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                                                              Introduction 

The rise of Parentocracy has shaped the way students perceive and act regarding their              

education. This research paper seeks to critically evaluate how Parentocracy has shaped the             

academic performance and academic motivation of students - hence shedding greater light on             

the issue and offering potential solutions to pre-existing complications. 

                                                                Hypothesis 

The mounting prevalence of Parentocracy has had a tangible impact on students’ academic             

performance and academic motivation. 

 

Research Questions 

1) What has led to the rise of parentocracy in Singapore? 

2) How has parentocracy impacted students’ academic performance and academic         

motivation? 

 

Rationale  

Students are the future of Singapore and parents, above all, play a vital role in shaping their                 

child’s development as an individual. Through obtaining a greater understanding of           

Parentocracy, we hope to be able to apply our findings to said phenomenon so as to alleviate                 

pre-existing parental problems and conceptions within the scope of Singapore. 

 

Methodology 

This paper surveyed the three main stakeholders involved in Parentocracy, obtaining data            

from 72 students, 18 parents and 9 teachers in the first round of surveys from differing                

schools and backgrounds to elucidate the reasons for the rise in Parentocracy and its impact.               
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Another survey was formulated to further explore the spectrum of effects of Parentocracy.             

The secondary and tertiary sources were used to validate our primary source.  

 

Literature Review 

Origins of Parentocracy 

Noting a rise in the “ideology of Parentocracy” in Anglo-Saxon countries, Brown (199)             

defines Parentocracy as a “system where a child’s education is increasingly dependent upon             

the wealth and wishes of parents, rather than ability and efforts of pupils.” 

 

Premise: Parentocracy in Singapore 

The prevalence of Parentocracy in Singapore can be observed from the increased willingness             

of parents to invest excessive resources and time into their child’s education. 

 

More parents are concerned with their child’s developmental journey. The heavy interest that             

parents have manifests itself in the rising establishment of Parent–Teacher Associations and            

Parent Support Groups (Khong et al, 2015). He cites highly involved, affluent and             

well-educated parents as “... becoming a strong, vocal source of criticism of schools today.”  

 

Ong (2016) argues that students with a higher socioeconomic status (SES) have a higher              

chance of enrolling in the Gifted Education Programme, the Integrated Programme and            

“elite” primary schools. Increased academic assistance is believed to give these students an             

advantage. Bray (2016) found that students from these families accounted for half of students              

attending tuition and non-technical enrichment courses.  
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Waldow (2016) argues that rather than a shift in ideology, meritocracy and Parentocracy have              

coexisted. Building on this rhetoric, we seek to investigate how these two factors can affect               

each other. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

The Self-Determination Theory proposes several states of motivation which spectrum (Ryan           

& Deci, 2000). 

 

 

   Figure 1: The SDT continuum of motivation 

 

 

 Intrinsic Motivation (Autonomous) 

Intrinsic motivation, the optimal state for development and productiveness, is “the inherent            

tendency to seek out novelty and challenges, to extend and exercise one’s capacities to              

explore, and to learn,” (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Cognitive Evaluation Theory, within SDT,             
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suggests three factors sustaining intrinsic motivation - competence, autonomy and          

relatedness. 

 

Feelings of self-competence stem from optimal challenges, effectance-pro rooting feedback,          

and freedom from demeaning evaluations. They will not enhance intrinsic motivation unless            

accompanied by a sense of autonomy or an internal perceived locus of causality (deCharms,              

1968). Relatedness governs how an individual is intrinsically motivated to act, based on their              

willingness and need to interact. These factors sustain intrinsic motivation , allowing for             

optimal growth. 

 

Extrinsic Motivation (Non-autonomous) 

Extrinsic motivation is “the performance of an activity in order to attain some separable              

outcome.” Organismic integration theory (OIT) in SDT describes the forms of extrinsic            

motivation and the contextual factors that determine internalization and integration of the            

regulation for these behaviors. Figure 1 illustrates the OIT taxonomy of motivational types,             

arranged from left to right in order of how the motivations are self-determined. The level of                

autonomy students hold determines their state of motivation on this scale.  

 

Causes of Parentocracy 

Meritocracy 

Meritocracy is a principle that equalises opportunity (Low, 2014) and distributes rewards            

based on ability and effort. Recognising the importance of having higher education in             

meritocratic Singapore, better-educated parents tend to become more involved in their child’s            

education to optimise their learning conditions and opportunities. 
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Dhamani (2008) states that Singaporean schools are biased towards the cognitive elite. As             

Singapore’s job market favours a high education, vocational training is disparaged. Parents            

with higher SES can invest more resources and time into their children’s education than their               

counterparts with lower SES (Kornich, 2016; Tavernise, 2012). These better-educated parents           

will provide their children with better opportunities, exposure and developmental support           

over their less-privileged peers. 

 

Competitiveness in Singapore 

An inevitable result of Meritocracy is the creation of a highly competitive culture in              

Singaporean education. This ethos extends to our capitalistic practices where Singapore is the             

third-most competitive economy in the world (Global Competitiveness Report, 2017-2018).   

 

The rise in academic performance and the perceived existence of an “elite” class of schools               

and the Gifted Education Programme has led to high competition for places in these “elite               

programmes” (Cheung & Ong, 2016). 

 

Tutor Yvonne Chen states that 30% of her students are tutored one to three years above their                 

school grade (Varma, 2016). Blackbox (2016) found that 46% of parents enrolled their child              

in tuition owing to the highly competitive educational environment and the desire to             

outperform their peers. Enrichment centres reflect parents’ desires for children to enter school             

with the notion of familiarity and ease. (Today, 2014). Parents want to not only equip their                

children with the vital tools to thrive but to be ahead where possible.  
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Limited Economic Market 

As our economy matures, Singapore faces a widening job-skill mismatch, requiring its            

citizens acquire the necessary skills to find new jobs. 

 

Glints co-founder and CEO Oswald Yeo stated that there are not enough candidates to fulfill               

the demand for technology workers such as software engineers or digital marketers (Straits             

Times, Sep 2016). The government believes that investing in the higher education sector is              

necessary and justified because it has contributed to economic growth (Natarajan, 2016).  

 

Students will require the relevant higher education to have successful careers. This drives             

parents to play a more proactive role in their child’s education so as to allow their children to                  

conform to the evolving economic landscape. 

 

 

 

Findings  

A majority of students, parents and teachers from Figure 2 believe that parental motivation is               

necessary for students to excel due to some students lacking self-motivation. This indicates             

that students are generally accepting of parental influence. 

 
Figure 2: Students’, parents’’ and teachers’ responses to survey questions regarding their            
views on the need for parental motivation.  
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 Parents Students Teachers 

Strongly Agree 4 
22% 

8 
10% 

0 

Agree as students lack the     
motivation to do well 

10 
56% 

42 
54% 

9 
100% 

Agree but believe most    
students are motivated   
enough 

4 
22% 

21 
27% 

0 

Strongly Disagree 0 3 
3% 

0 

 
 
Figure 3: Students’ parents’ and teachers’ responses to the effect of parental influence on              
academic performance 
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Parents, students and teachers agreed that parental involvement could improve academic           

performance. However, all agreed that overtly controlling parental involvement would have a            

negative impact on students. 

 

Figure 4:  Students’ responses to their motivation for academic excellence. 

 

Figure 4 illustrates that students were primarily motivated to excel in their academics by their               

fear of failure and their need for validation. 

 

Teachers and parents interviewed cited the competitiveness in Singaporean society and the            

uncertainty of their child’s future as two largest factors for greater parental involvement. 

 

Analysis of Findings and Discussion 
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Parents and teachers cited the competitive education system, rapidly changing job market and             

high workplace requirements as reasons for increased parental involvement. The competitive           

education system in Singapore leads parents to act on fears that their children would be               

unable to keep up with the intensive academic rigor and be unable to succeed in the                

workplace, due to the nature of the job market in Singapore, where salaries vary with               

educational credentials.  

 

These findings can also be explained by meritocracy. Meritocracy is embedded in the             

national consciousness of Singapore, creating a mindset that prioritises academic          

performance above others. This, and uncertainty of the changing workplace, has driven            

parents to involve themselves in their children’s education.  

 

Students were primarily motivated to excel by a fear of failure, a desire to get exemplary                

results for self-validation and to gain the approval of their parents. Jayathani et al (2014)               

shows that learning styles of students and their aspirations can significantly affect their             

academic performance. Our data shows that parental guidance and involvement in students’            

lives from birth can nurture students’ academic motivation in education. 

 

Singapore students have consistently outperformed other countries in international         

assessments (PISA, 2015 ) (IEA 2011; OECD 2015). As students now associate grades with              

self-worth, their self-esteem will drop when they fail to meet expectations, decreasing their             

ability to cope with failure. While many papers have validated the assumption that high              

self-esteem is associated with educational achievement (Marsh, Byrne, and Yeung 1999),           
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inconsistent findings have rendered this inconclusive. With improved academic performance,          

students will have higher expectations, and will under increasing stress to compete with peers              

and perform well academically. Their motivation lies in the sections of integrated and             

identified regulation, as excellence in academia has become integrated into the ingrained            

focus of students.  

 

The impact of parentocracy on academic motivation lies on a spectrum, with the level of               

intrinsic motivation directly proportional to the level of autonomy given.  

 

The first extreme in the spectrum of parentocracy would be ‘helicopter parents’ who give              

their children little autonomy to decide their lifestyle and education. This form of             

authoritative parental involvement is detrimental to motivation and academic performance as           

the child’s needs of autonomy and competence are not met. (Häfner et al , 2017).  

 

The other extreme is ‘free-range’ parents who rarely involve themselves in their child’s             

education. This would have varied effects, depending on the child’s perception of his/her own              

competence, as his/her needs for relatedness are not fulfilled. It often leads to the child               

lacking in motivation to perform well, and he/she will not have the urge to develop and learn.  

 

Regulated, autonomy-supportive parental involvement, where the child’s needs of autonomy,          

competence and relatedness are fulfilled offers the highest probability of success. Should all             

these needs be satisfied, the child is in the optimal state of intrinsic motivation, and is able to                  

learn and develop. 
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Conclusion 

The optimal state of Parentocracy is regulated parental involvement, with          

autonomy-supportive parents. Such parents allow the children to learn independently while           

supporting his/her individual interests to enhance their sense of competence, autonomy and            

relatedness. The child hence tends toward an intrinsically motivated state. 

 

For parents to be autonomy-supportive, mutual trust must be built between parents and child,              

allowing the child to understand and trust their parents key intentions and methods in playing               

a role in their education. A child also needs to prove himself/herself worthy of his/her               

parents’ trust whilst parents must be wary not to encroach on the child’s autonomy. 

 

Communication and clarification needs to exist so both parent and child can outline their              

preferred modules of said parental involvement, allowing both to operate at dynamics that are              
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optimal. This gives the child more autonomy as he/she is allowed to choose the mode of                

education that suits him/her best; subsequently with parental involvement that is tailored to             

the child’s character and ability, the child can excel and will succeed academically.  

 

Parentocracy is here to stay - parents will always be obligated to support their children in                

education, especially when the journey to tomorrow is clouded with uncertainty and paved             

with challenges. More than ever, the parents and children of today need to accommodate the               

existence of Parentocracy and build mutual trust and respect. Through understanding of each             

others boundaries and intentions, a heart-to-heart communication is achieved that bridges the            

gap between parent and child - thereby allowing Parentocracy to become an agent of change               

and growth as the child grows into a truly capable and educated individual. 
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