teachers 

agreed that local texts should be included for study. The themes and contexts may be 

easier to relate to, but this would not necessarily make the subject easier to study as this 

would depend on factors such as type of text, teaching techniques and pedagogy and 

students’ interests. 

Overall, students in School C were satisfied with the selection of texts for study 

and were quite happy with the combination of both local and foreign texts. The HOD 

and teachers agreed that the list of recommended texts which included local literature 

was a comprehensive list that provided a variety of texts to choose for students. The 

selection of texts was well-received by the students. They were quite divided on the 

outcome of including local texts on the study of Literature. Some felt that local texts 

should not be included for study as they only explored local contexts with which 

students were familiar with and therefore local texts were not as interesting as texts 

from elsewhere. Other students were of the opinion that the inclusion of local texts 

would only enhance the popularity of the subject depending on which texts were chosen 

for study. A number of students were of the opinion that the popularity of the subject 

should be driven by the intrinsic quality and attraction of the subject rather than the 

specific texts chosen for study. Unlike the students, the teachers and HOD were in total 

agreement and viewed the inclusion of local texts was as a positive move. However, the 

teachers and HOD believed that it would not necessarily make the subject easier to 

study or more popular among the students.  

 

Guiding Question 2.3 

Do teachers and students consider that the provision of different pathways for the 

study of Literature beyond secondary levels will result in a higher take-up rate of 

Literature as a course of study at university? 
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As with the other two case studies, none of the participants in School C had any 

knowledge of the provisions of different pathways for the study of Literature after 

Secondary 4.  

All the students in Focus Group 1 were of the opinion that the career prospects 

for Literature students were not good, as the following comments indicate: 

 Not many job opportunities. 
 
 Not really (good), competitive market, requires Maths and Science-based subjects. 
 
 It’s not the main concern in Singapore. 
 
 Within Singapore not good, outside of Singapore those with literary background will  

find better jobs. 
 

One student, however, felt that there were good careers available to Literature graduates 

but “only for those who are outstanding” in the subject. Students in this group believed 

that a change in mindset was needed to encourage more students to take up Literature as  

a subject in secondary schools. They believed that the creation of more pathways and 

better job prospects would help to increase the importance of Literature. At the school 

level, they suggested that interesting and varied texts would make the subject more 

appealing and that the quality of teachers and teaching methodology needed to be 

improved. 

Students in Focus Group 2 believed that there were not many career options for 

students of Literature because the subject was “not as recognised as Maths and 

Science”. Literature graduates would generally be employed to work in theatre as 

writers, playwrights or scriptwriters. Exposure to Literature from a young age was 

highly recommended by this group, as the following comments indicate: 

 Should start (reading) books from primary level. 
 
 Syllabus needs to emphasise the study of Literature from young. 
 
 Too late in secondary school. 
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The majority of students in Focus Group 3 agreed that the career prospects for 

Literature graduates were not good, especially in a knowledge-based economy like 

Singapore. Literature graduates would most likely work in the media or arts scene. This 

group of students agreed that exposure to Literature from a young age would “develop 

passion and interest” and help “change perceptions” about the subject. Lifting the 

profile of Literature through more publicity and better job prospects were mentioned as 

strategies which could help encourage more students to study Literature. In addition 

they recommended that there should be a change in teaching methodology through the 

introduction of a drama component in Literature.  

The HOD thought that careers in law, hospitality and management, tourism, 

public relations and journalism would be suitable for Literature graduates. They would 

do well in anything to do with interacting with people. The HOD commented that it was 

difficult to change the mindset of students who thought Literature was a difficult 

subject. She suggested marketing the subject at Secondary 2 level to help promote the 

subject and lift its profile. 

The prospects, according to one teacher, were not good as Literature graduates 

could only become academics, teachers or work in the Arts scene. The other teacher, 

however, felt that the skills learnt through Literature would make students become more 

confident, articulate and have good interpersonal skills, and these skills would make 

them be much sought after by companies. Both teachers felt strongly that mindsets must 

be changed: 

 The subject needs to be repackaged to make it more relevant and as important 
 as, if not more than, other core subjects. 
 
 The Ministry of Education should make it compulsory for schools to offer Literature  
 as an elective for a start and convince parents (of) the usefulness of the subject. 

 

Overall, none of the students considered that the career prospects for Literature 

students were good. Some felt that there were not many job opportunities available to 
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Literature graduates; others felt that jobs in teaching, media or arts scenes, which were 

the ones in which most Literature graduates would get employment, were not as well 

paid as other jobs available to Mathematics and Science graduates. The HOD and one of 

the teachers commented on the availability of jobs for Literature graduates. They would 

do well in jobs that required them to interact with people as they would use the skills 

learnt through the study of Literature, thus making them more marketable. This was in 

contrast to the view held by the students and a teacher of the school who considered that 

Literature graduates did not have good career prospects. 

In summary, all participants in School C agreed that a change in mindset was the 

most important strategy to encourage more students to study Literature. This would 

include lifting the profile of the subject in school and the community as well as 

increasing the exposure time to the subject at the school level. Good teaching 

methodology and qualified teachers were also considered important factors. 

 

Case Study 4: School D 

 

Participants 

Although arrangements had been made and confirmed prior to the school visit, the Head 

of Department was unable to arrange interviews for Focus Groups 3 and 4 on the date 

specified due to timetable constraints. Despite this, interviews with the HOD and 

students (Focus Groups 1 and 2) were still conducted and data was collected for 

analysis. 

 
Participants Number 
HOD 1 
Teachers 2 
Focus Group 1 
Focus Group 2 
Focus Group 3 
Focus Group 4  

5 
5 
- 
- 
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Findings 

Guiding Question 1.1 

What are the literature students’ and teachers’ perspectives on the status of 

Literature in secondary schools? 

Secondary 2 Literature students in Focus Group 1 were of the opinion that 

Literature was just as important as English. They were exposed to “harder words” when 

studying Literature and this improved their English by increasing their vocabulary of 

descriptive words. Personal liking of Literature, especially of Shakespeare and his plays 

and the era, added to the importance of the subject for one student. These Secondary 2 

students felt that Literature was not accorded a high status. They thought that it was 

equal in status to other Humanities subjects but had a lower status when compared to 

subjects like Mathematics, Science, English and Mother Tongue. One of the reasons 

given for this low status was the fact that students in other classes felt that Literature 

was a boring subject because of the teacher who “just reads from the book”. In addition,  

a pass in English is a requirement at Secondary 3 and 4 levels, but not necessarily so for 

Literature. These students felt the purpose of studying Literature was to improve in 

English. Typical comments were: 

 (To) see different ways of speaking, points of view, involves emotions, drama,  
poems, quite different to English. 
 
Makes us more expressive.  

 

More than half the students indicated that they would study Literature at Secondary 3 

because they enjoyed the subject and wanted to learn more about other cultures through 

texts. One student felt that she was not good in English, hence would not be able to do 

well in Literature and that History and Geography were easier subjects to memorise. 

Feedback from senior students regarding the insufficient amount of time allocated in the 

‘O’ level exams, which resulted in the inability to complete answering the exam 
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questions, made one student decide not to take up the subject as she did not want her 

overall exam results be adversely affected. 

Secondary 3 Literature students in Focus Group 2 unanimously agreed that 

Literature was an important subject. Students commented on the reasons for this as 

follows: 

Literature gives us a chance to be creative and think in any way we want to. 
  
(We) get to analyse people, learn how to analyse, in life we can assess people,  
their personalities and characteristics. 
 
(It) allows us to express ourselves, unlike other subjects like Maths or Science  
where we just do equations, really boring. 

 
The students interviewed viewed Literature as an important subject in secondary 

school, with some students giving it as much importance as English Language, which is  

a subject that students needed to pass at “O” level in order to graduate. They cited 

linguistic and aesthetic reasons for the importance of literature. Literature had quite a 

low status compared to other subjects according to all the Secondary 3 Literature 

students. Mathematics and Science were accorded the highest status as most students 

felt that these subjects would give students better prospects for the future. Two students 

reflected the majority view as follows: 

 Most people think Maths and Science are better off. 
 
 Usually when we’re asked what subject we’re taking and we say Literature, they’d  

be like “oh”, but if you say you’re taking Maths or Science, they’ll say “Wow,  
that’s very good”. 

 

Literature was often perceived by most students as a boring subject as well as a difficult 

one because of the amount of writing students had to do. All agreed, however, that 

Literature was “really interesting” and “a nice subject to study”. These students chose 

Literature as a subject mainly because of interest and personal liking for the subject. 

One student liked the fact that in Literature, one’s opinions were never wrong and one 
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was allowed to express one’s feelings and ideas. Another student was encouraged to 

pursue the subject by her parents.  

The HOD strongly believed that Literature was an important subject in 

secondary schools: 

 Being sensitive to language is something that transcends all subjects, being able to  
infer, reading between the lines is important, not just for Literature but also will  
help them as they leave school. 
 

She felt that learning these skills would also help students with other subjects such as 

Social Studies, which had a great deal of inference type questions. The low status of  

Literature, according to the HOD, was due to the negative perceptions of the public 

about the subject: 

 Parents aren’t supporting the subject enough…it would always be a toss up 
between Geography and Literature because they feel that Literature is not a  
subject that they can score (well) in and so because parents are so influential  
and they rather their kids listen to them in subject combinations. If the demand  
for Literature isn’t there, (schools) most likely would not want to offer it.  

 
However, School D had been able to encourage students to take Literature through 

actively publicising the statistics of the high percentages of distinctions achieved by 

Literature students in previous years. During talks on choices of subjects for study, 

Literature was advocated as the subject that “really teaches you more about life than any 

other subject in the curriculum”. As a result, instead of a declining number of students 

taking Literature as a subject, this school had increased numbers – with more than 80  

students choosing to study Pure Literature and around 60 to 70 offering Literature as an 

elective in any given year level.  

Both teachers agreed on the importance of Literature in secondary schools: 

 (It) broadens students’ minds, makes them discover and learn about other cultures. 
 

It is important because it mirrors life. 
 

Both teachers felt that the subject Literature had a low status compared to other 

subjects: 
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 Literature is not considered as crucial as say Mathematics and Science subjects  
and is sometimes not offered at upper secondary level. Pupils believed that it is  
difficult to score distinctions in Literature. 

 
           No emphasis at school or national level. No prospects.    
 
The teachers believed that students would benefit from studying Literature for the 

following reasons: 

 (It would lead to) better understanding and appreciation for differences. 

 To learn values and lessons from what characters in texts go through. 

Students interviewed cited linguistic reasons of improving their English 

Language through the study of Literature. Interest and appreciation of the subject was 

another reason cited by some of the students. Learning about other cultures was a 

drawing factor which made some students choose to continue studying Literature. This 

indicates the tendency towards Personal Growth. Unlike the students, the HOD and 

teachers went beyond the linguistic reasons for the study of Literature and cited moral, 

political and aesthetic reasons, showing a preference for the Cultural Heritage 

orientation.  Overall, the HOD and teachers shared similar views with students and 

placed great importance on the study of Literature, which in their opinions, helps 

students to think critically and increase their knowledge of other cultures. In summary, 

all the participants in this school agreed that Literature had a low status compared to 

other subjects, especially Mathematics and Science. The latter were regarded as 

challenging subjects and students who studied them would be in great demand in the job 

market.  This was mainly due to the perception that Literature was a boring and difficult 

subject that had no future relevance as it was not given emphasis at the school or 

national levels. School D had been able to address this issue and not let it affect the 

enrolment of students in Literature classes through publicity and talks targeting parents 

and students.   
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Guiding Question 1.2 

Do students consider that the study of Literature in English contributes to 

increased proficiency in English Language? 

All of the Secondary 2 Literature students in Focus Group 1 interviewed agreed 

that the study of Literature contributed to increased proficiency in English Language. 

Two students provided ‘typical’ views: 

  (It) introduces us to new words and communicate with more people. 
 

(In) Singapore (we are) encouraged to speak better English, learn new words in  
Literature. 

 

The students generally agreed that Literature was a more interesting subject to learn 

than other Humanities or Mathematics and Science subjects.   

Secondary 3 Literature students in Focus Group 2 felt that learning “complex 

language”, for example in a text like To Kill A Mockingbird, helped students become 

better in English. Words learnt from texts were also useful in composition writing. 

The HOD considered that studying Literature would help to improve students’ 

writing skills and inference in comprehension. Analysis of texts in Literature enabled 

students to see how language and literary devices work: 

 They can transfer that into the narratives or into the descriptive essays and  
definitely they will see much better marks for English 

 
The HOD advocated for the teaching of such skills in the English classroom by the 

English teacher or through collaboration between the English and Literature teachers. 

Both teachers were in agreement that studying Literature would help students 

become more proficient in English Language: 

 Literature helps students to express themselves. 
 
 Learn the nuances of language. Exposure to variety of texts increases command of  
 vocabulary. 
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In general, all the participants in School D believed that studying Literature 

increased students’ proficiency in English Language due to the similar types of skills 

required in both subject areas.  

 

Guiding Question 1.3 

In what ways do political, economic, cultural and linguistic factors influence 

meanings and values that teachers and students ascribe to studying Literature? 

The students in Focus Group 1 considered that linguistic and cultural 

backgrounds did have an impact on the study of Literature. These Secondary 2 

Literature students felt they needed time to understand texts, especially those with 

“underlying meaning”. Being better at Chinese than English, one of the students felt 

that she would have to work much harder to improve her English so as to be able to do 

well in Literature. 

Secondary 3 Literature students in Focus Group 2 did not think their linguistic 

and cultural backgrounds had any impact on their learning of Literature as all of them 

spoke mainly English and they did not see any difference in values and attitudes. They 

were able to understand and appreciate all the texts they studied. 

The HOD was of the view that linguistic and cultural backgrounds would have 

an impact on the study of Literature as an understanding of the contexts within which 

the texts were set would help students identify with them more easily. It also depended 

on the types of texts being studied: 

 To Kill A Mockingbird for instance is so rich in allusions, in characters and in plot  
and we spend a good 1 year, 1 year 3 months just preparing the girls for that. 

 
Similarly, the teachers felt that students’ linguistic and cultural backgrounds 

would impact on their study of Literature: 

 To study Literature one must know the socio-economic background of the area in  
which the plot is set. 
 
(Pupils) need a good command of English. Cultural differences affect understanding. 
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Overall, Secondary 3 students were of the opinion that their linguistic and 

cultural contexts did not affect their study of Literature in any way, as they were able to 

understand the language and contexts of the texts they studied and were confident in 

their knowledge of English. On the other hand, the Secondary 2 students felt that 

linguistic and cultural contexts did have an impact and that they needed time to work 

through the texts. This could be due to the fact that they did not have as much exposure 

time to the subject having studied it only for one and a half years. Although the students 

were divided on the impact of their linguistic and cultural backgrounds on the study of 

Literature, the teachers and HOD saw linguistic and cultural contexts as factors that did  

affect the study of Literature. Cultural contexts needed to be understood in order for 

students to be able to identify with the characters and issues. Allusions and 

colloquialisms were aspects of language that students would have difficulty with 

coming from different linguistic and cultural backgrounds. 

 

Guiding Question 2.1 

What are the differences between the old and the new literature syllabuses, how 

has the emphasis shifted and what are the reasons for the shift? 

The HOD pointed out that the main difference was in the examination marking 

format which changed from the points system to band descriptors. She felt this was a 

fair way of assessing students as it looked at the responses and arguments and the way 

they were structured. The inclusion of local texts was another significant change which 

the HOD felt was a positive move in an effort to encourage and promote local writing. 

One teacher commented on the change in examination format to include a 

question on an unseen text. Critical appreciation and analysis formed an important part 

of the new syllabus. The other teacher noted the introduction of local texts into the 

syllabus as another significant change. 
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Guiding Question 2.2 

What impact do teachers and students think the inclusion of local texts written in 

English has had on the popularity of the subject?   

 The students in Focus Group 1 believed that the selection of local texts that had 

been chosen was suitable for them and they had no difficulty studying them. They 

commented on the use of Singlish in the texts and found it rather strange, as they were 

used to Singlish being spoken but not in print. Only one student was of the opinion that  

both local and foreign texts should be studied. The other students felt that the inclusion 

of local texts would not be a good idea, for the following reasons: 

 (It) won’t help us in English. 
 
 Very boring. 
 
 Singlish spoils it, sounds weird. 
 
 Want to read stories from other countries, like where Literature originates. 
 

Students in Focus Group 2 felt that the text To Kill A Mockingbird was “too 

complicated” and difficult to understand. They could not relate to the text and found it 

“quite boring and dry”. They felt that it was easier to study a movie like Shrek, which 

they studied the previous year. This group of students did not think local texts should be 

included in the course of Literature studies. Although two students did find Singapore 

Literature (which they studied the previous year) interesting and could possibly be 

studied at leisure, the majority felt that local texts should not be included for the 

following reasons: 

 Local stories are not interesting. 
 
 Better to learn something new than to just stick to Singaporean stories and culture. 
 
 Prefer other cultures, other countries. 
 

(Singapore literature is) not widely known. 
  



	   	   	  
	  

	   162	  

The HOD commented that schools were able to choose from a wide range of 

texts which varied in themes. In her opinion, there was a move away from the British 

canon with the inclusion of many post-modernist texts and local literature in the 

syllabus. Leaving the selection of texts to the school, according to the HOD, was a good 

strategy as the school would be able to plan around the students’ and teachers’ interests 

and strengths. The HOD did not think that the texts chosen for study had anything to do 

with students’ decisions to take up Literature as a subject. Students would make their 

choices based on their love for the subject and their ability to do well in it. 

The teachers were quite satisfied with the selection of texts, although one felt the 

syllabus was still quite traditional in nature and she would have preferred a wider range 

of texts from which to choose. They thought that the inclusion of local texts would not 

necessarily make the subject more popular. There was a perception among students and 

teachers in general that local literature was not good enough. Despite this, one teacher 

felt that including local texts in the syllabus was a good and timely move. 

 Overall, students in School D were generally quite satisfied with the texts 

chosen for study and commented mainly on the difficulty level of some texts. They did 

find that local texts which contained a certain degree of Singlish in them rather odd, and 

it would take time to get used to them. Secondary 3 students expressed their desire for 

the introduction of non-print texts for study. Although non-print texts are part of the 

English syllabuses of some countries like Australia, they are not part of the English or 

Literature syllabus in Singapore. The teachers and HOD were satisfied with the 

selection of texts provided by the MOE. They recognised the shift away from the 

British canon, although one teacher still found the list “quite traditional”. Students, 

however, were not supportive of the move to include local texts in the study of 

Literature. There was a preference for works from other countries where students felt 

they would learn something new. One student implied that Singaporean writers do not 
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produce works of literature when she referred to countries “where Literature 

originates”. It was clear that local literature did not have a high status for these students. 

The general feeling among the HOD and teachers was that the inclusion of local texts 

would not do anything for the popularity of the subject among students. Although the 

move was considered good and timely by one of the teachers, both teachers commented 

on the perceived inferiority of local texts. 

 

Guiding Question 2.3 

Do teachers and students consider that the provision of different pathways for the 

study of Literature beyond secondary levels will result in a higher take-up rate of 

Literature as a course of study at university? 

Similar to Case Studies of Schools A, B and C, none of the students interviewed 

showed any knowledge of the different pathways for the study of Literature beyond 

Secondary 4. Some students did agree that there was a need for them to be informed of 

the various pathways as this might influence their decision to study the subject at post-

secondary.  

The HOD had a good knowledge of the different H1, H2 and H3 pathways of 

study at post-secondary levels and in polytechnics that offered interdisciplinary work. 

She was able to advise some of her students on their choices. Neither teacher was 

informed of the various pathways for the study of Literature. 

Although students in Focus Group 1 agreed that the career prospects of students 

who choose English Literature as a course of study at university were good, they felt 

that Mathematics and Science graduates stood a better chance at getting good jobs. 

These students placed a lot of importance on the quality of teachers and their teaching 

methodology, which in turn, they felt, would affect the motivation of the students. 
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Sharing of experiences by senior students was also considered an important strategy to 

encourage more students to take up Literature as a course of study. 

In contrast, students in Focus Group 2 were of the opinion that English 

Literature graduates would have good career prospects, especially in the arts and drama.  

Some students felt that the prospects would be just as good as the career prospects for 

Mathematics and Science graduates. This group of students, as in Focus Group 1, also 

placed a lot of importance on the quality of teachers and their teaching methodology. 

Sharing of experiences and outlining the pathways of where the study of Literature 

could take them were considered important by these students. They also felt that the 

selection of more modern texts would also help encourage more students to take up 

Literature as a course of study. 

The HOD felt Literature was a useful subject to study as it would prepare 

students for jobs that require communication and dealing with people. Job opportunities 

in communication, public relations and teaching would be most suitable for Literature 

graduates. It was this HOD’s opinion that Literature needed to be promoted among 

students and parents and the MOE could play a part in this. MOE had created publicity 

pamphlets highlighting the values in Literature and these were given out to schools to 

be used during information sessions with parents. She commented that the lack of 

Literature teachers needed to be addressed as schools would not be able to implement a 

good, varied programme with only a few teachers. She suggested that MOE policies be 

carefully deliberated before implementation. The national ranking system, she quoted as 

an example, resulted in very few students studying Literature, with the long-term effect 

of a massive shortage of Literature teachers at present. 

Both teachers were of the opinion that the job prospects for Literature students 

were limited. However they noted that Literature students would be more articulate and 

have skills that would be transferable to other areas of work. Teachers felt that the 
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profile of Literature in schools should be lifted by giving it more importance on a 

national level. Schools should also come up with more creative ways to instill a love of 

reading. 

In summary, students in School D were divided on the issue of career prospects. 

Secondary 2 students considered Mathematics and Science graduates to be more 

employable and that they would have better paying jobs compared to Literature 

graduates. Secondary 3 students regarded the career prospects of Literature graduates to 

be as good as those from other disciplines. The HOD and teachers agreed that jobs 

would be available to Literature graduates, though both teachers, like some of the 

students, felt that these were limited. They all shared the view that the skills these 

graduates have would be useful in other areas of work. Unlike the students in Schools 

A, B and C, the students in school D did not suggest lifting the profile of the subject or 

changing of mindset as a strategy to encourage more students to study Literature. This 

could be due to the already high profile of the subject within the school. Instead they 

suggested improving teaching methodology and quality of Literature teachers. The 

HOD and teachers, however, felt that it was still necessary to promote the subject to 

parents and the community. They suggested that this could be done by the MOE and the 

government at the national level. 

 
 

Case Study 5: School E 

 

Participants 

 
Participants Number 
HOD 1 
Teachers 2 
Focus Group 1 
Focus Group 2 
Focus Group 3 
Focus Group 4 

5 
5 
5 
5 
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Findings 

Guiding Question 1.1 

What are the literature students’ and teachers’ perspectives on the status of 

Literature in secondary schools? 

Secondary 2 Literature students in Focus Group 1 mostly felt that Literature was 

not an important subject in secondary school. The majority view was reflected by two 

students as follows: 

 (We) don’t use it in (our) daily lives. 
 
 (It is) not compulsory, so (it) won’t be important. 
 
Only one student in this group felt that the subject was important because one “can learn 

English” from it. The students in this group felt that the status of Literature was low 

compared to the other subjects. As they were already learning English, Literature was 

not necessary. Their friends found the subject boring, as teachers merely gave out notes 

to memorise for examinations. According to this group of students, studying Literature 

would improve students’ command of English. However, all but one of the Secondary 2 

students said that they would not choose to study the subject the following year because 

they found the subject boring and that it was not well taught. Only one student felt that 

he was able to do well in the subject and would choose it as a course of study. 

In contrast, the Secondary 3 Literature students in Focus Group 2 all agreed that 

the subject was important for a variety of reasons as the following comments indicate: 

Helps us picture other countries, expose us to drama and the arts. 
 
           Put ourselves in other people’s shoes and understand them better. 
 
 Helps us to mature. 
 
The students gave a list of reasons for the low status of Literature. Many thought the 

subject boring because it was more “like answering comprehension questions”, identical 

to just “another English lesson” and they found Shakespeare boring. Literature was  
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considered a difficult subject as it was rather subjective, making it difficult to score high 

marks. There was a shortage of Literature teachers and teaching methodology needed to 

be improved to make the learning of the subject more appealing to students. One of the 

reasons for studying Literature, according to the Secondary 3 Literature students, was 

that it encouraged creativity, as two students commented: 

Literature can change (your) thinking. 
  
Think outside the box, makes us creative.  

 
They acknowledged that Literature had its practicality in some jobs that would require 

one to be good at vocabulary, writing skills or interviewing. Some of them chose to 

study Literature because they loved reading and felt that, unlike other subjects, 

Literature was one that you would always ‘use’, as reading would be a life-long habit  

and “seeing things in different perspectives” was a valuable life skill. Influence and 

encouragement from parents and friends also played a part in their choice. One student 

chose to study Literature because he “did not do well” in History. 

The majority of the Secondary 3 and 4 Pure Literature students in Focus Group 

3 felt that Literature was an important subject. Most of them cited personal liking for 

the subject as the reason why they felt it was important. Some felt that it was relevant 

and useful as it helped them to improve in English. In contrast, one student commented: 

(It) depends on the job that you are going to get, that you plan to achieve, for 
 example, accounting - Literature doesn’t really come into play.  

 
These students believed that Literature did not enjoy a high status as reflected in the 

small number of students choosing to study the subject. They felt that it depended 

greatly on the teachers teaching the subject. The ‘typical’ view was represented as 

follows: 

Literature taught is very different from Sec 3, very basic in Sec 1 & 2, people think it’s 
boring, (they) find Geography and History more interesting and can score better 
(marks), so (they) prefer History & Geography 
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Literature texts with their “underlying meanings” were seen as difficult. Students 

suggested that the main reason for the study of Literature was to improve proficiency in 

English. The following comment was typical: 

To strengthen your English, infer meanings, get our creative juices flowing. 
  
They learnt more language skills in Literature than in normal English lessons such as 

inference, emotive and creative expressions as well as freedom to express opinions and 

ideas. Personal interest was the main reason cited by students in this group for choosing  

to study Literature as well as helping to improve their performance in English. One 

student enjoyed the subject because it fostered creative and imaginative thinking. For 

two of the students, not doing well in History or Geography left them with no choice 

but to take Literature as a subject of study. 

The non-Literature students (Focus Group 4) were rather divided on this issue. 

Those who felt that Literature was important did so because they learnt about other 

cultures through the subject and that “some stories actually reflect on people in reality”.  

Students who did not think Literature was important attributed it to the fact that there 

was not much emphasis on the subject in Singapore. English was regarded as more 

important as it was used more widely. Mathematics and Science were considered more 

useful than Literature: 

Don’t need (Literature) for everyday life, more like a hobby, compared to Maths and  
Science which is everywhere, when you go out there you’ll need to use Maths and  
Science, but not so much Literature.  

 
Literature did not have a high status according to Secondary 4 non-Literature students. 

As the subject was only one of the many other relevant subjects for entry into junior 

colleges, it was regarded as unimportant. In their opinion, the subject was perceived as 

difficult and the school did not offer it to all students. They felt the reason for studying 

Literature was mainly to improve English performance and to provide options for 

students. These students chose not to study Literature because they found the subject  
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boring and was not well taught. Some did better at History and Geography and felt that 

these subjects were easier to study as they involved memory work. For some students,  

there was no choice as Literature was not offered as a course of study for them that 

year. 

The HOD felt that the degree of importance placed on Literature depended on 

how one viewed education: 

If you’re looking at education as training ground for moral, character development, if  
you’re taking that approach on education, it’s a very vital subject because you learn  
so much humanistic values, learn to appreciate meanings, and literature and culture  
better. 

 
On the other hand he elaborated: 
 

If you take education as a means for economic progress, in a very pragmatic society,  
parents might take that slant and view education as an economic possibility for  
children, then (they) don’t regard it as important. 

 
The HOD saw Literature as an important vehicle for forging local identity which 

could be achieved with more emphasis on Singaporean literature. The HOD perceived 

Literature to be a difficult subject for students: 

 (It) must be a given that their language is more competent, (there has to be) a certain  
level of proficiency and competence in language  

 
He also thought the subject to be “academic and dry” as it did not lend itself to other 

‘skills’ like map-reading in Geography and practical experiments in Science: 

 (Literature) does not enjoy that accessibility as that of Science and Maths, which are  
 compulsory core subjects that they must do well in to get into pure sciences class. 
 
He noted that Mathematics and Science, being compulsory subjects, would always be 

given much higher priority, hence Literature would always have a low status. The HOD 

considered the holistic development of students in the areas of moral and character 

development was the main reason cited for studying Literature. At a national level, it 

was also seen as vital for the forging of a local identity which is important for the 

progress of the country. 
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The teachers were not in agreement about the importance of Literature. One felt 

that Literature was “extremely important” because it teaches values and morals through 

themes in texts, and therefore is highly relevant to the moral development of students. 

Another teacher believed that Literature was “not for everyone. Most cannot appreciate 

it.” Both teachers gave Literature a low status: 

 Seen as unimportant. No prospects. 
 

Literature is a very abstract subject, not definite or concrete like Science. 
 
Teachers gave the reason that Literature provided a balance for science-based subjects. 

It was also seen as the continuation of the tradition inherited from the British system. 

Unlike the students who did not see beyond the linguistic objectives, the HOD 

saw Literature as a means of developing students’ moral values and character as well as 

the forging of local identity. Teachers saw the study of Literature as a means of 

continuing a tradition and for providing alternative courses of study in the curriculum. 

Overall, students in School E were divided on the issue of importance of Literature. 

Only students who chose to study Literature as a subject recognised its importance in 

helping them understand other cultures and empathising with others. Its relevance also 

had to do with helping students improve in English. Others felt that the subject was 

unnecessary as there was no emphasis on it and did not see its usefulness or relevance in 

their lives. In contrast to the students who were divided on the importance of Literature, 

teachers and the HOD were in agreement on the moral objectives of Literature, which 

they considered important for the moral development of students. The HOD also saw 

Literature as a suitable means of forging local identity. However, he did comment that 

the importance placed on Literature was dependent on parents’ views of the objectives 

of education, where in most cases Literature would not be considered as an 

economically viable course of study. All students accorded Literature with a low status 

compared to other subjects. It was considered as unnecessary because it was closely  
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associated with English which was already a compulsory subject for students. The 

perception that it was a boring subject and the lack of teachers and uninteresting 

teaching methodologies made it unpopular among students. Students found Literature to 

be a difficult subject due to what they considered to be its non-factual and highly 

subjective nature. Both teachers and the HOD agreed with the students on the low status 

associated with Literature as a secondary school subject, citing similar reasons. 

Teachers were also of the opinion that Literature graduates would have no career 

prospects in the future. The main reason students gave for the study of Literature was to  

improve in English Language. Some students factored in reasons such as encouraging 

creativity and imagination. 

 

Guiding Question 1.2 

Do students consider that the study of Literature in English contributes to 

increased proficiency in English Language? 

There was unanimous agreement among the Secondary 2 students in Focus 

Group 1 that Literature helped increase English Language proficiency. It improved 

vocabulary, writing and increased one’s imagination. 

Secondary 3 Literature students in Focus Group 2 pointed out the fact that most 

Literature students would pass English and that the top students in English were more 

often than not Literature students. This was regarded as proof that the subject did help 

increase proficiency in English Language. 

Secondary 3 and 4 Pure Literature students in Focus Group 3 agreed that 

Literature did help to improve proficiency of English as it required more reading and 

understanding of texts and looking for “underlying meanings”. They felt that writing 

skills would also improve as students learned to express their feelings and emotions 

through their writing.  
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Although the Secondary 4 non-Literature students (Focus Group 4) did not 

choose to study Literature, they did feel that studying the subject would contribute to 

increased proficiency in English Language. Students would gain from a wider range of 

vocabulary, better sentence structures and expression in writing as they study 

challenging texts.  

The HOD was in total agreement with the students and gave the same reasons as 

those given by students. He did go on to say, however, that there was a need for 

students to have a certain command of English, “a higher standard of competency”, in 

order for students to study Literature. 

Teachers were in agreement on the influence of Literature on the proficiency of 

English: 

 (Through Literature pupils are) introduced to good vocabulary. (They) learn  
 to analyse texts. 
 

Extra exposure to the language in addition to English lessons. 
 
All participants in School E agreed that the study of Literature helped to increase 

proficiency of English as Literature lessons were viewed as a continuation of the 

English lessons where students received more exposure to the language and practice of 

skills.  

 

Guiding Question 1.3 

In what ways do political, economic, cultural and linguistic factors influence 

meanings and values that teachers and students ascribe to studying Literature? 

None of the Secondary 2 students in Focus Group 1 found any difficulty 

understanding the literature texts they were studying. They spoke English and were 

exposed to the language at all times.     
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Three out of the five Secondary 3 Literature students in Focus Group 2 felt that 

their backgrounds did not negatively impact on their study of Literature. ‘Typical’ 

views were reflected by two students as follows: 

 Literature helps (us) to understand other cultures. 
  
 Through Literature (it) helps us understand our parents who are typical Chinese. 
 
However, one student mentioned that a text like To Kill A Mockingbird was difficult to 

understand because of its different cultural context. Another student emphasised the 

need to work harder to understand and appreciate the different cultural contexts 

presented in texts.  

Similarly, Secondary 3 and 4 Pure Literature students in Focus Group 3 felt that 

there was a need to work harder at understanding texts like To Kill A Mocking Bird due 

to differences in cultural and linguistic backgrounds. One student summarised this 

perspective as follows: 

Characters live in very different environment, so (we) cannot really understand  
how they actually live, so (it is) quite difficult for us. 

 

The students in Focus Group 4 were of the view that their linguistic and cultural 

background did not have an impact on the study of English Literature, although they 

agreed that a strong foundation in English would be an advantage. 

The HOD agreed that cultural and linguistic backgrounds did affect the study of 

English Literature and this was taken into account in the selection of texts for study: 

We do find in selecting our texts, choose one within their experience.  
If it is far removed from their experience and culture, they will take some  
time to learn and grasp it fully. 
 

He felt that although students were unable to associate with Shakespeare and 

Wordsworth because of the unfamiliar cultural context, “general appreciation, universal 

theme is quite understandable to most students”.  

The teachers felt that students’ cultural backgrounds would have an impact on 

their study of Literature: 
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 Not so much linguistic but more cultural background, different sets of values and 
 morals. 
 
 Affects their comprehension of texts. Unable to identify with characters or issues  

in texts. 
 
 
Overall, most students in School E agreed that linguistic and cultural 

backgrounds did not have any impact on the study of Literature. They were confident in 

their knowledge and understanding of English and did not foresee any problems in 

understanding Literature texts. Some students acknowledged the difficulty in 

understanding certain texts because of their different linguistic and cultural contexts and 

needed to put in more effort when studying them. To sum up, the HOD and teachers 

were in agreement with students who felt that cultural and linguistic backgrounds did 

affect the study of Literature as it was generally felt that students would not be able to 

understand and identify with unfamiliar contexts. 

 

Guiding Question 2.1 

What are the differences between the old and the new literature syllabuses, how 

has the emphasis shifted and what are the reasons for the shift? 

The HOD believed that the inclusion of local literature was seen as a move to 

give more recognition to Singaporean literature. He noted that there was a wider scope 

in terms of text selection with a move away from the British canon. The emphasis on 

literary skills and language appreciation, in his view, remained the same. 

The main differences, according to the teachers, were the introduction of local 

texts in the syllabus and the move away from the traditional British canon. 

 

Guiding Question 2.2 

What impact do teachers and students think the inclusion of local texts written in 

English has had on the popularity of the subject?   



	   	   	  
	  

	   175	  

All students in Focus Group 1 found the local text Sing To The Dawn chosen for 

study interesting. Some students did not like the idea of using local texts for study as 

they considered the standard of English used in these texts inferior to those of foreign 

texts. On the other hand, other students liked the local text they were studying and 

found it “funny and interesting” as it “talks about Singapore lifestyle”.  

Students in Focus Group 2 enjoyed the text (To Kill A Mockingbird) they were 

studying. The majority of students were not for the idea of including local texts in the 

study of Literature. They explained their reasons as follows: 

Local writers try too hard. 
 
 Singapore poems – can’t really understand (them). 
 
 Don’t like local writers. 
 
 Won’t make it more popular, still difficult. 
 
Students who were receptive to the inclusion of local texts felt that this would be a good 

move, for the following reasons: 

 (It) shows Singapore writers are quite accepted, help create more jobs for  
 local writers. 
 
 Mixed ideas because of the multi-racial background. Makes it more exciting 
 but sometimes difficult to understand other races, traditions and cultures. 
 
 More modern, instead of Shakespeare. 
 

There was a positive response from all students in Focus Group 3 about the text 

they were studying (To Kill A Mockingbird). They found it “very interesting and 

touching”, helped them to “understand more about their history” and “how the blacks 

were treated”. In addition, students felt that studying the text had helped them learn 

more vocabulary and usage of the English Language. Although some students found 

local texts interesting and were able to relate to them, others believed this would not 

necessarily make the subject easier or more popular. They felt that there was a “need to 

expose ourselves to different types of writing” which could only be done through the 

study of foreign texts.  



	   	   	  
	  

	   176	  

According to the HOD, there was a wide range of texts from which to choose 

and schools were making use of this autonomy given to them. At the secondary level in 

general, he felt there was a greater appreciation of texts with literary value. The HOD 

believed that local texts did make the subject “more inviting”: 

 Local texts are close to their hearts, something they can relate to, accessible to  
 them. 
 

Both teachers agreed that there was a good selection of texts to choose from, 

although some schools preferred to choose the more common and traditional texts. 

Although they did not elaborate on the reasons, this could be due to the readily-

available teaching materials and study guides which teachers had compiled over their 

years of teaching the same texts. Both teachers were in agreement that it was good to 

encourage the study of local literature as it was easier for students to relate to. These 

texts also often contained National Education messages which would be ideal as 

National Education was an important part of the national curriculum. 

All students in School E were satisfied with the texts chosen for study by the 

school. The HOD and teachers agreed that the MOE had provided a good range of texts 

for selection by schools. Some students in this school viewed local texts as inferior in 

quality to other non-local literature texts. Others recognised the move as a way to 

promote local writers and appreciated the interesting and funny accounts of Singaporean 

life, though they felt it would not make the subject any easier or popular. Unlike the 

majority of the students, the HOD and teachers agreed that the study of local literature 

should be encouraged and would be easier for students to relate to. However they did 

not comment on the impact on the popularity of the subject among the students. 
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Guiding Question 2.3 

Do teachers and students consider that the provision of different pathways for the 

study of Literature beyond secondary levels will result in a higher take-up rate of 

Literature as a course of study at university? 

None of the participants in School E, with the exception of one teacher, knew 

anything about the provision of different pathways for the study of Literature beyond  

secondary levels. The teacher knew that students could study Literature at H1, H2 or H3 

levels beyond secondary levels but was not familiar with the different syllabuses. 

According to the students in Focus Group 1, Mathematics and Science graduates 

would have better career prospects and find it easier to get jobs. Literature graduates 

would find teaching and law as the main occupations available to them, both of which 

were not considered by these students to be as good as the occupations available to 

Mathematics and Science graduates. This group of students regarded teaching 

methodology as the most important strategy that would encourage students to continue 

studying Literature over the years. Strategies suggested included the following: 

 Make lessons more interesting. 
 
 (Use) different techniques in teaching. 
 
 Choose good books. 
 (Give) rewards and incentives. 
 
Students in Focus Group 2 believed that although Science graduates would have jobs 

available and waiting for them once they graduated, this would only be in the field of 

Science whereas Literature graduates would be able to “go into any job” and that there 

would be a “wide range of jobs” for them. One student elaborated on why this was so: 

 (Literature) refines a person, our character, taste, increases our EQ. 
 
Increasing the perceived importance of Literature and improving teaching methodology 

were the two strategies highlighted as important by these students. Comments included 

the following: 
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Need to expose subject. 
  
 Lots of TV programmes on History and Geography but not on Literature. 
 
 Foundation from primary school, plan path for students. 
 
 Teaching styles should be better, more open. 
 
 Review gradings for Literature, not as ‘open’, should be based on a set standard. 
 
  

(There) should not be exams for Literature. 
 
In contrast, the students in Focus Group 3 considered Science students to be 

advantaged, as one student explained:  

 Science students (have) better opportunities, so many careers require Maths and  
 Science because of (the emphasis on) technology.  
 
They picked media and publications as the two fields that were suitable for Literature 

graduates, both of which were not considered as good career prospects. This group felt 

that strategies which would increase the importance of Literature and improve 

methodology would be most effective in encouraging more students to take it as a 

subject at secondary levels. Proposed strategies were: 

 Singapore is trying to promote the arts, so should encourage the appreciation  
of all the arts (including Literature). 

 
Get clear what’s ahead of you when you take Literature. 
 
Change the way you teach the class, more hands-on activities. 
 
A good teacher, interesting books. 
 

The HOD felt that the prospects of Literature graduates would be the same as 

those for other Humanities graduates. They could not, however, be compared to 

Mathematics or Science graduates who would find themselves more marketable, 

especially with the developing Life Sciences industry. The shift towards a more creative 

and innovative nation could also see a demand for teaching of the Arts. There was a 

shortage of Literature and English teachers nationwide so job prospects in this area 

would be good. The HOD cautioned that students’ first contact with the subject 
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Literature should be “very pleasant and non-intimidating”. Texts chosen for study 

should contain themes which were easy to identify with and students’ interest should be 

nurtured. Some schools tried to combine Literature and English, calling it English 

Studies, in an effort to teach the same skills and not place Literature as a separate 

subject.  

The teachers suggested that although Literature graduates could take up teaching 

or journalism as a profession, their prospects would not be very good unlike those for 

Mathematics and Science graduates. The teachers commented that all schools should 

offer the subject and encourage students to take it up as a course of study. They agreed 

that more teachers should be trained to be more competent in the subject. 

It was interesting to note that Secondary 3 Literature students (Focus Group 2) 

believed that Literature graduates had better prospects and would be able to take on any 

job as the skills they learnt through the study of Literature would place them in a good 

position. All other students were of the opinion that Mathematics and Science graduates 

would be more in demand and would find it easier to get jobs as there would be more 

jobs in these fields. The HOD and teachers viewed good career prospects as having 

more job opportunities and in this case, they agreed with the majority of the students 

that Mathematics and Science graduates would have better career prospects. They felt 

that the fields open to Literature graduates were mainly in teaching and journalism. 

 In summary, the majority of the students in School E felt that teaching 

methodology was the most important factor in encouraging students to study Literature. 

Students also felt that increasing the importance of Literature would help to improve the 

take-up rate of the subject. The HOD and teachers suggested more exposure to the 

subject as an important strategy in getting students to be interested in Literature.   
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Conclusion 

 This chapter presented the five case studies, analysing a diversity of findings 

from participants of schools with different backgrounds and contexts relating to the two 

Central Research Questions. These case studies formed the contextual basis upon which  

a theory of how teachers and students in Singapore secondary schools deal with 

Literature studies was developed.  

Emerging themes were drawn from the cross case analysis of the five case 

studies and are presented in the next chapter. Through the identification of these broad 

themes, predominant trends across the five different sites were examined for the 

generation of theory for this research. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	   	   	  
	  

	   181	  

CHAPTER 7: CROSS CASE ANALYSIS 
 

 
Introduction 

 The previous chapter analysed the findings of data from the perspectives of 

students and teachers on the teaching and learning of Literature in English in five case 

study secondary schools, based on the two Central Research Questions. This chapter 

presents a cross case analysis of the responses to these research questions and explores 

the common themes that emerged while also highlighting some of the significant 

differences. The purpose of the cross case analysis is to look for broad themes, 

highlighting predominant trends across the five different sites. These themes will be 

examined using the conceptual framework developed for this thesis and will foreground 

the development of propositions.   

 This chapter gives a summary of the cross case findings of focus group interviews 

and written protocol from Focus Groups 1, 2 and 3, teacher surveys and in-depth 

interviews with Heads of Department. As many of the interview questions were for 

students of Literature, findings from non-Literature students in Focus Group 4 were 

included only where relevant.  

 

Cross Case Findings 

In the analysis of the data, in addition to the numerical data collated from the 

written protocol, verbal responses from interviews were analysed and placed into 

categories. These responses are vital for the elicitation of emerging themes. Data from 

the written protocol, in a few cases, did not match the findings from the interviews and 

this was reflected and commented upon in the specific case studies. This could be due to 

the fact that students completed the written protocol at the end of the focus-group 

interviews and might have reconsidered their positions after listening to other 

viewpoints during the discussions.  
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Non-literature students from Focus Group 4 for each school were not asked to 

complete the written protocol as most of the statements on the questionnaire required 

knowledge of Literature as a subject of study. In some cases, however, their responses 

were relevant and provided yet another perspective on the issues in question. 

Importance and Value 

A key emergent theme in regard to meanings and values ascribed to studying 

Literature in English in the contemporary Singaporean environment is ‘Importance’. 

The majority of participants across all five case study schools agreed on the importance 

of Literature as a subject in secondary school. There was overwhelming agreement 

(87.5%) on the importance of Literature among Secondary 3 who had opted to study 

Literature as a subject or as part of a Combined Humanities subject. A possible 

explanation for this positive response could be that these students had chosen to study 

the subject, had more exposure time to the subject and did not as yet feel the pressures 

of the national examination. The main reasons that these students attributed importance 

to Literature as a subject were that Literature helped change perceptions, gave them the 

freedom to express ideas and opinions and improved their English language skills. All 

the students interviewed in Focus Group 3 across all the schools agreed, during the 

interview, that Literature is an important subject in secondary school. However, in the 

written protocol, one student changed his mind and indicated that he disagreed with the 

statement but did not give reasons for his choice. 

In contrast, all students in Focus Group 1 (32%) from Schools B and E did not 

think English Literature is an important subject in secondary school, although their 

responses in the written protocol at the end of the interviews showed that three of them 

had changed their views. It is interesting to note that students who felt this way came 

from schools B and E. School B is a top performing school in the area of Information 

and Communication Technology, so one can conclude that the main focus in that school 
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would be in the sciences and mathematics areas. There would therefore be much less 

emphasis given to Literature as the school mission statement stresses “the spirit of 

innovation and enterprise” (School B website). It could also be concluded that students 

in School E would have difficulty in this subject area given their low PSLE aggregate 

scores upon entering Secondary 1.  

Non-Literature students in Focus Group 4 were divided on the importance of the 

subject.  Half of them agreed that it was an important subject citing its usefulness in 

improving their command of the English Language, increasing their knowledge of other 

cultures and giving them the freedom to express their ideas and opinions. The other 

half, however, felt it was not important because they saw no use for it in their future and 

that it was a similar subject to English Language, hence there was no need to study it as 

another subject. This attitude was consistent across all five schools, regardless of the 

vision, mission or areas of focus of the schools. 

Findings from the written protocol supported the view that a majority of students 

from all 5 schools considered Literature to be an important subject in secondary school  

(Figs. 12-14). 

Fig. 12: Findings from Written Protocol (Focus Group 1) 
The study of Literature is important in secondary schools.  
 

School No. of 
students 

Strongly 
Disagree 

Disagree Agree Strongly 
Agree 

A 5  1 4  
B 5 1 3 1  
C 5   5  
D 5   2 3 
E 5  3 2  

Total 25 1 7 14 3 
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Fig. 13: Findings from Written Protocol (Focus Group 2) 
The study of Literature is important in secondary schools.  
 

School No. of 
students 

Strongly 
Disagree 

Disagree Agree Strongly 
Agree 

A 5  1 2 2 
B 5  1 3 1 
C 5  1 2 2 
D 4   1 3 
E 5   3 2 
Total 24  3 11 10 

 
Fig. 14: Findings from Written Protocol (Focus Group 3) 
The study of Literature is important in secondary schools.  
 

School No. of 
students 

SD D A SA 

A 5*   3 1 
B 5  1 2 2 
C 5   3 2 
D 0     
E 4    4 

Total 19  1 8 9 
* 1 student abstained from making a choice. 
 

When students were asked about the reasons for the study of Literature, many 

pointed out its functional purposes of improving comprehension and understanding of 

texts, stimulating thinking and reflecting, encouraging reading and promoting creativity. 

Students considered that the subject also contributed to the aesthetic development of 

students in that it encouraged appreciation of the arts. One reason cited was for the 

continuation of the ‘tradition’ of literary study that started from colonial times.    

All HODs agreed that English Literature was an important subject in secondary 

school and cited a number of functional, social, cultural and political reasons for its 

study. Teaching communication skills and language structures to encourage inferential 

and critical thinking formed part of its functional objective. They associated the learning 

of Literature with the holistic development of students, changing perceptions and 

promoting better understanding of social issues. Politically, Literature could be seen as 

a way to infuse National Education messages and learning about other cultures would 

help to forge a national identity. All HODs agreed on the functional objective of 
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studying Literature in that it would help students become better and more fluent in 

English Language, able to “read between the lines” and become critical thinkers. They 

also acknowledged the moral and social functions of the subject. They considered that 

students would develop their appreciation of different cultures and traditions through 

the study of various texts and this in turn would encourage moral growth.  

 Three (two from School B and one from School E) out of the ten teachers 

surveyed felt that Literature is not an important subject in secondary schools because 

there was not much emphasis placed on learning the subject. They felt that there was a 

great deal of focus on mathematics, science and instructional technology and these were 

the areas that were always highlighted in the media. School B, in particular, is a 

designated Centre of Excellence in ICT and School E has yet to achieve a minimum 

score for an ‘O’ level band on the School Achievement Table, for which English, 

Mathematics and Science were viewed as the more crucial subjects. Improvement in 

English, developing critical thinking and sensitivity, teaching values, developing social 

and emotional awareness were the reasons given by the six teachers who saw Literature 

as an important subject in secondary school. The majority of the teachers felt that the 

main objective of studying Literature was to gain better understanding of different 

cultures and to inculcate moral values. Some of the other reasons identified included 

learning to appreciate literature and enjoy reading, keeping the tradition inherited from 

the British education system, personal interest and to provide a balance for the science-

based subjects.  

Most of the teachers surveyed chose to teach Literature out of personal interest 

and passion for the subject. Two teachers did not have a choice in the matter and, being 

English Language teachers, were asked to teach the subject because of the lack of 

qualified Literature teachers. They were also the teachers who had a low opinion of the 

importance and status of Literature as a subject.  
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In summary, the majority of students and teachers were in agreement on the 

importance of Literature as a subject in secondary schools. However, a closer analysis 

of the data showed that students and teachers from schools that prioritised science and 

technology (Schools B and E) did not place much importance on the study of Literature. 

These students too considered linguistic and cultural factors as barriers that affected 

their study of Literature. In contrast, students from high performing schools (Schools A 

and C) were confident that they could able to overcome these linguistic and cultural 

barriers.  

Students were asked for reasons why they would choose, or had chosen, to study 

Literature as a subject in secondary school. Practical reasons topped the list as they said 

that Literature helped increase their proficiency in English Language and improve their 

communication skills. The majority of the students across all the five schools agreed 

that the study of Literature does contribute to increased proficiency in English 

Language, with the exception of Secondary 3 students from School B. More than half of 

this group did not agree that proficiency in English would be improved through the 

study of Literature. Students also found studying the subject Literature was no different 

from studying English, and those who were strong in English found it easy to score 

good grades in Literature. Others who chose the subject for practical reasons explained 

that they did badly in the other subjects and had no option but to choose Literature, 

which suggests that, although it is regarded as a difficult subject, it is also the lowest 

level preference, which generally keeps the scores low. 

Intrinsic reasons were also cited as reasons for choice. These included a love for 

writing, appreciation and enjoyment of the subject, its creative and imaginative aspects 

and the freedom to express opinions and ideas. These reasons resonate with the Cultural 

Heritage and Personal Growth orientations described in the conceptual framework of 

this thesis. These students also found studying Literature helped increase their 
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understanding of other cultures and points of view and in this aspect, it had relevance to 

real life, again highlighting the Cultural Heritage orientation. Some students mentioned 

the influence parents and teachers had on their subject choice, in very few cases, 

encouraging them to choose Literature. 

Fig. 15: Findings from Written Protocol (Focus Group 1) 
Studying Literature helps us become more proficient in English.  
 

School No. of 
students 

SD D A SA 

A 5  2 3  
B 5  1 2 2 
C 5   2 3 
D 5   1 4 
E 5  1 1 3 

Total 25  4 9 12 
 
 
Fig. 16: Findings from Written Protocol (Focus Group 2) 
Studying Literature helps us become more proficient in English.  
 

School No. of 
students 

SD D A SA 

A 5   2 3 
B 5   2 3 
C 5   2 3 
D 4   1 3 
E 5   1 4 

Total 24   8 16 
 

Fig. 17: Findings from Written Protocol (Focus Group 3) 
Studying Literature helps us become more proficient in English.  
 

School No. of 
students 

SD D A SA 

A 5   2 3 
B 5  3 1 1 
C 5   2 3 
D 0     
E 4   1 3 

Total 19  3 6 10 
 

All HODs were in agreement that studying Literature would help students 

become more proficient in English. All but two teachers agreed that studying English 

Literature would help increase students’ proficiency in English Language. These two 

teachers felt that some of the texts were too demanding for the students.   
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Status 

All students in all five schools perceived that the status of English Literature is 

low when compared to other subjects. Their reasons included the repetitive nature of the 

subject, being closely related to English, its subjective element that made it difficult to 

study and achieve good grades, its irrelevance to real life and lack of career prospects. 

The lack of good teachers and poor teaching methodology made the subject seem less 

important than the other subjects like Mathematics and Science, competing in vain 

against other Humanities subjects as well. 

All HODs identified the same reasons as the students for the low status of 

English Literature as a school subject. In addition, they included the national ranking 

exercise as an important factor that contributed to the negative perception of the subject 

that led to its present low status.  

One HOD, however, felt that the subject had an equal status to the other 

Humanities offered in the school. This is due to the fact that the school had put in place 

certain measures such as extensive promotion of the subject, setting minimum 

requirements, improved teaching methodology and a whole-school approach to infusing 

literature into English lessons, which resulted in creating a demand for the subject.  

All the teachers surveyed agreed unanimously with the fact that Literature has a 

low status compared to other subjects. This is because parents and students perceive the 

subject to be unimportant and that it has no relevance to students’ futures in terms of 

career and job opportunities. Mathematics and Science are deemed more ‘marketable’ 

and teachers felt that the national emphasis is on these two subjects. Some teachers also 

felt that students perceive the subject to be a difficult one in which to score well; thus 

there is dwindling enrolment to take up the subject at upper secondary levels. For both 

reasons, many schools do not offer the subject as a Pure subject at ‘O’ levels. 
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Despite the importance students and teachers placed on Literature as a subject 

and the achievement of the aims of the syllabus, its perceived low status signalled a 

deep uneasiness that could threaten the future of the subject. It would require policy 

changes at the macro level and effective implementation at the micro level to effect a 

change. 

Impact of linguistic/cultural background 

 Only two students (School B and School D) of the 25 interviewed in Focus 

Group 1 felt that their linguistic and cultural backgrounds did have an impact on their 

study of Literature. They felt that it would be an advantage if they had an English-

speaking background as this would help them understand the texts better. The other 

students agreed that it would depend on the texts studied and that difficulties could be 

overcome with teachers’ help and access to the internet. 

Students in Focus Group 2 was equally divided in their views on this issue, with 

half agreeing that linguistic and cultural backgrounds do have an impact on the study of 

Literature. They felt that an English-speaking background would have given them an 

advantage in understanding the texts. The question of differences in values was also 

brought up as some students found it difficult to understand the value systems of other 

cultures in light of their Asian values. 

 All students in Focus Group 3 from School B and School E (except 1) were of 

the view that linguistic and cultural backgrounds did have an impact on the study of 

Literature. In contrast, all students from Schools A and C felt that their linguistic and 

cultural backgrounds did not have any impact on their study of Literature. Despite their 

Chinese-speaking backgrounds, they were confident that they could still understand and 

relate to the texts studied.  

Most HODs were of the opinion that students’ linguistic and cultural 

backgrounds did have an impact on their study of Literature. They noted that students 
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from English-speaking backgrounds found it easier to cope with the study of texts and 

could express themselves better. Cultural familiarity would also help to make the study 

of texts easier and more enjoyable. 

All teachers agreed unanimously that students’ linguistic and cultural 

backgrounds would have an impact on their study of Literature. Their command of the 

English language would play a huge part in their understanding of the texts, especially 

in discerning nuances and underlying meanings. Students’ cultural backgrounds could 

make it more difficult for students especially in trying to understand different sets of 

values and contexts. 

Local texts and the Canon   

All HODs commented that there had been a conscious effort on the part of the 

MOE to move away from the traditional British canon, firstly with the change in name 

of the subject from English Literature to Literature in English, and secondly, with the 

introduction of local texts and the provision of a variety of texts from America, New 

Zealand, Africa and other parts of the world. The impact of this move away from the 

canon could be seen in the responses of the majority of students to the statements in 

their written protocol, in which they reported that they had no knowledge of traditional 

British texts from the canon other than Shakespeare. Some students had studied 

abridged versions of Shakespearean texts at lower secondary levels. Only students from 

School A indicated that they studied excerpts of the Shakespearean text, A Merchant of 

Venice, in Secondary 2. Although students did indicate their preferences on their written 

protocol regardless of whether or not they had knowledge of the British canon, data 

from their responses to the following two statements: (1) Texts from the British canon 

give a clear understanding of British culture; and (2) Texts from the British canon are 

interesting and relevant were not valid and therefore not used in the data analysis. 

Overall, it could be concluded that there is much less emphasis on English as Cultural 
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Heritage in terms of prescribed texts from the canon in the current ‘O’ level syllabus, 

although the role of the teacher in inducting students “into the language of literary 

criticism” (O’Neill, 1995), as listed in the areas of study and spectrum of skills sections 

of the syllabuses (CPDD, 1999, 2007), signals the influence of the Cultural Heritage 

orientation.   

The introduction of local texts into the syllabus was not well-received as 

reflected in the data. The students, teachers and HODs were divided on this issue and 

this could be attributed to the fact that this move was only recently introduced. 

Although many students indicated, in the written protocol, that they thought local texts 

should be included in the study of Literature, some of their responses during the 

interviews did not reflect this view. This discrepancy between the student interviews 

and the written protocols (Question 2.2.2 Focus Group 1) could be attributed to the fact 

that students completed the written protocol at the end of the focus-group interviews, 

and some of them changed their minds based on the open discussions and sharing with 

other students.  

Students in Focus Group 1 were rather divided on the inclusion of local texts in 

the Literature syllabus. Students from School A supported the introduction of local 

texts, which they found “realistic” and “relevant”, although they did not think it would 

increase the popularity of the subject. All other students found local texts uninteresting 

and irrelevant. The use of Singlish in most local texts gave students the impression that 

these texts were not good enough and would not help them improve in English. 

Although the responses to the introduction of local texts in the syllabus were viewed 

rather negatively, students’ responses in the written protocol gave a different 

perspective. The findings from the written protocol showed that 79% of the students in 

Focus Group 1 agreed that local texts should be included in the study of Literature in 
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schools; 52% of students in this group thought the inclusion of local texts would make it 

easier for students to study Literature.  

Students in Focus Group 2 were divided on this issue across all schools as well 

as within the schools. The majority of the students favoured the inclusion of local texts; 

however, some were of the opinion that including local texts would not necessarily 

make it easier to study the subject. Nonetheless, they thought that local texts were easy 

to relate to and understand and local writers should be supported. Most agreed that there 

should be a move towards recognising Singaporean literature and some preferred to 

study both local and non-local literature. Some students did not like local literature 

because they found local stories uninteresting and preferred to learn about foreign 

cultures instead.  

The majority of the students in Focus Group 3 agreed that local texts should be 

included in the study of Literature. Some found this a good way to reinforce the local 

culture and saw this as a move by the government to encourage a cohesive society. 

Those who did not agree with this view gave reasons such as local texts did not offer 

different experiences, unlike foreign texts where students learn about other cultures. 

One student found local texts “pretentious” and another cautioned that local texts could 

“change the direction of Literature we are learning”. They were also equally divided on 

whether the inclusion of local texts would make it easier to study Literature. 

Fig. 18: Findings from Written Protocol (Focus Group 1) 
Local texts should be included in the study of Literature in schools.  
 

School No. of 
students 

SD D A SA 

A 5   1 4 
B 5 2 1 2  
C 5   4 1 
D 5* 2  2  
E 5   4 1 

Total 25 4 1 13 6 
*One student abstained from making a choice. 
 
 
 
 



	   	   	  
	  

	   193	  

 
Fig. 19: Findings from Written Protocol (Focus Group 1) 
The inclusion of local texts makes it easier to study Literature.  

School No. of 
students 

SD D A SA 

A 5  1 2 2 
B 5  4  1 
C 5  3 2  
D 5* 3    
E 5   3 2 

Total 25 3 8 7 5 
*Two students abstained from making a choice. 
 
Fig. 20: Findings from Written Protocol (Focus Group 2) 
Local texts should be included in the study of Literature in schools.  

School No. of 
students 

SD D A SA 

A 5  1 2 2 
B 5   4 1 
C 5   3 2 
D 4  4   
E 5  1 4  

Total 24  6 13 5 
 
Fig. 21: Findings from Written Protocol (Focus Group 2) 
The inclusion of local texts makes it easier to study Literature.  
 

School No. of 
students 

SD D A SA 

A 5   3 2 
B 5  2 2 1 
C 5   4 1 
D 4  4   
E 5  1 4  

Total 24  7 13 4 
 
Fig. 22: Findings from Written Protocol (Focus Group 3) 
Local texts should be included in the study of Literature in schools.  

School No. of 
students 

SD D A SA 

A 5   1 4 
B 5 2 1 2  
C 5   4 1 
D 5* 2  2  
E 5   4 1 
Total 25 4 1 13 6 

*One student abstained from making a choice. 
 
Fig. 23: Findings from Written Protocol (Focus Group 3) 
The inclusion of local texts makes it easier to study Literature.  

School No. of 
students 

SD D A  SA 

A 5  1 2 2 
B 5  4  1 
C 5  3 2  
D 5* 3    
E 5   3 2 
Total 25 3 8 7 5 

*Two students abstained from making a choice. 
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The inclusion of local texts was considered a “good move” by the majority of 

Heads of Department. They suggested that local writers needed the recognition and that 

these local texts could help infuse the National Education19 messages. Two HODs were 

very keen on the inclusion of local texts and saw this as an opportunity for local writers 

to raise issues pertaining to the Singaporean society. They felt that these texts would be 

easier for students to relate to.  

The response to the move to include less of the canonical texts received mixed 

reactions from the HODs and teachers. The HOD of School A preferred the inclusion of 

Shakespearean texts and felt it should be a core component of the syllabus because “it is 

the very basis of English Language”. The issue of language was also raised by the HOD 

from School B, commenting that the use of Singlish was a deterrent to choosing certain 

texts for study.  

Another two HODs did not think local texts made any difference to students’ 

decisions to study Literature. One HOD felt that it depended entirely on the culture of 

the school and how well the school prepared students at Secondary 1 and 2 levels for 

the different types of texts. All but one HOD agreed that local texts did not necessarily 

increase the popularity of the subject, or encourage more students to take it up as a 

course of study. 

The majority of the teachers surveyed agreed that the inclusion of local texts in 

the study of Literature was a good and timely move. Most commented on the inclusion 

of local texts in the Literature syllabus and saw this as a move to promote local writers 

as well as to impart National Education messages, which aim to “develop national 

cohesion” (National Education, 2010).  Some commented on the change in examination 

format to include a section on critical appreciation where students were given an unseen 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19 The National Education programme, introduced in schools in 1997, “aims to develop national 
cohesion, the instinct for survival and confidence in the future” (National Education, 2010). 
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passage to comment on. Others applauded the move away from the traditional British 

canon although a few were more comfortable teaching those texts as they had learnt 

them in school themselves. Some teachers preferred the traditional British texts and 

classics because of familiarity and availability of resources for teaching. 

The HODs and teachers who were not keen on the inclusion of local texts cited 

the use of Singlish as their main concern. The issue of the ‘correct’ language surfaced as 

some HODs were not comfortable with using texts that contain too much ‘Singlish’, 

which they deemed sub-standard and not the type of writing to which students should be 

exposed. This reflected the tension between Singlish and Standard (Singapore) English 

mentioned in Chapter 1, with implications on the responses to local literature. One 

teacher felt that the classics should not be ignored while another commented that there 

was a general perception among the students that local literature was not good enough 

to be studied. Although some students commented on the use of Singlish, many found it 

suitable and easy to understand. 

Curriculum and Syllabuses 

Teachers and Heads of Department showed understanding of the changes made 

to the syllabus although only one HOD was able to trace the development of the 

changes, as she had been involved in the consultation process. Most responded 

positively to the inclusion of local texts but there was still a slight reluctance to let go of 

“the classics” which had been used as the set standard in the past. 

The major differences cited by HODs and teachers between the old and present 

syllabuses were the inclusion of local texts in the syllabus and the structure of the 

examination paper as well as the marking criteria. All commented on the change in the 

marking criteria from a points system to banding, as outlined in Chapter 5, and they felt 

this was a fairer way of awarding marks. All agreed that the focus on critical 
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appreciation and personal response was a better way to get students to move away from 

rote learning and model answers to a more creative way of thinking. 

The autonomy given to schools to choose their own texts worked both ways, in 

that HODs chose texts based on their students’ capabilities and / or interests, or 

according to the preferences and / or quality and availability of teachers. The beliefs 

held by the HODs had a huge pedagogical impact on the way Literature is taught in the 

schools and influenced the way teachers and students view the subject.  

All HODs agreed that there was a wider range of texts to choose from, local and 

foreign texts and from various periods and schools were given the autonomy to choose 

texts for their students. The range of texts also helped to cater for students in the Normal 

Academic streams. Some HODs still insisted on choosing Shakespearean texts for their 

students and there was still a perception that the canonical works or works of other 

overseas writers were of a much higher standard than local writing. One HOD did voice 

his concern that some of the classics had been ignored and that some of the more 

modern texts did not appear to pay attention to details or descriptions.   

The majority of teachers were quite happy with the selection of texts for study. 

There were more choices and the inclusion of local texts was supported with one 

teacher commenting that local literature should be studied first before studying foreign 

texts. Teachers expressed different views about the place of classical texts especially 

those from the British canon. Some felt that Shakespearean texts, for instance, were too 

demanding for lower secondary school students, whereas others felt that more classics 

should be included in the selection of texts. 

Another curriculum change that did not seem to have been embraced by the 

teachers and Heads of Department was the provision of different pathways for the study 

of Literature beyond secondary levels as the majority had no knowledge of these 
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pathways and were therefore not in a position to inform and advise students of their 

possible future subject choices. 

Only one of the five HODs interviewed knew about the H1, H2 and H3 

pathways of study for Literature at post-secondary level. Of the ten teachers surveyed, 

only one knew that post-secondary students could study Literature at H1, H2 or H3 

levels. 

This lack of professional knowledge on the part of the HOD and teachers 

underscored the lack of value and importance placed on the subject. In this respect, 

HODs and teachers would be unable to offer advice to students, the majority of whom 

were unaware of the different pathways for the study of Literature beyond the secondary 

school context. Only two students were aware of the pathways; one further student 

knew that there was an H3 level. Two students considered that MOE should provide 

better information about the pathways as this might influence their decisions about 

subject choices.  

Prospects 

Most students in Focus Group 1 were of the opinion that Literature graduates 

did not have good job prospects. There were not many career choices available to them 

besides in the fields of teaching, law, acting and journalism. Students in Focus Group 3 

were rather divided on this issue although more than half  (58%) agreed that there were 

good career prospects available to Literature graduates. Most of these careers would be 

in the field of arts, media and education. Others felt that there would be more 

opportunities for Mathematics and Science graduates, especially in Singapore because 

of the “knowledge-based economy” (School C) and the focus on science and 

technology.  

In contrast, most students in Focus Group 2 felt that Literature graduates have 

good job prospects, mainly in the field of the arts as writers, playwrights, scriptwriters 
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or in law and education. The study of Literature, according to these students, equipped 

them with a wide range of skills that could be applied across a “wide range of jobs” 

(School E) unlike Science graduates who would only be getting jobs in the field of 

Science. Some felt that there was a misconception about the lack of career opportunities 

for Literature graduates. Although they realised that they might not be as well paid or 

have as much recognition as Mathematics and Science graduates, most still felt that 

their career prospects were just as good and the jobs just as important. 

 
Fig. 24: Findings from Written Protocol (Focus Group 1) 
Students who study Literature have good career prospects.   
 

School No. of 
students 

SD D A SA 

A 5  3 1 1 
B 5 1 4   
C 5 1 4   
D 5  2 3  
E 5  1 4  

Total 25 2 14 8 1 
 

Fig. 25: Findings from Written Protocol (Focus Group 2) 
Students who study Literature have good career prospects.  
 

School No. of 
students 

SD D A SA 

A 5   4 1 
B 5   5  
C 5  1 4  
D 4   2 2 
E 5  2 3  

Total 24  3 18 3 
 
 
Fig. 26: Findings from Written Protocol (Focus Group 3) 
Students who study Literature have good career prospects.  
 

School No. of 
students 

SD D A SA 

A 5*  1 3  
B 5 1 1 3  
C 5  4 1  
D 0     
E 4   1 3 

Total 19 1 6 8 3 
*One student abstained from making a choice. 
 

Only two of the five HODs interviewed felt that the career prospects for 

Literature graduates were as good, if not better, when compared to Science and 
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Mathematics graduates. The language and communication skills developed in the study 

of Literature could be applied to a wide variety of jobs. One HOD was of the opinion 

that it would be these skills and not the “technical skills” (School A) that would be 

necessary for success in the future.   

In contrast, the other three HODs were not as optimistic. One felt that 

Mathematics and Science graduates would have more opportunities in Singapore as 

there is a “shift to a more creative and innovation nation” (School E). The other 2 HODs 

felt that there were few choices for Literature graduates and those who pursued the 

subject did so out of “pure interest” (School B). 

All teachers agreed that the career prospects of Literature graduates were not 

good. They would have limited choices, restricted only to the areas of teaching, 

journalism and the arts. Only 2 teachers commented that the skills learnt in Literature 

helped increase students’ confidence and interpersonal skills and these could be 

transferred to any line of work.  

Strategies  

Most students cited the use of easier and more interesting texts as the best way 

to encourage students to study Literature. Equally important was the methodology used 

in teaching the subject, lessons needed to be more interesting and varied. Some students 

felt that there should be a greater focus on reading in primary schools and that Literature 

should be introduced as early as possible. They wanted the subject to be treated with as 

much importance as Mathematics and Science and its profile and exposure to the public 

be increased.  

According to the HODs, the most important factor in increasing the take-up rate 

for Literature was to change the mindset of the public and lift the profile of the subject. 

Literature needed to be seen as a worthwhile subject by parents and students and the 

misconception that it is more prestigious to be in a Science class needed to be dispelled. 
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In order to do this the subject needed to be publicised more widely and students’ first 

formal exposure to the subject at Secondary 1 needed to be a positive experience. 

Another strategy would be to review the assessment component to include more 

creative ways of assessment, removing the pressures of examinations. In line with 

changing the assessment mode would be improvement in methodology and quality of 

teachers. National policies would also need to be carefully considered in order to 

minimise their negative impact on the subject, such as those that resulted from the 

former national ranking exercise.  

Teachers wanted the profile of the subject to be lifted through publicity and 

recognition of the subject as an important and relevant at the school level as well as 

nationally. The subject should be marketed well to both students and parents in order to 

dispel the notion that Literature is a difficult subject to study and achieve good results. 

Good teachers and creative teaching were two ways cited and national policies of 

making the subject compulsory across all schools would help to foster more interest in 

Literature. One teacher mentioned choice of more popular texts that appeal to students 

as another contributing factor. 

 

Conclusion 

Based on the data from the cross case analysis, a number of themes emerged 

from the perspectives of all the participants in the case studies. Firstly, the study of 

Literature can make an important contribution to the holistic education of students, 

improving English Language proficiency, provided that students have a sufficient level 

of English Language proficiency. It encourages the development of higher order 

thinking and creativity and is also seen to be promoting the values of National 

Education. Secondly, the study of Literature is based mainly on a wider range of literary 

texts and not on the traditional British canon. It is noted that inclusion of local literature 
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has not made a significant impact on the study of Literature. Thirdly, the notion of 

‘correctness’ of English Language is a prevailing concern in literary texts used for 

study. The next theme that emerged was the fact that Literature in English has a low 

status as a subject for study, especially in the higher years of secondary education as it 

is perceived to offer limited options in career prospects. As a subject it is one in which it 

is difficult to achieve high grades, and therefore limits overall academic standing of 

individual students and schools. Lastly, the lack of desirability of Literature as a subject 

is exacerbated by a number of factors, namely the shortage of specialised literature 

teachers, poor promotion of prospective career opportunities, poor dissemination of new 

opportunities for tertiary study and the overwhelming focus on science, mathematics 

and technology in government policies. 

The next chapter will develop a series of theoretical propositions, based on the 

above themes, concerning how students and teachers deal with Literature studies in 

Singapore secondary schools, and will draw some implications for theory, policy and 

practice, and for further research.   
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CHAPTER 8: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

 

Introduction 

The aim of this study was to generate theory about how teachers and students 

deal with Literature in English studies in Singapore secondary schools. The research 

therefore sought to understand the place of Literature and its relevance in Singapore’s 

fast growing, constantly evolving and educationally challenging environment. The 

research also attempted to trace, after more than 50 years of independent self-

government, the evolution of the Literature curriculum from the colonial period to the 

present in an effort to understand the extent to which it has responded to global, 

economic and social influences. The perspectives of students, teachers and Heads of 

Department in five secondary schools on the teaching and learning of Literature in 

English were sought.  The previous two chapters presented the findings from the case 

studies conducted, and highlighted emergent themes. This present chapter explores 

some implications based on the emergent themes and develops a number of propositions 

towards a theory of how students and teachers deal with English Literature studies in 

Singapore secondary schools. The chapter commences with a summary of the research 

design. 

 

Overview of Research Design 

To reiterate, the research comprised in-depth case studies of five Singapore 

secondary schools, which were selected to represent the different types of schools, 

autonomous and mainstream government-aided and government, in Singapore. The 

study population comprised five Heads of Departments, ten teachers and 85 students. 

This research took an interpretivist approach and collected data from focus group 

interviews with students, semi-structured interviews with HODs, teacher questionnaires, 
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written protocol and documents. The case studies were collectively analysed, from 

which emergent themes were drawn and key propositions were formulated. 

The research was based around two Central Research Questions: 

1. What meanings and values do teachers and students ascribe to studying Literature in 
English in the contemporary Singaporean environment? 
 

2.  What impact do educational policies and curriculum changes have on the choice of 
Literature in English as a desirable curriculum subject? 
 

A summary of the analytic findings, in the form of theoretical propositions, is discussed 

in this chapter in relation to the conceptual framework adopted for this study (presented 

in Chapter 4). 

 

Summary of Findings 

 

Global Economic Forces 

 Singapore’s open economy responds to globalisation by aligning its foreign and 

domestic policies to maximise growth and in order to produce “the best workforce in 

the world” (Lee, K.Y., 2009). Education and training are vital means to develop 

Singapore’s only resource – its people. Education policies of the MOE are formulated to 

meet the changing demands necessitated by global economic forces.  

This study was conducted in the midst of the Global Financial crisis, which had 

its beginnings in mid 2007 and which progressed well into 2008. The economic climate 

had to be taken into consideration when interpreting the findings as the revised 

syllabuses for the ‘O’ and ‘N’ Level examinations, which saw the provision of a wider 

range of texts for study, came into force in 2007 and from 2008 onwards a Singaporean 

text, either prose or poetry, was to be included in the Unseen20 section of Paper 1 of the 

GEC ‘O’ Level Literature examination. Participants’ responses to some of the interview 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
20 The GCE ‘O’ and ‘N’ level Literature Paper consists of 2 papers, Paper 1 consists of Prose and Unseen 
Texts (either prose or poetry) and Paper 2 Drama. Each paper carries an equal weighting of 50%.  
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questions did reflect these economic concerns. The perception that Literature was a 

subject in which it is difficult to achieve high grades had long been embedded within 

the Singapore education system, and this was made worse with the introduction of the 

school ranking system (Chapter 2). Speaking at a seminar on the Teaching of Literature 

1997 at the Regional Language Centre in Singapore, the then chairman of the 

Government Parliamentary Committee for Education, Mr Loh Meng See, conceded that 

Literature was “a difficult subject to score high marks in examinations”, which resulted 

in many schools discouraging students from taking up the subject. (The Straits Times, 

16 August 1997). More students chose to study History and Geography instead of 

Literature as it was easier to score distinctions in these two subjects (The Straits Times, 

30 May 1997). Although changes have been made to the education system with respect 

to the school ranking exercise and the introduction of the Humanities subject with its 

flexible combinations of subjects for study (as elaborated in Chapter 2), the choice to 

study Literature is still viewed as limiting the overall academic standing of individual 

students. This has implications in a meritocratic society like Singapore, which 

“recognises and rewards everyone who works hard and excels” (Wong, 2000).  The 

need to excel academically, especially in the present economic climate, is crucial and 

the prevailing belief that Literature graduates would not be able to get jobs in the 

current climate, where the demand is in the financial, technological and scientific 

sectors, does not encourage students to pursue Literature studies at secondary school. 

Literature education is not seen as relevant in the current Singapore environment. 

Societal Influences: political, social and cultural 

Interviews with students and staff revealed the undeniable importance of 

Literature as a subject in secondary school. Many participants noted that the subject 

encourages the development of higher order thinking and creativity. An important point 

to note, however, is that the vision and mission of the school and its performance in the 
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School Achievement Table have an impact on the degree of importance students placed 

on the subject. Students in the high performing schools were more receptive to 

Literature studies and this was reflected in their positive feedback and points of view. 

Literature had a high functional element; the majority of students commented on 

its role in the improvement in English Language. There was consensus among students, 

teachers and Heads of Department that the study of Literature in English contributed 

greatly to increasing students’ proficiency in English Language. This placed Literature 

in the English as Skills quadrant (O’Neill, 1995), highlighting the authoritative and 

highly prescriptive control exerted by the top-down approach of the government and the 

MOE in educational issues, as discussed in Chapter 3.   

The study of Literature focussed mainly on the mastery of skills related to 

textual analysis and analysis of literary devices and techniques as reflected in the aims 

of the Literature syllabus (Figs. 5 & 6, p. 55 & 56). Nearly all participants in this 

research acknowledged the role of Literature in contributing to increased proficiency in 

English Language.  

Responses from students and teachers indicated that they did not place any 

importance on critical literacy in the teaching of Literature, only one HOD highlighted 

the importance of encouraging critical thinking through Literature (p. 113). An analysis 

of the syllabus also showed that only one of the aims of the syllabus could be linked to 

Cultural Criticism (Appendix 1). It was also noted that most respondents were framing 

the impact of linguistic and cultural backgrounds narrowly, in terms of textual 

accessibility and comprehensibility. In thinking critically, students would need to bring 

their background knowledge of their own cultures when engaging with texts so as to be 

able to “reflect on different social assumptions, judgements, and beliefs which are 

embodied in texts, and which different people bring to language and learning” (Davey, 

1993, as cited in Locke, 2000, p. 9). This would facilitate critical reading practices, 
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placing emphasis in another possible orientation of literary study (O’Neill, 1995). This 

has implications on how literary studies could be conducted in Singapore secondary 

schools in future, that is with an emphasis on the critical thinking aspect.    

There was a general consensus among the participants that the study of 

Literature can make an important contribution to the holistic education of students. The 

importance of Literature as an effective means for students “to explore moral and social 

issues” (CPDD, 2007, p. 2) was also highlighted and acknowledged by participants in 

this study. Although this objective was deemed important, it was not specifically listed 

as one of the aims under Section 2 of the 2007 Literature syllabus; instead it is placed in 

a separate section under Values (Appendix 11). There was no mention of moral and 

social issues in the 1999 Literature Syllabus. The Literature syllabuses consisted mainly 

of political, aesthetic and linguistic objectives, as identified in Appendix 1. Although it 

was noted by participants that the study of Literature could be used to promote the 

values of National Education, this was not made part of the Literature teaching syllabus 

in schools. The subject Social Studies appeared to have taken over the role of Literature 

in schools as the vehicle for the transmission of moral and social values through the 

teaching of National Education messages.  

 It was found that despite the importance placed on Literature in secondary 

schools, the subject had endured a very low status compared to other Humanities 

subjects. Many students did not consider the subject relevant to the contemporary 

Singaporean environment. The political and economic ‘directions’ that the country is 

taking appear to reinforce the irrelevance of the subject. Education policies such as the 

national ranking exercise and the reluctance of schools to offer the subject at ‘O’ level 

did not help to improve its status. The lack of emphasis on Literature and the over-

emphasis on subjects such as Mathematics and Science served to highlight the fact that 

Literature is not important or relevant in the future. Teacher shortage was a problem 
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faced by the schools and the use of unqualified relief teachers to teach the subject added 

to its lack of desirability as a subject. Literature was also perceived as a difficult subject 

in which to excel, due to its subjective nature and lack of tangible facts which could be 

memorised. All these factors have led to the marginalisation of the subject, and hence 

by association the teachers and students of Literature. This has tremendous implications 

on the process of teaching and learning. 

The discourse of government policies which highlighted Singapore as a centre of 

excellence in Mathematics and Science, and the promotion of a knowledge-based 

economy, made students move away from the study of Literature to subjects which they 

felt would get them jobs in the future. National Day and New Year ministerial speeches 

constantly highlight Singapore’s educational achievements in Science and Mathematics 

(2010) and MOE’s efforts to increase Singapore’s global competitiveness through the 

setting up of specialised schools and FutureSchools underscore the importance placed 

on Mathematics, Sciences and Technology (2007, 2008, 2011), as discussed in Chapter 

2.  

Singapore’s meritocratic system where individuals are recognised and rewarded 

solely on the basis of achievement, merit and hard work encourages vigorous 

competition at work and in schools. As a nation, Singapore needs to compete with 

neighbouring countries and have an edge over them (Lee, K.Y., 2009), and as people 

are the main resource, every individual feels the need to excel. However, as 

opportunities are tied to the goals of a knowledge-based economy, students do not 

follow through on their literature study because of its low marketability. Career 

prospects for Literature graduates were not considered as good as those for Mathematics 

and Science graduates. The Strategic and Skills-in-Demand List compiled by the 

Ministry of Manpower (2010) listed occupations that are “key to supporting the growth 

of key economic sectors in Singapore”, and most of the occupations that will be “in 
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strong demand by industries in the coming years” fall mainly in the manufacturing, 

construction, healthcare, finance, information communication and digital media sectors. 

Occupations in the tourism and retail sectors listed on the list require job-seekers to 

have technical backgrounds. For Literature graduates, the Faculty of Arts and Social 

Sciences of the National University of Singapore explains the benefits of the studying 

Literature as follows: 

 Students acquire sensitivity to the nuances of language and sophisticated 
communicative skills developed through prolonged engagement with  
literary texts and criticism. They will be trained to develop the critical  
ability and theories necessary to engage with a range of cultural texts  
such as film, various types of written discourse, advertising and media.  
 
       (NUS website, 2010) 
 

According to the Faculty, Literature graduates are “well equipped for a number of jobs 

– typical career areas of recent graduates include journalism, television, public relations 

in banks and other corporations, teaching and publishing” (NUS website, 2010). These 

careers, however, were not considered attractive in terms of status or financial 

remunerations as indicated by most of the participants in this research. 

 In the present study, cultural and linguistic factors did not present a major 

problem to students learning the subject. This was mainly because the texts chosen for 

study were within students’ realm of experiences and students were more confident in 

their knowledge of English, having studied it as a first language throughout their school 

years. Although schools had the autonomy to choose their own texts, most HODs stayed 

away from the more traditional English texts and although one school did introduce 

Shakespearean texts, this was done with a great deal of preparation and support.  

 The responses from participants for Central Research Question 1 have led to the 

development of the first proposition - although students and teachers recognise the 

functional importance of Literature and acknowledge its moral and social 

importance, they do not consider it an economically viable course of study.  
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Policy Makers, Teachers and Students 

 Changes to the syllabus and examination formats appeared to be the key movers 

of change within the Singapore education system. In his address at the 2006 MOE 

Literature Symposium, the former Minister of State for Education Rear Admiral (NS)  

Lui Tuck Yew commented on the impact of including Singaporean literature in the ‘O’ 

level examination: 

Introducing students to their nation’s literary voices also creates a sense of  
awareness of Singapore’s cultural capital.   

       (Lui, 2006) 
 

Teachers and Heads of Department were aware of the change in syllabus to 

include local literature though only one HOD could explain the reasons for this shift as 

she had been part of a review committee on the proposed syllabus change. She noted 

that: 

things don’t change when we get called for a review or a meeting…we’re just  
basically called to give input whenever they presented a tentative outline of the  
syllabus…Once they’ve decided on it, I don’t think (there’ll be changes) it’s not  
easy… 
 
      (HOD School D) 

 
There appears to be more of a one-way channel of communication for 

transmission of policies from the top, the government and the MOE, to school leaders. 

Although consultation and feedback were sought, most of the decision-making 

processes occurred at the national level and were initiated in response to global 

economic forces. The lack of communication between policy-makers and practitioners 

in schools was highlighted by the poor dissemination of information regarding the 

pathways of study for Literature beyond secondary levels. The majority of the 

participants had no knowledge of the H1, H2 and H3 pathways of study for Literature; 

in the case of teachers and Heads of Department, they were therefore not in a position to 

advise students of opportunities available for further study, thereby indirectly 

emphasising the lack of desirability of Literature as a subject in secondary school.  
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In an effort to overcome what Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong called “the most 

serious recession in half a century” (Lee, H.L., 2009), the introduction of local literature 

could be seen as a national move to promote harmony and strengthen local ties within 

the multi-racial communities. As mentioned in his 2006 speech, the then Minister for 

Education RAdm (NS) Lui Tuck Yew commented: 

 Positioning local literature in the classroom contributes to active citizenry and pride,  
 and nurtures a thinking society. 
       (Lui, 2006) 
 
In his speech, RAdm (NS) Lui also elaborated on some of the merits of Literature in 

that it 

enables us to have a deeper understanding of other subjects such as history  
and geography… 
is instrumental in shaping a nation’s identity and consciousness… 
captures the complexities of the human condition and the depth of human  
experiences…” 

       (Lui, 2006) 
 
However, these very objectives appear to overlap those of History, Geography and 

Social Studies subjects, which therefore diminishes the need to study Literature. 

Literature as a subject is therefore in direct competition with other Humanities subjects 

such as History and Geography and the introduction of Social Studies as a compulsory 

elective component of the Combined Humanities subject at upper secondary level, 

through which National Education messages are conveyed, nullifies the role of 

Literature in the teaching of moral and social values.  

Research shows that not many changes have been made to the Literature 

syllabuses other than the introduction of local texts and their inclusion in the ‘O’ Level 

examination. Choo (2004) attributes the ambivalent status of the subject Literature to 

the conflict in ideologies inherent in the subject and those of competing social groups, 

as well as ties to the colonial heritage in terms of texts and assessments which have 

remained largely unchanged. Although there were calls for schools to “shed their 

colonial mentality and introduce local writers to students” (The Straits Times, 1997) by 
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Associate Professor Kirpal Singh, then Head of Literature and Drama at the Singapore 

National Institute of Education, local texts were introduced in the ‘O’ Level syllabus 

only in 2008. He also commented on the fact that Singaporeans were “lacking 

confidence in their own literature” (ibid.) and this was illustrated in the responses of 

some of the participants elaborated in Chapter 7.  Poon (2009) contends that the current 

Literature syllabus statements and goals do not take into consideration the current 

global social, political, ethical and cultural issues. This could be seen in the analysis of 

MOE Literature syllabus statements (Appendix 1), which highlighted the fact that very 

few changes had been made over the years. Poon’s suggestion that cosmopolitanism be 

made an intellectual and ethical goal in order to ignite interest and significance in the 

subject entails the inclusion of more multi-cultural and multinational literature. To some 

extent this was supported by some of the participants of this research in terms of their 

positive responses to local literature. The mixed reactions of participants to the selection 

of texts to include more local texts reflect the participants’ resistance to change. 

Therefore changes such as the introduction of local texts in the Literature curriculum 

and the introduction of Social Studies as a school subject can only be effected from a 

top-down approach, consistent with the tight control exerted by the Singapore 

government on education. 

Based on the views of the participants on Central Research Question 2, a second 

proposition was developed – students and teachers respond primarily to changes 

initiated at the policy level by policy makers, who in turn develop policies based on 

societal influences and global economic forces.  

The traditional British canon which had been the main feature of the Literature 

syllabus in Singapore since colonial times had become less significant with the 

introduction of many literary texts from other parts of the world. Although its influence 

was still felt among the teachers and HODs interviewed who preferred the more 
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“traditional texts” and the “classics”, the majority of students had no knowledge of the 

canon or canonical writers.  

The majority of students and teachers in this present study were quite supportive 

of the move to include local literature in the curriculum. However, there was still a 

reluctance to move away from the more familiar traditional texts, as pointed out by two 

of the five HODs. One main concern was the standard of written English in local 

literature. The use of the colloquial variety of English, Singlish, in local texts was not 

viewed as setting the right example for students, as the use of Singlish is officially 

discouraged in the school setting. The strong government policy of encouraging the use 

of Standard English is in conflict with the use of Singlish by characters in many local 

texts, as well as by many students and teachers in communication with their peers and 

family members. In a research paper entitled Singlish in the School: An Impediment or a 

Resource (2007), Rubdy elicits students’ and teachers’ views regarding the use of 

Singlish in the classroom and whether the widespread use of Singlish is a cause for 

concern. Her study involved 690 primary school students, representing a good racial 

mix of Chinese, Malay and Indian, from 19 primary level classes in neighbourhood 

schools who completed questionnaires, and interviews were conducted with 57 students 

and 57 teachers. She found that 55% of students admitted that they used Singlish with 

their classmates in class discussions and 83% used it with their friends during recess. In 

addition, 65% felt comfortable while 71% felt that it was easier to communicate with 

their friends in Singlish. Almost all of the teachers interviewed admitted to using 

Singlish “under specific conditions” and provided “legitimate reasons for doing so”: 

such as “students’ low ability, to aid comprehension, to explain difficult points, to 

establish rapport or inject humour” (ibid.), regardless of the official stand discouraging 

its use in schools. Students’ reactions to teachers’ use of Singlish in class indicated 

strong disapproval with 84% of the students believing that “by (teachers) speaking 
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Singlish students would not be helped to speak Standard English” and this would affect 

their performance in examinations (ibid.) The lack of value attached to Singlish may 

have affected students’ and teachers’ perceptions of local literature, as these texts were 

considered of inferior quality in comparison to foreign texts. Most students did not think 

the move to include local literature would encourage more students to take up the 

subject, thus nullifying the objective outlined by RAdm (NS) Lui: 

While the merit and universal nature of canonical texts are uncontested, the  
best of Singaporean literature is equally deserving of study, and just as universal  
in themes and concerns. The familiar issues and themes in Singaporean  
writing engage Singaporean students on an intimate and personal level. 
      (Lui, 2006) 
 
The use of local texts to engage students “on an intimate and personal level” can 

be viewed as an attempt to forge a national identity within the multi-lingual and multi-

cultural Singaporean community. However, given the tension between Singlish and 

Standard English, this notion of identity may continue to be a contentious issue.  

Despite the huge success of local plays and sitcoms which makes use of 

Singlish, there appears to be a divide between the performing arts scene and the literary 

scene. The vibrant cultural arts programme and vision of a global arts city do not appear 

to support the growth of the literary scene in schools where local literature still needs to 

gain wide acceptance.  

These findings lead to the development of the third proposition – local literature 

has not yet made any significant impact on students and teachers in secondary 

schools in terms of promoting and encouraging the study of Literature. 

Based on the interviews conducted, it can be concluded that the culture of the 

school plays a huge part in determining the direction of curriculum programmes. As 

discussed in the cross-case analysis section on contexts, the vision and mission 

statements drive the learning programmes. Schools B’s focus on technology and 

innovation are translated in the focus of its learning programmes being on Mathematics 
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and Science. Students reflected this in their responses to interview questions where they 

did not think Literature was important or had relevance in their future.  

School leaders play an important part in influencing the direction of learning 

programmes. The HOD of School A was able to lift the profile of Literature in his 

school and generate enough interest to get students to take up the subject as a course of 

study. This was in addition to Literature in Chinese Language being offered at the O 

level examination. The HOD of School C was able to encourage all students from 

Secondary 1 to 4 to study the subject as a pure subject or an elective, as discussed in 

Chapter 6. Similarly, there was a tremendous increase in the number of students 

studying Literature since 2001 in School D and this was due to the extensive promotion 

of the subject to parents and students. Based on these observations, a fourth proposition 

was developed - school leaders have the autonomy and the ability to initiate change 

through the implementation of programmes and courses of study at the school level. 

Development of a Theory 

Based on the four key propositions, a theory of how students and teachers in 

Singapore secondary schools deal with Literature in English studies can be developed. 

This theory proposes that students and teachers possess a strong sense of complacency 

and ambivalence towards the teaching and learning of Literature as a subject in 

Singapore secondary schools. Students and teachers do not see the economic viability of 

pursuing Literature studies beyond the secondary levels. There is a tendency for the 

subject to be seen as an ‘elite’ subject, suitable only for students from the better 

performing schools. The subject Literature is seen as a disparate entity, unrelated to the 

vibrancy of the local Arts and literary environment. The future of the subject is 

dependent upon the formulation of policies by policy makers at the institutional and 

governmental levels, which are enacted at the school level without much resistance.   
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Contribution to Knowledge 

The dearth of literature on empirical studies pertaining to perspectives of 

students and teachers on the teaching and learning of Literature in Singapore secondary 

schools underscores the significance of this present study. This research positions itself 

amidst recent research in the field, namely Choo’s thesis on Investigating Ideology in 

the Literature Curriculum in Singapore (2004) and Poon’s research on Constructing the 

cosmopolitan subject: teaching secondary school literature in Singapore (2009). It adds 

to the body of research in the field by providing relevant empirical data pertaining to the 

meanings and values that students and teachers ascribe to the study of Literature in 

English in Singapore secondary schools. The opposing viewpoints, that on the one hand 

Literature is extremely important but on the other it has a very low status, suggest an 

uneasy discord which supports what Choo calls “a state of ambivalence”, which she 

attributed to conflicting ideologies. The analysis of syllabus documents and government 

policies serve to provide an insight into currently held ideologies within the Singapore 

educational environment. The findings of this study also provide data on the 

perspectives held by students and staff to support Choo’s research. Students’ and 

teachers’ responses to current educational policies and curriculum changes help to shed 

light on the possibilities of reconstructing the subject, as suggested by Poon (2009). 

Further research into the role of local literature in the curriculum, the continued 

development of the Literature curriculum in the Singapore education system, as well as 

the notions of identity and language associated with Literature would be relevant 

additions to the body of research in this area.  

 

Implications 

The implications from this research are wide-ranging and have potential 

influences on policies, practices and further research. Firstly, Literature needs to be seen 
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as more than a subject reserved only for a select few: those who are (1) intrinsically 

motivated to study it, (2) good enough in English to pursue it at post-secondary levels 

and (3) pursuing a career in teaching or the arts. There has been a gradual change in 

policies of the MOE regarding the teaching of Literature with more autonomy given to 

schools on choices of texts for study. It is in the hands of the practitioners to implement 

change at the micro-level in schools. 

Secondly, to reiterate Choo’s view, the reluctance to free the curriculum from its 

colonial influences reinforces its “ambivalent position” (Choo, 2004, p. 77). Although 

the government has taken the initiative of revising the ‘O’ and ‘N’ level syllabuses to 

include local texts and increase the range of texts, the status of Literature has not 

improved. Literature may be more successful as a non-examinable subject to be studied 

purely for appreciation rather than an examinable one. It needs to be seen as a viable 

subject for study, possibly by incorporating it into either English Studies or Social 

Studies or expanded as Cultural Studies.  

Thirdly, the vital link between the subject Literature and the local Performing 

Arts and Literary scene needs to be made and continually reinforced in order to increase 

its relevance in the contemporary Singaporean environment. Literature as a subject 

needs to free itself from the colonial ‘baggage’ and develop its own independent 

identity.  Singapore literature has also developed significantly over the years and as a 

young nation, the incorporation of local literature in the school curriculum would help 

promote and strengthen national identity.  

Finally, although Singapore has responded positively to global economic forces, 

by upskilling its workforce and expanding foreign policies to attract overseas 

investments among other initiatives, necessary changes to the Literature curriculum to 

bring the subject into the 21st century, such as a more varied curriculum to include 

different genres as well as a more encompassing mode of assessment, have not been 
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made. In Singapore’s environment of constant change, where the need “to continually 

reconstruct itself and keep its relevance to the world” (Lee, K.Y., 2009) is vital, the 

aims and objectives of the Literature curriculum remained stagnant. Literature is viewed 

as an indulgence and can therefore do with just minor improvements to its curriculum. 

The calls for a change in mindset from students of Literature and Literature teachers 

who are marginalised by association cannot be ignored and need to be actioned by 

stakeholders at all levels. 

 

Conclusion 

This research recognises the fact that it takes a long time for a literary culture to 

be established, especially in post-colonial countries which still retain some of the 

educational practices and standards of the colonial past. Having attained economic 

stability and internal cohesion, the time is conducive for the concerted development of a 

multi-racial literary culture in Singapore. Singapore students are being internationally 

ranked among the top in Reading, Mathematics and Science and the Singapore 

educational system is first in quality in the Global Competitiveness Report (MOE 

corporate brochure, 2010). Singapore is fast becoming a regional financial and 

technological hub, with a vibrant Arts scene especially in the area of performing arts. 

Within this stable environment, the potential for the development of an exciting, current 

and meaningful literature programme would only enhance one of the best performing 

school systems. 
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Appendix 1: Table of comparison of objectives of Literature syllabuses from the 
colonial period to 2007 (Adapted from Choo, S. (2004) Investigating Ideology in the 
Literature curriculum in Singapore. Unpublished master’s thesis. Department of English 
Language and Literature: National University of Singapore). 
	  
Objectives Colonial period 1989 1998-2002 2007 
Moral 
objectives 

Moral, political, 
aesthetic objectives  
 
The primary aim of 
reading (except in 
textbooks for 
specialised 
subjects) is 
enjoyment. This 
implies, among 
other things, simple 
amusement, delight 
in absurdity, 
imaginative 
speculation, 
emotion, the 
intellectual 
stimulus of brilliant 
or profound 
thoughts, and 
pleasure in a tale 
well-told…the art 
of reading must be 
practised to achieve 
the aim of reading. 
When students 
have mastered the 
mere mechanics of 
reading they must 
be initiated into the 
subtleties of 
language and 
thought and 
imagination, which 
make for true 
appreciation. (The 
aim of reading from 
“Literature”).  
Personal Growth / 
Cultural Heritage 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

It is also a subject 
that offers 
excellent 
opportunities for 
self-knowledge 
and personal 
development. This 
is because the 
study of Literature 
often increases our 
understanding of 
life and helps us to 
be more aware of 
the human 
condition 
(Rationale 2) 
Personal Growth / 
Cultural Heritage 
 
During Literature 
lessons, a wide 
range of inter-
related social 
topics can be 
discussed. Indeed, 
Literature 
provides a 
concrete forum for 
discussion of 
morals and values. 
(Rationale 4) 
Personal Growth / 
Cultural Heritage 
 

- - 
 
 
 

Political 
objectives 

Studying 
Literature makes 
us aware of other 
peoples’ value 
systems, cultures 
and way of life. It 
is thus an 
excellent means of 
promoting 
international 
understanding and 
broadening a 
person’s 
experience 
(Rationale 3) 
Personal Growth / 

Explore areas of 
human concern, 
thus leading to a 
greater 
understanding of 
themselves and 
others (Aim 2) 
 
Personal Growth 
/ Cultural 
Heritage 

Understand the 
importance of 
the contexts in 
which literary 
texts are 
written and 
understood 
(Aim 5) 
Cultural 
Criticism 
 
Engage 
personally with 
texts, showing 
a strong 
intellectual and 
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- 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
- 

Cultural Heritage 
 
 
Studying the 
Literature of one’s 
own nation 
inculcates a sense 
of pride in 
national ideals and 
cultural heritage 
(Rationale 5) 
Personal Growth / 
Cultural Heritage 

emotional 
awareness of 
themes, 
characters, 
settings and 
contexts (Aim 
6) 
Personal 
Growth / 
Cultural 
Heritage 
 

Aesthetic 
objective 

Literature study is 
pleasurable and 
because it is so, it 
helps to inculcate 
a reading habit 
which can be 
sustained into 
adulthood 
(Rationale 6) 
Personal Growth / 
Functional 
English 
 
Literature 
contributes to the 
development of 
taste and the 
refinements of 
sensibilities. An 
appreciation of 
Literature is one 
of the marks of a 
well-educated 
person (Rationale 
7) 
Personal Growth / 
Cultural Heritage 

Enjoy the reading 
of Literature and 
appreciate its 
contribution to 
aesthetic and 
imaginative 
growth (Aim 1) 
 
Personal Growth 
/ Cultural 
Heritage 
 
Read, understand 
and respond to 
various types of 
literary texts to 
appreciate the 
ways in which 
writers achieve 
their effects, and 
to develop 
information 
retrieval 
strategies for the 
purposes of 
literary study 
(Aim 3) 
Personal Growth 
/ Cultural 
Heritage / 
Functional 
English 
 

Discover the 
joys of reading 
Literature and 
become aware 
of new ways of 
perceiving the 
world around 
them (Aim 1) 
Personal 
Growth / 
Cultural 
Heritage 

Linguistic 
objective 

Literature is an 
extension of 
language learning. 
Apart from other 
aspects, it 
provides examples 
of the effective 
use of language 
which pupils can 
study and emulate. 

Construct and 
convey meaning 
clearly and 
coherently in 
written and 
spoken language 
(Aim 4) 
Functional 
English 

Explore the 
elements of 
different 
genres via the 
study of 
literary texts 
and to 
understand 
how these 
function in 



	   	   	  
	  

	   220	  

Their sharpened 
awareness of 
language will 
motivate them to 
use language more 
creatively 
themselves 
(Rationale 1) 
Functional 
English 
 

enabling 
literary works 
to achieve their 
desired ends 
(Aim 2) 
Functional 
English 
 
Articulate 
perceptive and 
logical 
thinking when 
discussing and 
writing about 
Literature 
(Aim 3) 
Functional 
English 
 
Select and 
interpret 
relevant 
material 
judiciously and 
to express 
ideas in 
coherent and 
clear English 
(Aim 4) 
Functional 
English 
 

Pragmatic 
objectives 

Knowledge of the 
subject is highly 
desirable for 
intending entrants 
to humanities and 
law courses in 
tertiary 
institutions 
(Rationale 8) 
Functional 
English 
 
For a student 
oriented towards 
science and 
mathematics 
subjects, 
Literature may be 
a welcome change 
and an avenue to a 
more balanced 
education 
(Rationale 9) 
Personal Growth 

-  



	   	   	  
	  

	   221	  

Appendix 2: Letter to Principal & Consent 
 
 

To:  
The Principal 
_________________________ 
_________________________ 
_________________________ 
_________________________ 
 
From: 
Mrs Rozita Dass 
19 Fireball Way 
OCEAN REEF 
Western Australia 6027 
 
Dear 
 
I would like to invite you to participate in a study on “Towards a Theory of how 
Teachers and Students in Singapore secondary schools deal with Literature in 
English studies”.      
 
I am conducting this research as a doctoral student of the Graduate School of Education 
at the University of Western Australia. Using the data generated by your teachers, 
students and other participants, I aim to analyse the ways in which teachers and students 
manage the teaching and learning of English Literature within the existing political, 
economic, cultural and social climate. I have sought and obtained the approval from the 
Ministry of Education, Singapore, to collect data from schools. 
 
By participating in this research, you and your school are making a significant 
contribution to the development of English Literature studies in Singapore schools. 
There is little published research on the perspectives of teachers and students on English 
Literature studies and you can help contribute to the body of knowledge in this area.  
The perspectives of your teachers and students will also provide further knowledge in 
refining the curriculum for English Literature in Singapore. 
 
I request your permission to conduct the following: 
- one (or possibly two) interview(s) with your English Head of Department, of no   
more than 45 minutes’ duration.  
- an open-ended survey to be done by 2 Literature teachers 
- semi-structured focus-group interviews with Sec 2, Sec 3 and Sec 4 students. Each 
  focus group will have not more than 5 students and will take up about 40 minutes of 
interview time.  
 
In total, 20 students and 3 teachers from your school will be involved in the research. 
The research will be carried out between 7 July to 18 July 2008. I would also like to 
assure you that the research will not interfere with your school programme or be 
conducted during school busy periods.   
 
Interviews will be electronically recorded and then transcribed prior to analysis. 
Permission will be sought from all participants and their contribution will be entirely 
confidential and they will not be identified personally in any way.  
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Your contribution in this research will be entirely confidential and your school will not 
be identified in any way. If you consent to this request, I would ask that you return the 
consent form, in the reply-paid envelope, and I will then contact you or your English 
Head of Department to make the necessary arrangements.  
 
The Committee for Human Rights at the University of Western Australia has given 
ethics approval for the conduct of this research. If you have any concern, you can 
contact the Secretary, Human Research Ethics Committee, Registrar’s Office, 
University of Western Australia. 35 Stirling Highway, Crawley, WA 6009 (tel: 08 6488 
3703). All study participants will be provided with a copy of this letter/information 
sheet and a consent form for their personal records.  
 
If you would like to discuss any aspect of this study, please contact me at the above 
address, or via email at dassr01@student.uwa.edu.au , or by telephone at (618) 9402 
5005. My supervisors are also available to discuss any aspect of this research. They can 
be contacted as shown below: 
 
Associate Professor Marnie O’Niell   Associate Professor Anne 
Chapman 
Tel: (618) 6488 2392     Tel: (618) 6488 2387 
e-mail: Marnie.O’Neill@uwa.edu.au   e-mail: 
Anne.Chapman@uwa.edu.au 
 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 
Rozita Dass 
Research Student 
 
 
 
 
A/P Marnie O’Neill     A/P Anne Chapman 
Chief Supervisor     Supervisor 
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Consent Form 
 

Towards a Theory of how Teachers and Students in Singapore secondary schools 
deal with Literature in English studies. 
 
I have read the attached information and agree to the participation of my teachers and 
students in the research study titled above, to be conducted by Rozita Dass, and 
supervised by Associate Professors Marnie O’Neill and Anne Chapman. 
 
I have been advised as to what data is being collected, what the purpose is, and what 
will be done with the data upon the completion of the research.  
 
I am aware that the participation would involve the following: 

• a maximum of two separate interviews of no more than 45 minutes duration 
with my English Head of Department  

• an open ended survey to be completed by 2 Literature teachers  
• semi-structured focus group (5 students per group) interviews of no more than 

40 minutes duration with identified Sec 2, Sec 3 and Sec 4 students 
 
during which time they will be asked questions about their perspectives on the teaching 
and learning of English literature in the secondary school 
 
I understand that they may withdraw at any time if they so wish. I understand that all 
information they provided will be coded to maintain anonymity. Transcripts of the 
information provided by the Head of Department will be given to him/her for 
verification. The nature of focus group interviews precludes this verification procedure. 
 
I understand that all information provided is treated as strictly confidential and will not 
be released by the researcher unless required by law, and that pseudonyms will be used 
for all participants to ensure confidentiality.  
 
I understand that the completed dissertation may be published some time in the future.  
 
Principal’s name: __________________________ 
School: _____________________________ 
E-mail: _____________________________ 
 
Signed_____________________________________ Date:_________________ 
 
 
The Human Research Ethics Committee at the University of Western Australia requires 
that all participants are informed that, if they have any complaint regarding the manner, 
in which a research project is conducted, it may be given to the researcher, or, 
alternatively to the Secretary, Human Research Ethics Committee, Registrar’s Office, 
University of Western Australia. 35 Stirling Highway, Crawley, WA 6009 (tel: 08 6488 
3703). All study participants will be provided with a copy of this letter/information sheet 
and a consent form for their personal records.  
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Appendix 3: Letter to Head of Department & Consent    
 
 

Information Letter 
 

 
Dear  
 
I would like to invite you to participate in a research study on “Towards a Theory of 
how Teachers and Students in Singapore secondary schools deal with Literature in 
English studies”. 
 
Mrs Rozita Dass, a doctoral student of the Graduate School of Education at the 
University of Western Australia, is conducting this research. The data generated by you 
and other participants will be analysed to identify the ways in which teachers and 
students manage the teaching and learning of English Literature within the existing 
political, economic, cultural and social climate. Approval to collect data has been 
sought and obtained from the Ministry of Education, Singapore.  
 
By participating in this research, you are making a significant contribution to the 
development of English Literature studies in Singapore schools. There is little published 
research on the perspectives of teachers and students on English Literature studies and 
you can help contribute to the body of knowledge in this area.  Your perspective will 
also provide further knowledge in refining the curriculum for English Literature in 
Singapore. 
 
I request your permission for Mrs Dass to conduct one (or possibly two) interview(s) 
with you, of no more than 45 minutes’ duration. This (these) will be electronically 
recorded and then transcribed prior to analysis. A copy of the transcript for you to read 
and verify prior to the analysis can be provided, if you so wish. In total 20 students and 
3 teachers from your school will be involved in the research. The research will be 
carried out between 7 July and 18 July 2008. 
 
Your contribution will be entirely confidential and you will not be identified personally 
in any way. You may withdraw from the study at any time. If you consent to this 
request, I would ask that you return the consent form, in the reply-paid envelope; Mrs 
Dass will then contact you or your English Head of Department to make the necessary 
arrangements.  
 
The Committee for Human Rights at the University of Western Australia has given 
ethics approval for the conduct of this research. If you have any concern, you can 
contact the Secretary, Human Research Ethics Committee, Registrar’s Office, 
University of Western Australia, 35 Stirling Highway, Crawley, WA 6009 (tel: 08 6488 
3703). All study participants will be provided with a copy of this letter/information 
sheet and a consent form for their personal records.  
 
If you would like to discuss any aspect of this study, please contact Mrs Dass by email 
at dassr01@student.uwa.edu.au , by telephone at (618) 9402 5005, or at the address 
below: 
Mrs Rozita Dass 
19 Fireball Way 
OCEAN REEF 
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Western Australia 6027 
 
The supervisors are also available to discuss any aspect of this research; they can be 
contacted as shown below: 
 
 
Associate Professor Marnie O’Neill   Associate Professor Anne 
Chapman 
Tel: (618) 6488 2392     Tel: (618) 6488 2387 
e-mail: Marnie.O’Neill@uwa.edu.au   e-mail: 
Anne.Chapman@uwa.edu.au 
 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 
A/P Marnie O’Neill 
Co-ordinating Supervisor  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Human Research Ethics Committee at the University of Western Australia 
requires that all participants are informed that, if they have any complaint 
regarding the manner, in which a research project is conducted, it may be given to 
the researcher, or, alternatively to the Secretary, Human Research Ethics 
Committee, Registrar’s Office, University of Western Australia, 35 Stirling 
Highway, Crawley, WA 6009 (tel: 08 6488 3703). All study participants will be 
provided with a copy of this letter/information sheet and a consent form for their 
personal records.  
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 Consent Form  
 

 
Towards a Theory of how Teachers and Students in Singapore secondary schools 
deal with Literature in English studies”. 
 
I have read the attached information and agree to participate in the research study titled 
above, to be conducted by Rozita Dass, and supervised by Associate Professors Marnie 
O’Neill and Anne Chapman. 
 
I have been advised as to what data is being collected, what the purpose is, and what 
will be done with the data upon the completion of the research.  
 
I am aware that my participation should involve a maximum of two separate interviews 
of no more than 45 minutes duration during which time I will be asked questions about 
my perspective on the teaching and learning of English literature in the secondary 
school. 
 
I understand that I may withdraw at any time if I so wish. I understand that all 
information I provide will be coded to maintain anonymity and that transcripts of the 
information will be provided to me for verification.  
 
I understand that all information provided is treated as strictly confidential and will not 
be released by the researcher unless required by law, and that pseudonyms will be used 
for all participants to ensure confidentiality.  
 
I understand that the completed dissertation may be published some time in the future.  
 
 
Participant’s name: _______________________________ 

School: __________________________________ 

E-mail: __________________________________ 

 
Signed_____________________________________ Date:_________________ 
 
 
The Human Research Ethics Committee at the University of Western Australia 
requires that all participants are informed that, if they have any complaint 
regarding the manner, in which a research project is conducted, it may be given to 
the researcher, or, alternatively to the Secretary, Human Research Ethics 
Committee, Registrar’s Office, University of Western Australia. 35 Stirling 
Highway, Crawley, WA 6009 (tel: 08 6488 3703). All study participants will be 
provided with a copy of this letter/information sheet and a consent form for their 
personal records.  
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Appendix 4: Letter to Teachers & Consent 
 
 
 
Dear  
 
I would like to invite you to participate in a research study on “Towards a Theory of 
how Teachers and Students in Singapore secondary schools deal with Literature in 
English studies”. 
 
Mrs Rozita Dass, a doctoral student of the Graduate School of Education at the 
University of Western Australia, is conducting this research. The data generated by you 
and other participants will be analysed to identify the ways in which teachers and 
students manage the teaching and learning of English Literature within the existing 
political, economic, cultural and social climate. Approval to collect data has been 
sought and obtained from the Ministry of Education, Singapore.  
 
By participating in this research, you are making a significant contribution to the 
development of English Literature studies in Singapore schools. There is little published 
research on the perspectives of teachers and students on English Literature studies and 
you can help contribute to the body of knowledge in this area.  Your perspective will 
also provide further knowledge in refining the curriculum for English Literature in 
Singapore. 
 
I request your participation in an open-ended survey which would take no more than 30 
minutes to complete. In total 20 students and 3 teachers from your school will be 
involved in the research. The research will be carried out between 7 July and 18 July 
2008. 
 
Your contribution will be entirely confidential and you will not be identified personally 
in any way. You may withdraw from the study at any time. If you consent to this 
request, I would ask that you return the consent form, in a sealed envelope, to your 
English Head of Department.   
  
The Committee for Human Rights at the University of Western Australia has given 
ethics approval for the conduct of this research. If you have any concern, you can 
contact the Secretary, Human Research Ethics Committee, Registrar’s Office, 
University of Western Australia, 35 Stirling Highway, Crawley, WA 6009 (tel: 08 6488 
3703). All study participants will be provided with a copy of this letter/information 
sheet and a consent form for their personal records.  
 
If you would like to discuss any aspect of this study, please contact Mrs Dass by email 
at dassr01@student.uwa.edu.au , by telephone at (618) 9402 5005, or at the address 
below: 
Mrs Rozita Dass 
19 Fireball Way 
OCEAN REEF 
Western Australia 6027 
 
The supervisors are also available to discuss any aspect of this research; they can be 
contacted as shown below: 
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Associate Professor Marnie O’Neill   Associate Professor Anne 
Chapman 
Tel: (618) 6488 2392     Tel: (618) 6488 2387 
e-mail: Marnie.O’Neill@uwa.edu.au   e-mail: 
Anne.Chapman@uwa.edu.au 
 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 
A/P Marnie O’Neill 
Co-ordinating Supervisor  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Human Research Ethics Committee at the University of Western Australia 
requires that all participants are informed that, if they have any complaint 
regarding the manner, in which a research project is conducted, it may be given to 
the researcher, or, alternatively to the Secretary, Human Research Ethics 
Committee, Registrar’s Office, University of Western Australia, 35 Stirling 
Highway, Crawley, WA 6009 (tel: 08 6488 3703). All study participants will be 
provided with a copy of this letter/information sheet and a consent form for their 
personal records.  
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 Consent Form  
 
Towards a Theory of how Teachers and Students in Singapore secondary schools 
deal with Literature in English studies.      
 
I have read the attached information and agree to the participation of my teachers and 
students in the research study titled above, to be conducted by Rozita Dass, and 
supervised by Associate Professors Marnie O’Neill and Anne Chapman. 
 
I have been advised as to what data is being collected, what the purpose is, and what 
will be done with the data upon the completion of the research.  
 
I am aware that the participation would involve completing an open-ended survey 
which would take no more than 30 minutes to complete, in which I would be asked 
questions about my perspectives on the teaching and learning of English literature in the 
secondary school. 
 
I understand that I may withdraw at any time if they so wish. I understand that all 
information I provide will be coded to maintain anonymity.   
 
I further understand that all information provided is treated as strictly confidential and 
will not be released by the researcher unless required by law, and that pseudonyms will 
be used for all participants to ensure confidentiality.  
 
I understand that the completed dissertation may be published some time in the future.  
 
 
Participant’s name: _________________________ 
 
School: ________________________ 
 
E-mail: ________________________ 
 
 
Signed_____________________________________ Date:_________________ 
 
 
The Human Research Ethics Committee at the University of Western Australia 
requires that all participants are informed that, if they have any complaint 
regarding the manner, in which a research project is conducted, it may be given to 
the researcher, or, alternatively to the Secretary, Human Research Ethics 
Committee, Registrar’s Office, University of Western Australia. 35 Stirling 
Highway, Crawley, WA 6009 (tel: 08 6488 3703). All study participants will be 
provided with a copy of this letter/information sheet and a consent form for their 
personal records.  
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Appendix 5: Letter to Parent & Consent 
 

Information Letter 
 

 
Dear Parent, 
 
I would like to invite you and your son/daughter to participate in a research study on 
“Towards a Theory of how Teachers and Students in Singapore secondary schools 
deal with Literature in English studies”. 
 
Mrs Rozita Dass, a doctoral student of the Graduate School of Education at the 
University of Western Australia, is conducting this research. The data generated by your 
son/daughter and other participants will be analysed to identify the ways in which 
teachers and students manage the teaching and learning of English Literature within the 
existing political, economic, cultural and social climate. Approval to collect data has 
been sought and obtained from the Ministry of Education, Singapore.  
 
By participating in this research, you and your son/daughter are making a significant 
contribution to the development of English Literature studies in Singapore schools. 
There is little published research on the perspectives of teachers and students on English 
Literature studies and you can help contribute to the body of knowledge in this area.  
Your child’s perspective will also provide further knowledge in refining the curriculum 
for English Literature in Singapore. 
 
I request your permission for Mrs Dass to conduct one semi-structured focus-group 
interview with your child. Each focus group will have not more than 5 students and will 
take up about 40 minutes of interview time. The interview will take place in school 
during school hours and will be conducted with the least amount of disruption to the 
timetable.  
 
In total 20 students and 3 teachers from your child’s school will be involved in the 
research. The research will be carried out between 7 July and 18 July 2008.  
 
Your child’s contribution will be entirely confidential and he/she will not be identified 
personally in any way. You may withdraw your child from the study at any time. If you 
consent to this request, I would ask that you and your child fill in the consent forms and 
return them to the school. Your child will be informed of the interview in due course.  
 
The Committee for Human Rights at the University of Western Australia has given 
ethics approval for the conduct of this research. If you have any concern, you can 
contact the Secretary, Human Research Ethics Committee, Registrar’s Office, 
University of Western Australia, 35 Stirling Highway, Crawley, WA 6009 (tel: 08 6488 
3703). All study participants will be provided with a copy of this letter/information 
sheet and a consent form for their personal records.  
 
If you would like to discuss any aspect of this study, please contact Mrs Dass by email 
at dassr01@student.uwa.edu.au , by telephone at (618) 9402 5005, or at the address 
below: 
Mrs Rozita Dass 
19 Fireball Way 
OCEAN REEF 
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Western Australia 6027 
 
The supervisors are also available to discuss any aspect of this research; they can be 
contacted as shown below: 
 
Associate Professor Marnie O’Neill   Associate Professor Anne 
Chapman 
Tel: (618) 6488 2392     Tel: (618) 6488 2387 
e-mail: Marnie.O’Neill@uwa.edu.au   e-mail: 
Anne.Chapman@uwa.edu.au 
 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 
A/P Marnie O’Neill 
Co-ordinating Supervisor  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Human Research Ethics Committee at the University of Western Australia 
requires that all participants are informed that, if they have any complaint 
regarding the manner, in which a research project is conducted, it may be given to 
the researcher, or, alternatively to the Secretary, Human Research Ethics 
Committee, Registrar’s Office, University of Western Australia, 35 Stirling 
Highway, Crawley, WA 6009 (tel: 08 6488 3703). All study participants will be 
provided with a copy of this letter/information sheet and a consent form for their 
personal records.  
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Consent Form (Parent) 

 
Towards a Theory of how Teachers and Students in Singapore secondary schools 
deal with Literature in English studies.      
 
I have read the attached information and agree to my child’s participation in the 
research study titled above, to be conducted by Rozita Dass, and supervised by 
Associate Professors Marnie O’Neill and Anne Chapman. 
 
I have been advised as to what data is being collected, what the purpose is, and what 
will be done with the data upon the completion of the research.  
 
I am aware that my child’s participation would involve one semi-structured focus group 
interview of no more than 40 minutes duration during which time he/she will be asked 
questions about his/her perspective on the teaching and learning of English literature in 
the secondary school. 
 
I understand that I may withdraw my child at any time if I so wish. I further understand 
that all information he/she provides will be coded to maintain anonymity and that all 
information provided is treated as strictly confidential and will not be released by the 
researcher unless required by law.  
 
I understand that the completed dissertation may be published some time in the future.  
 
Participant’s name: _____________________________ 

Age: _______________________ 

Gender: ____________________ 

School: ___________________________________ 

 
Parent/Legal guardian’s name: ___________________________ 
 
Parent/Legal guardian’s signature_____________________________________ 
 
Date:_________________ 
 
 
The Human Research Ethics Committee at the University of Western Australia 
requires that all participants are informed that, if they have any complaint 
regarding the manner, in which a research project is conducted, it may be given to 
the researcher, or, alternatively to the Secretary, Human Research Ethics 
Committee, Registrar’s Office, University of Western Australia, 35 Stirling 
Highway, Crawley, WA 6009 (tel: 08 6488 3703). All study participants will be 
provided with a copy of this letter/information sheet and a consent form for their 
personal records.  
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Consent Form (Student) 
 

 
Towards a Theory of how Teachers and Students in Singapore secondary schools 
deal with Literature in English studies.      
 
I have read the attached information and agree to participate in the research study titled 
above, to be conducted by Rozita Dass, and supervised by Associate Professors Marnie 
O’Neill and Anne Chapman. 
 
I have been advised as to what data is being collected, what the purpose is, and what 
will be done with the data upon the completion of the research.  
 
I am aware that my participation would involve one semi-structured focus group 
interview of no more than 40 minutes duration during which time I will be asked 
questions about my perspective on the teaching and learning of English literature in the 
secondary school. 
 
I understand that I may withdraw at any time if I so wish. I further understand that all 
information I provide will be coded to maintain anonymity and that all information 
provided is treated as strictly confidential and will not be released by the researcher 
unless required by law.  
 
I understand that the completed dissertation may be published some time in the future.  
 
Participant’s name: __________________________________ 

Age: ____________________ 

Gender: __________________ 

School: _______________________________ 

 
 
Participant’s signature_____________________________________ 
 
Date:_________________ 
 
 
The Human Research Ethics Committee at the University of Western Australia 
requires that all participants are informed that, if they have any complaint 
regarding the manner, in which a research project is conducted, it may be given to 
the researcher, or, alternatively to the Secretary, Human Research Ethics 
Committee, Registrar’s Office, University of Western Australia, 35 Stirling 
Highway, Crawley, WA 6009 (tel: 08 6488 3703). All study participants will be 
provided with a copy of this letter/information sheet and a consent form for their 
personal records.  
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Appendix 6 
 
INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR STUDENTS   (S, E, N refer to the Special, Express and 
Normal streams) 

CENTRAL 
RESEARCH 
QUESTIONS 

GUIDING QUESTIONS INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
 

1. What meanings and 
values do teachers and 
students ascribe to 
studying Literature in 
English in the 
contemporary 
Singaporean 
environment? 
 

1.1 What are the literature 
teachers’ and students’ 
perspectives on the 
status of Literature in 
secondary schools? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1.2 Do teachers and 
students consider that 
the study of English 
Literature contributes 
to increased 
proficiency in English 
language? 

 
1.3 In what ways do 

political, economic, 
cultural and linguistic 
factors influence the 
meanings and values 
that teachers and 
students ascribe to 
studying Literature in 
English? 

 
 
 

1.1.1 Do you think Literature is an 
important subject in secondary 
schools? Why/Why not? 
 
1.1.2 What do you think is the 
status of Literature as compared 
to the other subjects? Why do you 
think this is so? 
 
1.1.3 What do you think is the 
reason for studying Literature? 
 
1.1.4 Do you think you will 
choose to study Literature at Sec 3 
level? Why/Why not? (Focus 
Group 1: Sec 2 S/E, N students) 
 
or      Why did you choose to 
study Literature (instead of other 
Humanities subjects)? (Focus 
Group 2 & 3: Sec 3 & Sec 4 
students) 
 
or      Why did you choose to 
study other Humanities subjects 
instead of Literature? (Focus 
Group 4: Sec 3 & 4 Non-Lit 
students) 
 
1.2.1 Will studying Literature 
help you become more proficient 
in English language? Why do 
think so? 
 
 
 
 
1.3.1 In what ways do you think 
your linguistic/cultural 
background has an impact on your 
study of Literature? 
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2. What impact do 
educational policies and 
curriculum changes 
have on the choice of 
Literature in English as 
a desirable curriculum 
subject? 
 

   
   2.1 What are the 
          differences (from the  
          perspectives of  
          the teachers and HODs)   
          between the old and the 
          new literature 
          syllabuses, how has the 
          emphasis shifted and  
          what are the reasons  
          for the shift? 
 
2.2 What impact do teachers 
       and students think   
       inclusion of local texts  
       written in English had on 
       the popularity of the  
       subject? 
 
 
 
 
 
2.3 Do teachers and students  
       consider that the 
       provision of different   
       pathways for the study of  
       Literature in English 
       beyond secondary  
       levels will result in a    
       higher take-up rate of  
       Literature as a course of 
       study at university level? 
 
 

 
2.1.1 What are the differences 
(from the perspectives of the 
teachers and HODs) between the 
old and the new literature 
syllabuses, how has the emphasis 
shifted and what are the reasons 
for the shift? 
 
 
 
 
2.2.1 What do you think of the 
literature texts that have been 
chosen for the students? 
 
2.2.2 What do you think of the 
inclusion of local texts in the 
study of Literature? Does this 
make the subject easier/more 
popular? 
 
 
2.3.1 What do you know of the 
provision of different pathways 
for the study of Literature beyond 
secondary levels? 
 
2.3.2 What are the prospects for 
students who choose Literature as 
a course of study at university? 
 
2.3.3 What do you think needs to 
be done to encourage more 
students to take up the study of 
Literature in secondary schools? 
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Appendix 7 
Written Protocol 
Focus Group Summary Sheet 
Focus Group: ___________ 
 
Please complete the survey questions using the flowing scale: 
Strongly Disagree     Disagree Agree  Strongly Agree 
       SD           D      A          SA 
 
 
TEXT SELECTION                 Circle your answer 
 
1. Texts from the British canon give a clear understanding          SD     D      A      SA 
    of British culture. 
 
2. Texts from the British canon are interesting and relevant.   SD     D      A      SA 
 
3. Local texts should be included in the study of Literature           SD     D      A      SA 
    in schools. 
 
4. The inclusion of local texts makes it easier to study Literature.         SD     D      A      SA 
 
 
VALUE OF LITERATURE 
 
5. Studying Literature helps students become more proficient in English.       SD     D      A      SA 
 
6. The study of Literature is important in secondary schools.                   SD     D      A      SA 
 
7. Students who study Literature have good career prospects.                          SD     D      A      SA 
 
 
OPEN RESPONSE SECTION (Answer Q8 or Q9) 
 
8. What are 3 factors that made you choose to study Literature? 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
9. Give reasons why you would not study / further study Literature. 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix 8 
 
INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR HEADS OF DEPARTMENT   

CENTRAL 
RESEARCH 
QUESTIONS 

GUIDING QUESTIONS INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
 

1. What meanings and 
values do teachers and 
students ascribe to 
studying Literature in 
English in the 
contemporary 
Singaporean 
environment? 
 

1.1 What are the literature 
teachers’ and students’ 
perspectives on the 
status of Literature in 
secondary schools? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1.2 Do teachers and 
students consider that 
the study of English 
Literature contributes to 
increased proficiency in 
English language? 

 
1.3 In what ways do 

political, economic, 
cultural and linguistic 
factors influence the 
meanings and values 
that teachers and 
students ascribe to 
studying Literature in 
English? 

 
 

1.1.1 Do you think Literature is an 
important subject in secondary 
schools? Why/Why not? 
 
1.1.2 What do you think is the status of 
Literature as compared to the other 
subjects? Why do you think this is so? 
 
1.1.3 What do you think is the reason 
for studying Literature? 
 
1.1.4 Why did you choose to teach 
Literature? 
 
 
1.2.1 Will studying Literature help you 
become more proficient in English 
language? Why do think so? 
 
 
 
 
1.3.1 In what ways do you think your 
linguistic/cultural background has an 
impact on your study of Literature? 

 
2. What impact do 
educational policies and 
curriculum changes 
have on the choice of 
Literature in English as 
a desirable curriculum 
subject? 
 

   
   2.1 What are the differences  
         (from the perspectives of  
          the teachers and HODs)   
          between the old and the 
          new literature syllabuses,  
          how has the emphasis  
          shifted and what are the  
          reasons for the shift? 
 

2.2 What impact do teachers 
       and students think   
       inclusion of local texts  
       written in English had on 
       the popularity of the  
       subject? 
 

 
2.1.1 What are the differences (from 
the perspectives of the teachers and 
HODs) between the old and the new 
literature syllabuses, how has the 
emphasis shifted and what are the 
reasons for the shift? 
 
 
 
2.2.1 What do you think of the 
literature texts that have been chosen 
for the students? 
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2.3 Do teachers and 
students consider that 
the provision of 
different pathways for  

             the study of Literature in  
             English beyond      
             secondary levels will  
             result in a higher take- 
             up rate of Literature as  
             a course of study at  
             university level? 
 
 

2.2.2 What do you think of the 
inclusion of local texts in the study of 
Literature? Does this make the subject 
easier/more popular? 
 
2.3.1 What do you know of the 
provision of different pathways for the 
study of Literature beyond secondary 
levels? 
 
2.3.2 What are the prospects for 
students who choose Literature as a 
course of study at university? 
 
2.3.3 What do you think needs to be 
done to encourage more students to 
take up the study of Literature in 
secondary schools? 
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Appendix 9 
 
QUESTIONNAIRE FOR TEACHERS 
 
1.1.1 Do you think Literature in English is an important subject in secondary schools? Why / Why 

not? 
 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
1.1.2 What do you think is the status of Literature as compared to the other subjects? Why do you 

think this is so? 
 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
1.1.3 What do you think is the reason for studying Literature? 
 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
1.1.4 Why did you choose to teach Literature? 
 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
1.2.1 Will studying Literature help students become more proficient in English Language? Why do you 
think so? 
 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
1.3.1 In what ways do you think students’ linguistic/cultural background has an impact on their study of 
English Literature? 
 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 
 



	   	   	  
	  

	   240	  

2.1.1 What are the differences between the old and new literature syllabuses? Has there been a shift in 
emphasis? If so, what do you think are the reasons for the shift? 
 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
2.2.1 What do you think of the literature texts that have been chosen for the students? 
 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
2.2.2 What do you think of the inclusion of local texts in the study of English Literature? Does this make 
the subject easier/more popular? 
 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
2.3.1 What do you know of the provision of different pathways for the study of Literature beyond 
secondary levels? 
 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
2.3.2 What are the prospects for students who choose Literature as a course of study at university? 
 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
2.3.3 What do you think needs to be done to encourage more students to take up the study of Literature in 
secondary schools? 
 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix 10: Open Coding Example of Data 

 
INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

Focus Group 1 (Sec 2 students) 
1.1 What are the literature students’ perspectives on the status of literature in secondary 

schools? 
Q1.1.1 Do you think English Literature is an important subject in secondary schools. 
            Why / Why not? 
 
School Student Responses Coding 
School 

A 
Undoubtedly yes. In order to express ourselves clearly 
and communicate our message to the audience, it will 
have an impact 
Help us to have better self-confidence and self esteem in 
society 
 
Don’t think it’s important, some teachers in school took 
Lit as a degree but now wished they had got other jobs 
but their degree was in Lit, so they had no choice but to 
teach in secondary schools 
Important for communication, better understanding 
Depends on the person, Lit is more profound 
If you are willing to take it to a higher level then you 
should study it because it is quite difficult to understand 
Depends on whether you like it or not because it is not an 
easy subject for example Shakespeare’s English is very 
hard to understand, different from contemporary English  

- communication 
 
 
- increases  
  confidence 
 
      - not useful 

 
 
 
- communication 
- personal choice 
- personal choice 
 
 
- personal liking 

School 
B 

Don’t need it in any part of our lives later 
Emphasis is on Science and Maths; Lit is just a passion, 
not exactly useful 
Only if it helps us to score higher for average (of total 
marks), more times bring average (marks) down in exam 
 
Difficult subject, gets all wrong most of the time; not 
good in English 
Can’t write 

      - unnecessary 
    - not useful 
  - affects exam  

  scores 
 
   

 - difficult 
       - not good in    
            English 

School 
C 

Just doing it, not sure but it’s fun 
Important, helps in English especially comprehension, 
we can apply it in daily lives eg reading books, 
information 
Cultivates different perceptions of things, helps change 
our views, in poems use different experiences to relate to 
different things; people can apply and learn from it 
 
For a different view of things 
 
Exposes (us) to good English, different stories – learn 
good skills 
Not that important but helps - a different way to learn 
English 
 

 
- improves 
English 
- relevant 
- changes  
  perception 
- useful 
- changes  
  perception 
 
- improves 
English 
- improves 
English 
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School 
D 

Yes, literature is like English, English is the most used 
language so when we learn Lit we can use harder words, 
descriptive words so it is important 
Liking for History and Shakespeare, how he wrote plays 
at different era, learn about the past. 

- improves 
English 
 
- personal liking 

School 
E 

No, not fun 
Not compulsory so it won’t be important 
Don’t use it in daily lives 
Yes, can learn English 

         - boring 
         - not useful 
         - not useful 
 - improves 
English 
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Appendix 11: Values and Aims of the 2007 Literature in English Lower Secondary 
Teaching Syllabus (adapted from CPDD, 2007, Literature in English Lower Secondary 
Teaching Syllabus) 

SECTION 1: VALUES 
The study of English Literature can be an effective means for students to explore moral 
and social issues. 
 
Moral Issues 

• Via the study of literary texts, students explore the human condition and are able 
to better understand their own existence and values in relation to society;  

• Literature addresses a wide range of psychological and sociological issues. At 
the heart of literary works are issues of conflict and the range of human desires 
that contribute to such conflict; and 

• Such exposure will encourage an understanding of moral and ethical issues, 
prompting students to foster an awareness of the world they live in.  

Social Issues 

• The study of English Literature encourages students to explore literary contexts 
that promote an awareness of social factors that influence people; and  

• Literary works provide an effective way for students to comprehend values and 
the way humanity functions.  

SECTION 2: AIMS 
The aims of the syllabus apply to all Lower Secondary students. 
 
The aims are to develop students’ ability to: 

1. Discover the joys of reading Literature and become aware of new ways of perceiving 
the world around them;  

2. Explore the elements of different genres via the study of literary texts and to 
understand how these function in enabling literary works to achieve their desired 
ends;  

3. Articulate perceptive and logical thinking when discussing and writing about 
Literature;  

4. Select and interpret relevant material judiciously and to express ideas in coherent and 
clear English;  

5. Understand the importance of the contexts in which literary texts are written and 
understood; and  

6. Engage personally with texts, showing a strong intellectual and emotional awareness 
of themes, characters, settings and contexts.  
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