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ABSTRACT
Research in education has long noted teachers’ role in assisting social 
and ideological reproduction. Separately, scholarship has also investi-
gated the use of extra-curricular activities in equipping disadvantaged 
students with social and cultural capital, to embark on social mobility. 
Positioned at the intersection of these two apparently disparate strands, 
this paper presents a case in which teachers’ extra-curricular work is 
seen to simultaneously enact subtle socio-ideological reproduction, 
and the facilitation of social mobility attainment. Specifically, the paper 
draws on a study of how teachers in a lower-status junior college in 
Singapore prepare their students in applying for prestigious state-spon-
sored scholarships. Through teachers’ extra-curricular work of allying 
and aligning, social mobility and social reproduction are simultaneously 
made possible, yet also exist in some tension. Thus, this paper offers a 
unique sociological perspective on teachers’ extra-curricular work and 
its significance for broader issues of meritocracy, social mobility, and 
social reproduction.

Introduction

In one information session organised by teachers to support students’ applications for 
prestigious state-sponsored scholarships, teacher Eugene exhorted his students to 
show greater faith in their abilities. ‘Don’t feel inferior due to the uniform that you’re 
wearing, and that you’re not from a renowned junior college. Your substance matters 
more than your uniform’, he declared. ‘Singapore started from a fishing village. Our 
founding prime minister had a vision for us, and that’s why you’re here. Are we intim-
idated because we’re a little red dot? You need to possess a self-belief that you can be 
the best’ (emphasis mine). In a few sentences, Eugene weaved and subordinated stu-
dents’ sense of insecurity about their prospects—stemming from their lower-status in 
the academic hierarchy of Singapore’s stratified educational landscape (Tan 2019)—
under the triumphalist national narrative that emphasises the nation-state’s vulnera-
bilities and its subsequent victories against overwhelming odds (Hong and Huang 
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2008). This intertwined discourse contains a tension between inspiring lower-status 
students to overcome their psychological and material struggles to embark on social 
mobility on the one hand, and representing to them a national tale of progress that 
ostensibly benefits everyone yet differentiates students’ access to knowledge, oppor-
tunities and resources based on their academic performance on the other hand (Lim 
2016). Using this vignette as a point of departure, this article explores the potentially 
contradictory roles of teachers in a ‘neighbourhood’ junior college in Singapore. They 
simultaneously cultivate their lower-status students’ opportunities to secure coveted 
scholastic opportunities sponsored by the state, and subtly reproduce a socio-political 
order favoured by the state.

Importantly, that sharing session was part of a series of activities in the school’s 
‘Scholars’ Project’—an ‘extra-curricular’ programme intended to prepare selected stu-
dents to apply for state-sponsored scholarships. Many existing works (e.g. Anyon 1980) 
have studied how teachers reproduce dominant discourses and ideologies in the class-
room context. However, a research lacuna about the socially reproductive roles of 
teachers in non-classroom contexts—or ‘extra-curricular’ activities—remains. Teaching 
and learning take place in this domain as well, which might arguably be more effective 
than academic subjects in shaping certain character dispositions among students 
(Buckley and Lee 2021). Some studies (e.g. Koh and Kenway 2012) have hinted at the 
potential of such activities in social reproduction, but they have yet to pay attention 
to teachers’ agency in the extra-curricular arena. Thus, the Singaporean case, as 
sketched out briefly above, provides an opportunity for us to advance our understand-
ing of the sociological connections between teachers’ ‘extra-curricular’ work and the 
reproduction of students’ socio-political positions in society. We note that there is no 
universal definition of ‘extra-curricular activities’ due to the differences in educational 
systems across the world. One scholar broadly defines them as ‘school-sponsored and 
external to the core curriculum’ (Shulruf 2010, 594), with the assumption that ‘core 
curriculum’ refers to academic studies. Usually taking place outside the daily academic 
timetable, extra-curricular activities could either be mandatory or optional for stu-
dents, depending on their schooling levels. In this paper, we use these broad definitions 
of ‘extra-curricular activity’.

The following section first briefly discusses two sets of literature, respectively on 1) 
educators’ roles with respect to citizenship and civics education, and 2) the value of 
extra-curricular activities for students. By bringing together these two strands of scholarship 
which has to date rarely intersected, we contend that more attention should be directed 
towards understanding how teachers’ ‘extra-curricular work’ is potentially sociological and 
political in nature. This section is followed by a background segment explaining Singapore’s 
socio-political and educational contexts, especially how notions of meritocracy, elitism, 
and public service underpin the small city-state’s highly selective and prestigious state-spon-
sored scholarships. We then describe the research site and provide an account of the research 
process and data collection. The article’s findings section uses mainly ethnographic and 
interview data to illustrate how teachers in a Singaporean neighbourhood junior college 
perform what we call allying and aligning to prepare their students for state-sponsored 
scholarships. This is followed by the conclusion where we further tease out some insights 
and implications of our study.
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Teachers’ ‘extra-curricular work’ in social reproduction/mobility

Pertaining to teachers’ role in social reproduction, humanities and social studies educators 
have, for good reasons, received research attention because they not only enact the (national) 
curriculum of citizenship and civics education which contains hegemonic discourses, but 
also interpret it through their personal experiences and values. As several studies have 
demonstrated, even in ‘strong states’ like Singapore where the educational system is struc-
tured in a top-down and bureaucratic manner, citizenship and civics educators can hold a 
range of conceptions about ‘citizenship’. Sim and Print (2009), for example, highlight how 
social studies teachers in Singapore can be categorised as ‘nationalistically-oriented’, 
 ‘socially-concerned’ and ‘person-oriented’. While socially-concerned educators might relay 
liberal interpretations of socio-political values absent in the national curriculum, nation-
alistically- and person-oriented teachers emphasise character development among students 
and how they could contribute to a harmonious society (Sim, Chua, and Krishnasamy 
2017). The latter groups of teachers tend to steer clear of controversial topics and reproduce 
content—and its embedded dominant values—from the textbooks, therefore reinforcing 
the status quo. More recently, Li-Ching Ho (2020) has studied humanities educators’ per-
spectives of meritocracy, and argues that they simultaneously ‘adopted and challenged the 
meritocratic values and beliefs promoted by the Singapore state’ (emphasis hers, 2). As 
‘meritocracy’ and ‘citizenship’ are concepts ‘extensively addressed within the (humanities) 
curricula’ (ibid., 8), it is important to understand how teachers of these subjects mediate 
such ideas in their teaching.

However, socio-political ideas could also be interpreted and enacted in academic subjects 
beyond humanities. Mathematics and science teachers have been encouraged to incorporate 
citizenship education in their lessons to better prepare students for inter-connected global 
challenges (Maass et al. 2022). In the case of Singapore, the education ministry has advocated 
the view that every teacher is also responsible for citizenship and civics education, prompting 
us to consider that this is not the sole preserve of humanities subjects and educators. To be 
sure, previous studies have generally noted the reproduction of dominant social and political 
values by teachers in the classroom context, regardless of the academic subjects that they 
teach or their disciplinary background. Subjects that seem as disparate as physical education 
and critical thinking can be avenues of such transmission; for instance, gendered practices 
by physical education teachers can reinforce hegemonic notions of heterosexual masculinity 
(Hunter 2004) while ‘strong framing’ by teachers in critical thinking can ironically contrib-
ute to an instrumentalisation of knowledge that serves neoliberal market interests (Lim 
2016). Thus, what (curriculum) and how (pedagogical practices) they teach can unwittingly 
reflect and relay powerful ideological discourses, even though they might see their educa-
tional roles as ‘neutral’ and perhaps socially transformative.

More importantly, and germane to this article, is that the reproduction of these discourses 
can even take place in non-classroom settings or extra-curricular activities. In her study of 
sixth-form British students’ experiences in their schools’ extra-curricular programmes, 
Rachel Brooks (2007) argues that they acquired both critical and conservative notions of 
‘active citizenship’. She notes that some students’ experiences of ‘particular forms of com-
munity involvement had heightened their awareness of some of the limitations to “active 
citizenship” and effecting social change’ (emphasis mine, 426). Findings such as these under-
scored the significance of extra-curricular programmes in enabling students to acquire new 
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understandings of broad socio-political ideas. However, the exact roles that teachers play 
in mediating these ideas through extra-curricular activities are mostly neglected in the 
literature. Thus far, research about teachers’ or schools’ planning for extra-curricular activ-
ities typically comes from a ‘utilitarian perspective, relating extra-curricular activities to 
educational outcomes for the students’ (Buckley and Lee 2021, 38), neglecting the socio-
logical and political import of their work, such as via the subtle transmission of dominant 
discourses as depicted in our opening vignette. Yet, teachers could possibly play a more 
emphatic role in structuring such extra-curricular programmes, shaping how students think 
of socio-political ideas like ‘governance’. Given that extra-curricular activities occupy a 
substantial portion of students’ time and attention—and they are formally termed as ‘Co-
Curricular Activities (CCAs)’ in Singapore to signify their importance—we argue that more 
attention should be paid to the implications of teachers’ extra-curricular work in fostering 
students’ knowledge and dispositions towards broad socio-political issues.

In addition, besides fulfilling the ‘physical development, intellectual enrichment, 
social development, psychomotor skills, cultural enrichment, or the development of civic 
values’ (emphasis mine, Raffo and Forbes 2021, 304), extra-curricular activities could 
help disadvantaged students to acquire social and cultural capital that they may not 
obtain in their familial spaces. One scholar notes that extra-curricular activities could 
be categorised under ‘extra-familial social capital’—‘resources which are provided by a 
variety of people beyond pupils’ immediate family members—school staff, the students’ 
own friends and other adults and adolescents with whom they are in contact’ (Behtoui 
2019, 341). This social capital is intended to help students from disadvantaged back-
grounds gain access to advice and support from a community, compensating for their 
deficits. Moreover, since disadvantaged students’ families lack the economic capital and 
time to carry out ‘concerted cultivation’ (Lareau 2011), school-based extra-curricular 
activities, typically offered at low or no cost, could develop these students’ non-cognitive 
skills and dispositions. Indeed, an exploratory study (though at a tertiary education 
level) suggests that students gained greater self-confidence, problem-solving, teamwork 
and communication skills from extra-curricular activities (Buckley and Lee 2021). These 
can be considered as ‘embodied cultural capital’, because following the sociologist Pierre 
Bourdieu ([1986] 2002), they are the outcomes of ‘work on oneself, an effort that pre-
supposes a personal cost…an investment, above all of time’ (283), and potentially yield 
‘material and symbolic profits for the possessors’ (284), especially when students market 
such skills in the labour market. Thus, from an equity perspective, extra-curricular 
activities can be useful for students from disadvantaged families in acquiring cultural 
capital which they could not have obtained in the familial space, therefore improving 
their prospects for social mobility.

To date, however, there has been limited research into the specific roles of teachers in 
helping disadvantaged students to acquire such cultural capital through extra-curricular 
activities. Instead, researchers have given more attention to how elite schools cultivate their 
students’ dispositions to prepare them for power and privilege (Kenway et al. 2017; Khan 
2011; Maxwell and Aggleton 2016). For instance, Koh and Kenway (2012) highlight how 
student leadership is nurtured in one Singaporean elite school’s extra-curricular pro-
grammes, hence reproducing an ethos of noblesse oblige among students, in line with the 
state’s desire. In contrast, existing works rarely foreground the significance of teachers in 
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organising extra-curricular activities to assist their disadvantaged students in obtaining 
cultural capital and expanding their opportunities.

In sum, the domain of extra-curricular activities represents a possible point of conver-
gence between two separate strands of scholarship which have rarely interacted with each 
other. On the one hand, existing studies have focused on teachers’ reproduction of dominant 
socio-political discourses in the academic context, while neglecting the possibility that this 
reproduction might also take place in extra-curricular activities, with potentially greater 
effectiveness. On the other hand, the extant literature on extra-curricular activities either 
takes on a strictly utilitarian perspective (e.g. tracing their causal impact on quantifiable 
educational outcomes) or views them as instruments for reinforcing elite students’ privileges. 
In both bodies of scholarship, extra-curricular activities—and teachers’ roles within them—
are perceived as tangential or secondary to their respective objects of inquiry. Moreover, 
the additional sociological implications of extra-curricular activities are ignored, especially 
when these activities furnish cultural capital to relatively disadvantaged students, as seen 
in the Singaporean case of ‘Scholars’ Project’. In this article, we posit that extra-curricular 
activities illuminate the intertwined roles of teachers in simultaneously reproducing dom-
inant discourses and developing cultural capital for their students, and could legitimately 
become the main line of inquiry for studies of schooling and society. Thus, drawing on the 
experiences of teachers in a Singaporean neighbourhood school, this article presents a new 
perspective of teachers’ extra-curricular work that exemplifies how reproduction and social 
mobility could be synchronously enacted; indeed, neither could do without the other. Our 
study is therefore relevant for scholars interested in the ways in which teachers can perform 
socio-political reproduction in non-academic contexts as well as the supposedly transfor-
mational roles of teachers (Mills 2008) in redistributing dominant cultural capital to more 
disadvantaged students.

Meritocracy, elitism, and prestigious state-sponsored scholarships in 
Singapore

According to the state and many analysts, meritocracy is one of the fundamental ideologies 
underpinning Singapore’s economic miracle as an ‘Asian Tiger’ (Neo and Chen 2007). The 
educational system is supposed to be the prime driver of meritocracy, as the state implements 
pro-egalitarian and non-discriminative policies for all students to participate in education 
(Ng 2017), regardless of their ascribed social identities such as socio-economic class or 
ethnicity. However, at the same time, concerned with developing human capital due to 
resource scarcity in the country, the educational system is fixated with the differentiation 
of students and allocating them to various educational tracks. Based on their academic 
performance from competitive national-level examinations, students are funnelled to dif-
ferent types of schools at secondary- and post-secondary levels, and sorted into different 
academic streams that supposedly fit their learning needs (Tan 2019). Importantly, the 
differentiation and allocation result in differential access to educational opportunities, which 
subsequently influence the post-educational trajectories of students. For instance, an exclu-
sive and prestigious tier of elite, ‘Independent Schools’ not only admit the top academic 
achievers across the country, but are granted autonomy by the state to design their own 
curriculum that departs from the national standard; charge higher tuition fees; and  
recruit their own teachers. Due to greater funding, they also provide a greater range of 
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extra-curricular activities, like swimming or golf (inaccessible to many schools) or overseas 
exchange programmes. In contrast, government-run schools, or ‘neighbourhood schools’ 
in local parlance, are less academically-selective in admission of students; enact the nation-
ally-prescribed curriculum; and are bounded to central rules governing schools. The dif-
ferences between elite and neighbourhood schools can be framed in terms of the relative 
concentrations of economic (access to funding and the nature of infrastructure), cultural 
(the academic studies and extra-curricular activities offered), social (connections outside 
school) and symbolic capital (prestige and recognition) that they respectively hold (Foo 
2021). Significantly, students’ socio-economic class backgrounds aggravate the differences 
between elite and neighbourhood schools. A larger proportion of students from middle-class 
families is enrolled in the former compared to the latter (Tan 1993; Chang 2011), contrib-
uting to greater inequalities between students from both types of schools. Thus, while 
creating a level playing field among students and assigning them to their ‘proper’ places, 
meritocratic practices have also unintentionally amplified inequalities among students’ 
access to educational opportunities and their post-educational pathways.

One example of this disparity lies in the schooling background of students who have 
secured prestigious state-sponsored scholarships—the Public Service Commission (PSC) 
scholarships. In recent years, over 60 percent of successful candidates were graduates from 
two elite institutions in Singapore, Raffles and Hwa Chong (Ong 2018). In contrast, grad-
uates from neighbourhood schools and polytechnics (vocational institutes) form a tiny 
minority of the scholarship recipients. Scrutinising the PSC scholarships is critical because 
they are hailed as the ‘most tangible of meritocratic instruments’ (Tan 2008, 17). On the 
surface, PSC scholarships serve a functionalist purpose of talent regeneration in the civil 
service, and are strictly awarded on a ‘meritocratic’ basis to capable pre-university students 
who are interested in public service. These ‘scholars’ are sent to prestigious universities 
around the world before returning to contribute their skills in the civil and uniformed 
services. Many are fast-tracked to senior positions very quickly, and several have success-
fully entered politics, with some eventually reaching the political apex (e.g. current Prime 
Minister Lee Hsien Loong and several Cabinet members were former PSC scholars).

Importantly, the PSC scholarships confer institutionalised cultural capital as well as 
symbolic capital on the recipients. As a result of the material rewards (e.g. sponsorship 
of university tuition fees, annual allowances), and more crucially, the official titles 
sanctioned by the state that bestow rapid rotation across the government and accelerated 
career advancement (that in turn lavish handsome remuneration, as Singapore’s top 
civil servants are among the world’s most well-compensated; see Wong [2014]), these 
scholars are consecrated as a ‘separate, sacred group’ (Bourdieu 1996, 73), producing 
‘sharp, absolute, lasting differences’ (Bourdieu [1986] 2002, 285) that distinguish them 
from the masses and other ordinary bureaucrats who lack this institutionalised cultural 
capital and are deprived of the accompanying privileges. As Bourdieu (1996) has pointed 
out, symbolic capital carries special recognition and value, and the state, acting like a 
‘central bank of symbolic credit’ (376), officially and publicly guarantees the high status 
of PSC scholarships and their recipients. Invoking Bourdieu’s (1996) definition of ‘state 
nobility’, some of these scholars would be ordained and consecrated as superior and 
worthier than others for the duties and sacrifices of public service. Understanding how 
PSC scholarships confer institutionalised cultural capital and symbolic capital shed 
light on them as desirable objects of aspirations by students, who have to undertake 
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self-cultivation to acquire the necessary embodied cultural capital to prove their 
deservedness.

In addition, as some academics have pointed out (Barr 2014; Ye 2021), the PSC schol-
arships can also be seen as accessories of illiberal and technocratic governance that are 
fundamental to Singapore’s nation-building project. The ruling People’s Action Party (PAP) 
has dominated Singaporean politics and society since independence in 1965, and believes 
that Western-style liberal democracy is antithetical to the ‘communitarian’ culture and 
context of Singapore (Chua 2017). According to the PAP, since Singapore is an ‘Asian’ society, 
citizens prioritise the collective well-being of society over their provincial needs, and ded-
icate themselves to this larger cause. The PAP has further argued that mass politics, with 
its chaotic and emotional impulses, undermines Singapore’s long-term national interests. 
In contrast, technocratic governance, insulated from the fickle-mindedness of the masses, 
offers a rational and pragmatic approach to problem-solving and policy-making (Barr 2006). 
The PSC scholarships therefore represent the PAP’s vision of illiberal, technocratic and 
elitist governance, as potential leaders are carefully selected and groomed by the state 
because of their ‘meritorious’ traits like strong academic capabilities, leadership qualities 
and dedication to the nation. In the mould of Confucian junzi (Chua 2017), these leaders 
act as stewards of the nation through their expertise and exemplification of communitarian 
moral values. Hence, a particular imagination of the ideal Singaporean state leader is dom-
inant due to its promotion by the state. Those characteristics form the embodied cultural 
capital that the state demands from scholar-aspirants, and as we shall describe later, teachers 
tried to nurture it among their students.

Although existing research has underlined the roles of elite schools in Singapore (similar 
to countries such as United Kingdom and France) in reproducing new national elites (e.g. 
Ye and Nylander 2015), few studies have focused on how teachers in a non-elite or neigh-
bourhood school cultivate students for PSC scholarships. Graduates from neighbourhood 
schools do not seem to possess the ‘meritorious’ traits demanded by the state, and this is 
aggravated by their relative shortage of various forms of capital (Foo 2021). As such, it is 
critical to understand how teachers in such schools interpret ‘merit’ and enable their students 
to demonstrate it despite their perceived lack of it. Our study therefore sheds light on how 
teachers help their capital-scarce students to compete for and secure PSC (and other 
state-sponsored) scholarships. In the process, as we will demonstrate later, teachers repro-
duce the PAP’s elitist vision of governance.

Research site and data

The research data underpinning this paper was drawn from an ethnographic project 
carried out by the first author in a neighbourhood junior college, or ‘FJC’ (pseudonym), 
over a year between 2020 and 2021. FJC is a typical government-run school offering the 
centrally-prescribed curriculum. It admits students generally weaker in their academic 
abilities. Students’ demographic profiles are wide-ranging, with most coming from work-
ing-class and lower-middle-class families. A relatively new school, it holds less social 
and symbolic capital too. Yet, FJC offers an intriguing site of inquiry because some 
graduates had successfully obtained PSC scholarships in a few consecutive years—a 
remarkable achievement, given that several neighbourhood schools fail to be represented 
for years.
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Crucially, FJC is an ambitious school, as seen by the creation of an extra-curricular 
programme—the ‘Scholars’ Project’—to mentor a select group of about 100 ‘high-potential’ 
students to secure scholarships. Six teachers were deployed to run this programme, and 
they taught a range of academic subjects (see Table 1 below). They worked to curate a series 
of activities for students, such as partnering community organisations to provide internship 
opportunities, or organising interview skills workshops. One noteworthy point is that most 
teachers running this programme were highly-experienced educators, and two of them 
were previously nominated for national-level awards for outstanding teaching. This indi-
cated the school management’s strategic placement of veteran and skilful educators to men-
tor students to secure scholarships. Most importantly, all teachers indicated their interests 
to run this programme, reflecting their beliefs in its purpose.

The first author interviewed five teachers (one declined to be interviewed) and observed 
some of their interactions with students (such as a sharing session organised virtually, briefly 
outlined in the beginning). Each interview lasted between one and two hours, and an iter-
ative and thematic analysis (Srivastava and Hopwood 2009) was performed on the data 
before the themes of allying and aligning finally emerged, as we explain next.

Cultivating students for state-sponsored scholarships: allying and aligning

Allying with students

We argue that teachers were ‘allying’ with students in their conceptualisation and imple-
mentation of activities in the Scholars’ Project. This firstly entailed showing sympathy with 
students’ lower academic status and their comparatively inferior socio-economic class back-
ground (vis-à-vis students from elite schools). The teachers demonstrated a degree of socio-
logical awareness that their students’ lack of self-confidence and self-esteem were partially 
rooted in these classed dimensions. Standing from their students’ positions, teachers crit-
icised meritocratic practices in Singapore for hindering social mobility and favouring stu-
dents from elite schools. They believed that their students possessed distinctive qualities 
that were overlooked but useful to the state in their search for scholars. Importantly, based 
on their analysis of students’ deficits, teachers worked to organise activities that would 
increase their students’ social and cultural capital. This way, teachers saw themselves as 
working with and for students to advance their prospects. Left unstated were the reputational 
benefits that they and their lower-status school might gain from having mentored students 
who successfully secured scholarships. Nevertheless, as far as we could observe, this ‘alliance’ 
formed by teachers was a genuine attempt to support their capital-scarce students, and 
could lead to mutual gains.

Table 1. Participants’ biographical details.

no
teacher 
(pseudonyms) gender

years of teaching 
experience remarks

1 Eugene M 12 head of the programme—most experienced in running it
2 gregory M 20 teaching for a decade in singapore
3 Mark M 20 nominated for national-level award
4 Beng lee M 17 nominated for national-level award
5 yuling f 15 second-most experienced teacher running this 

programme
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For instance, Eugene observed that his students required scholarships to fund their 
university education due to their financial constraints, and felt that he could help them. ‘I 
find it a bit meaningful, because most of our students, they also come from very humble 
backgrounds, and some of them really do need scholarships to help out their families’, he 
explained. Yuling, on the other hand, noted that her students’ lower socio-economic class 
backgrounds limited their expectations and aspirations, as ‘their parents are just very normal 
workers, like those working as food hawkers or cleaners’. As a result, teachers were cognisant 
of their students’ relative disadvantages, and felt a sense of obligation to give them new 
opportunities and expand their horizons.

Significantly, teachers believed that these relative disadvantages were aggravated by mer-
itocratic practices prioritising academic performance, further hindering their students’ 
attempts for achievement. Gregory contended that ‘a lot of our own students have been 
overlooked in the past for scholarships, because their grades were not the absolute best’. 
Although FJC’s students might have ‘mediocre grades’, he thought that they ‘did great things 
for the community’, which in his opinion should have increased their deservedness for 
scholarships. Yuling agreed, pointing out that her students were ‘more humble’ and ‘more 
sincere’ than students from elite schools, and also possessed ‘the attitude to want to try’, 
therefore increasing their suitability for scholarships. Although the dominant definition of 
‘merit’ in Singapore is slowly shifting away from academic performance (Lee 2018), Beng 
Lee argued that students from higher socio-economic class backgrounds were still in more 
advantageous positions to succeed. ‘How many kids have that kind of luxury to pursue these 
(academic and non-academic arenas)?’ he questioned. His concern was rooted in his per-
sonal vision as an educator that he shared with me: ‘to uphold and transmit the principles 
by which our society is based on—primarily that equal opportunities are available to those 
who are willing to work hard’. Thus, the teachers not only sympathised with their students’ 
challenges and advocated for them, but also criticised the limitations of meritocracy in 
Singapore for failing to create genuine equality of opportunities.

These findings were in line with Ho’s (2020) argument about humanities educators’ crit-
icisms of meritocracy, but the teachers here worked within this limited space to help their 
students acquire the embodied cultural capital necessary for the prestigious PSC scholarships. 
Bourdieu ([1986] 2002) had originally underlined the centrality of the familial space in the 
‘hidden’ and ‘hereditary transmission of capital’ (284), but teachers in this school played the 
primary and visible roles of helping their students to acquire this capital. For instance, they 
collaborated with state-sanctioned grassroots organisations, securing attachment opportu-
nities for students at Meet-the-People Sessions (MPS). The MPS is a constituency service 
helmed by elected Members of Parliament (MP), where they meet residents to address their 
problems. As many residents who attend the MPS tend to be financially distressed, teachers 
thought that students, who took on roles as notetakers in these sessions, could develop a 
‘sense of empathy and compassion’. As Eugene explained, ‘scholarship providers like to see 
this side of students, wanting to give back to society…you don’t just care for yourself, you 
put others before self ’. Hence, teachers aimed to refine their students’ dispositions, specifically 
their passion and dedication for public service. By accumulating this embodied cultural 
capital, and presenting themselves as scholar-aspirants embodying communitarianism, stu-
dents could hopefully secure PSC scholarships. In addition, while Bourdieu ([1986] 2002) 
highlighted that self-cultivation demanded heavy personal commitment and sacrifices, these 
extended to the teachers as well; they sacrificed their personal time chaperoning students to 
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MPS in the evenings and to other events on weekends. In a way, teachers could be seen as 
paternalistic ‘agents’ of students, providing an altered form of ‘concerted cultivation’ (Lareau 
2011) in school, but in the extra-curricular arena.

In addition, led by Gregory, teachers organised an improvisational workshop inspired 
by an American comedy show Whose line is it? Gregory explained that students had diffi-
culties socialising in new environments, hindering their chances of excelling in group inter-
views or scholarship tea sessions, where they were judged on their interactions with peers. 
He elaborated that state agencies were beginning to evaluate candidates holistically, ‘looking 
beyond purely grades, to the kind of person that you are. Can you value-add by your per-
sonality?’ The improvisational workshop posed a series of everyday scenarios for students 
to act out humorously. Gregory told them to ‘get to the point where I can make something 
out that sounds plausible, that is at least humorous or something that breaks the ice between 
you and another person’. Subsequently, students might grow in their confidence and develop 
effective social skills, standing out from other candidates in applying for scholarships. Yet, 
it was unclear if students did actually mature in this regard. This acquisition and accumu-
lation of embodied cultural capital fundamentally required the investment of time, and 
Bourdieu ([1986] 2002) noted that it was likely to commence ‘at the outset, without delay, 
without wasted time’ (284) in the familial space. The teachers’ extra-curricular work to aid 
their lower-status students might not fully mitigate their deficits—evidenced by the fact 
that very few eventually secured the scholarships.

Finally, teachers invested greater resources in selected students who they believed had 
higher potential. For instance, Eugene deliberately channelled more opportunities to the 
president of the student council, who he thought was a very good candidate for a PSC 
scholarship. ‘For Annette (president), we know she’s very eloquent’, he observed. ‘If there’s 
a dialogue session with a minister in our school, and we need an emcee, we will have to 
select strategically, we will ask her, whether she’s keen, before opening up for others to sign 
up’ (emphasis mine). His intention was to burnish her resume as an all-rounder, so that she 
could stand a higher chance for success. Indeed, she eventually secured a PSC scholarship. 
Similarly, Yuling hinted to teachers-in-charge of the athletics team that one of their athletes, 
who was also in the Scholars’ Project, should be selected as the captain, because he was 
‘outstanding in his academics, and we feel that he has the potential to obtain a good schol-
arship in future’. Although she stressed that she was not interfering with her colleagues’ 
decisions, her recommendation might have played a role in this student’s selection as 
vice-captain. Consequently, this student was able to hone a good image of himself as a bright 
student and competent leader, and he eventually reached the final stage of the PSC appli-
cation, although ultimately was not successful. Teachers therefore actively steered the devel-
opment of this embodied cultural capital among high-potential students to maximise their 
chances of securing the PSC scholarships.

Aligning students with the state

While ‘allying’ with students, we argue that teachers were also simultaneously ‘aligning’ 
their students’ interests with the state’s ideology and discourses. Although teachers were 
sympathetic to their personal, often pragmatic, reasons for securing scholarships, they made 
it clear to them that scholarships were opportunities for public service, and not merely 
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monetary rewards. In other words, teachers reproduced the communitarian discourse sur-
rounding state-sponsored scholarships, hence performing the work of ‘aligning’ to ensure 
that students had ‘correct’ motivations for desiring scholarships. This aligning work entailed 
the judgment of students’ worthiness for scholarships too. In doing so, teachers reproduced 
dominant and state-sanctioned ideas about scholarships, public service, and citizenship to 
students in the Scholars’ Project.

For instance, Eugene stressed that:

my role in this programme would be to tell students that a scholarship is not just for monetary 
support, but there are greater responsibilities behind it…government agencies hope you are 
able to come back and contribute in future.

Similarly, Mark emphasised to students that the scholarships carried contractual 
‘bonds’, and they ‘must serve out the bond, as this is only fair’. This remark must be seen 
in the context of past controversies about scholars ‘breaking’ their bonds after graduation, 
drawing outrage by state officials and the public that some scholars were not fully dedi-
cated to public service at the point of their selection (Tan 2008). These bond-breakers 
had to repay a substantial sum of several hundred thousand dollars to the government, 
and this financial penalty was often used by teachers as a warning to students, to discour-
age them from applying for scholarships if they were not completely keen on public 
service. This was especially sobering for these students from FJC, as all their families 
could not afford to pay the enormous sum if they later chose to back out. Thus, teachers 
underlined to students that the fundamental purpose of state-sponsored scholarships was 
to recruit young talent for national development, and reneging on this solemn commit-
ment to the nation would result in moral backlash and financial repercussions. This 
aligning work was crucial, given that most students entered the Scholars’ Project without 
proper understandings of state-sponsored scholarships and the high expectations 
demanded from scholars.

Although the Scholars’ Project was a highly selective extra-curricular programme, 
not all students were deemed sufficiently worthy to deserve scholarships, according 
to the judgment made by teachers. Eugene criticised some students for being ‘chao 
geng’, a term from a Singaporean dialect that means ‘malingering’. They had not met 
his expectations to strive for both academic and non-academic excellence by partic-
ipating in a wide range of extra-curricular activities beyond the Scholars’ Project. He 
argued that ‘if you’re a potential scholar, you should be committed, you should be 
responsible right? You should step up and try to lead and serve others’. Hence, he was 
unhappy about some students’ inabilities to demonstrate commitment towards schol-
arships. Similarly, Yuling felt that a few students had let her down despite her best 
intentions and efforts for them. She was frustrated by a student who initially claimed 
to her that he was interested in scholarships, but later decided against applying, there-
fore wasting her resources and time. As a result, teachers had to explicitly perform 
aligning work on their students to signify the seriousness of the state-sponsored schol-
arships and public service.

For instance, Beng Lee recounted how he debriefed his students after they shadowed a 
minister and his entourage during a constituency walkabout (incidentally, this minister was 
himself a former PSC scholar who later joined politics):
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The resident got into an argument with the minister, but the minister just moved on. There’s 
no point in hanging around, and let the resident verbally abuse you. So, I pointed out to stu-
dents, that if you want to be a leader, expect people to dislike you one way or another. You 
won’t be universally popular; they even nailed Jesus to the cross, right? You sure you want to 
be a leader?

He clearly approved the minister’s decision to avoid this conflict. Although this argument 
might not be connected to broad political or ideological issues, his presentation of this 
encounter reproduced a dominant discourse about technocratic governance. Specifically, 
politics and public service might be infected with emotional impulses, represented by the 
resident; and that engagement with citizens should be conducted on ‘rational’ terms, as 
seen by the minister’s rapid withdrawal from the argument and the resident’s possibly 
irrational behaviour. Furthermore, warning students about the potentially heavy demands 
made on them as scholar-leaders (if they were selected) reflected a narrative of elitist gov-
ernance, as technocrats might face resistance from the masses in proselytising rational 
policies that were unpopular. This also echoes a Singaporean minister’s (Chan, 2019) 
reminder to newly-appointed PSC scholars that they need ‘skills to mobilise the public to 
come along with us’ (emphasis mine, para 24).

In addition, Beng Lee highlighted the minister’s awareness of quotidian issues in the 
neighbourhood, such as congestion in the carpark, and his subsequent solution by request-
ing the construction of a new vehicle lane. Beng Lee emphasised that ‘even if you’re on top, 
you would need to know what is actually going on…I asked the students, what did they 
observe, so on and so forth…you must still have the idea of what’s going on the ground, 
even though you’re very, very high up there’. These words reflected a relatively new discourse 
promoted by the state, that public servants ought to be more consultative, in light of criti-
cisms against the elitism of technocrats (Rodan 2016). Notwithstanding this, however, the 
discourse ultimately re-legitimises a political rationality that reinforces the power asym-
metry between technocrats and citizens, as the latter still depend on the former to make 
key decisions about everyday affairs.

Finally, students who did not seem ‘aligned’ with ideal traits of scholars were simply 
denied recommendation letters for scholarships, or were not nominated in the first place. 
Beng Lee elaborated about an example of a student who had requested his recommendation, 
but he had hesitated. ‘She was caught by our vice-principal for using her phone during 
school assembly … she was still a bit in “la la land”’, he explained. Eventually, he rejected 
her request, judging that she was not capable of undertaking the heavy responsibilities of 
leadership and public service. Seen in this light, aligning work also involved ‘gatekeeping’ 
by teachers to determine who and which type of students were worthy of scholarships.

Although students who participated in the Scholars’ Project were interviewed about their 
experiences too, this article is unable to elaborate much due to the limited space here. In 
summary, students seemed to be receptive towards their teachers’ aligning work to a large 
extent. Many students admitted that they were originally lured by the material rewards and 
symbolic status of PSC scholarships, and had little interest in public service. However, over 
time, the teachers’ mentorship and students’ participation in the grassroots attachment 
programme changed their beliefs—they became aligned to the virtues of public service. For 
instance, several students continued volunteering in the community after their graduation 
and became interested in public sector careers, even though they did not secure the PSC 
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scholarships. Students acknowledged that the Scholars’ Project had contributed to the 
change in their motives, as they became more altruistic, hence aligning to the nation’s 
communitarian values. As for teachers’ allying work, however, students had mixed reactions 
and some were in fact intimidated by the embodied cultural capital demanded from schol-
ar-aspirants, which they felt was too difficult to acquire. Despite the extra-curricular activ-
ities to develop their communication and leadership skills, they confessed that they were 
still not proficient in presenting themselves well to scholarship interviewers. Ironically, 
participation in these activities reinforced to them about their inadequacies, that they still 
had large areas of deficits which would take too much time and effort to rectify, and hence 
they were not worthy of the scholarships. Similar to what Bourdieu (2010) highlighted 
about one’s sense of place in the social space that they occupy, those lower-status students 
believed that they were not deserving of the scholarships’ high status and requirements. 
Indeed, fewer than ten (out of over fifty students in the graduating cohort of the programme) 
eventually applied for the scholarships, limiting the impact of teachers’ allying work—and 
causing disappointment for teachers, as highlighted earlier.

Discussion and conclusion

This paper concurs with recent suggestions by scholarship (e.g. Buckley and Lee 2021; 
Behtoui 2019) to examine the positive impact that extra-curricular activities might have 
on under-privileged students. However, we take a step further by arguing that a sociological 
perspective towards extra-curricular activities—as seen in ‘allying work’—can shed new 
light on the values and aspirations of teachers; what type of activities that they think are 
relevant for developing cultural capital; and how they would then assist their students to 
acquire and accumulate it for social mobility. This paper has therefore provided a glimpse 
of how such a process, led by teachers in a lower-status school, could unfold. Importantly, 
we underscore the need to venture beyond a purely functionalist perspective of seeing 
teachers as ‘neutral’ actors or merely quantifying the impact of their extra-curricular 
work on educational objectives. Instead, through a sociological perspective illustrated in 
this paper, we have shown how teachers possessed critical stances towards the existing 
meritocratic system and were sympathetic to their lower-status students, who faced dis-
advantages vis-à-vis their counterparts from elite schools. As a result, they attempted to 
identify the type of dominant cultural capital treasured by the elite, and expended 
resources and time to provide opportunities for students to acquire it, so that the latter 
stood a greater chance of success in social mobility. Although the teachers might not 
consciously know it, their ‘allying work’ was partially driven by an agenda for greater 
equity in Singapore’s stratified educational system. This finding here reinforces what 
Oliver and Kettley (2010) have previously published in this journal about the impact of 
teachers’ habitus on students’ applications to elite universities, that some teachers were 
‘change-agents’ who ‘actively act as facilitators for pupils to attend elite universities’, as 
they ‘were driven by a social justice agenda to increase participation rates of their students’ 
at those institutions (emphasis theirs, 750). Similarly, teachers in FJC desired more of 
their students to secure prestigious state-sponsored scholarships that are still dominated 
by graduates from elite schools.

At the same time, adopting a sociological lens towards the extra-curricular arena can 
reveal the reproduction of dominant socio-political discourses carried out by teachers—the 
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‘aligning work’. From teachers’ perspectives, ‘aligning’ was necessary for social mobility, 
because students should be acquainted with the dominant type of cultural capital and 
demonstrate it for them to be recognised as worthy of membership in middle-class or elite 
circles. As Bourdieu and Passeron (1979) put it, students’ ‘abilities’ are products of the 
‘greater or lesser affinity between class cultural habits and the demands of the educational 
system or the criteria which define success within it’ (22), and in order for lower-status 
students to succeed in this system, they must ‘assimilate a whole set of knowledge and 
techniques which are never completely separable from social values often contrary to those 
of their class of origin’ (ibid.). Aligning work requires teachers to relay the dominant type 
of cultural capital arising from powerful social groups to lower-status students, who have 
to passively accept and absorb it as natural and legitimate, because no other alternatives are 
presented to them. This paper has demonstrated this process in an extra-curricular setting. 
Teachers not only represented to students the ideal traits of a state leader, but also implicitly 
transmitted the philosophical basis underpinning those characteristics. Leaders were 
depicted as embodiments of communitarian moral values and founts of cool-headed ratio-
nality; they should also demonstrate moral courage in leading the possibly unruly masses, 
yet appear open and wise. These qualities stemmed from the vision of technocratic and 
elitist governance advocated by the Singapore state. By aligning students to such qualities 
possessed by model state leaders, teachers were indirectly reinforcing a philosophy of gov-
ernance that was favoured by the PAP. Implicitly, students might also acquire a notion of 
limited civic participation. To a large extent, teachers’ aligning work and their gatekeeping 
(e.g. refusal to support students’ applications) echoed what Bourdieu and Passeron (1990) 
described of academic examinations: ‘one of the most efficacious tools for the enterprise of 
inculcating the dominant culture and the value of that culture’ (142). Thus, through teachers’ 
aligning work in the extra-curricular arena, students were socialised to accept the legitimacy 
and effectiveness of a certain socio-political order, hence reflecting the role played by teach-
ers in social reproduction.

Importantly, this paper emphasises the importance of the extra-curricular setting where 
allying and aligning work can be performed. While we acknowledge the broad definition 
of ‘extra-curricular activity’ in the introduction, our example of the Scholars’ Project can 
be extrapolated to career guidance and college or scholarship preparatory programmes 
in general, where students are advised by teachers or counsellors about their transitions 
to work and higher education. This type of extra-curricular setting encourages close and 
informal interactions between teachers and small numbers of students that do not fre-
quently occur in classroom spaces, hence inviting students to a comfortable space unbur-
dened by formal assessment. The lower teacher-student ratio and more relaxed 
environment permit for more in-depth sharing, especially from teachers. Moreover, stu-
dents are given ‘real-world’ responsibilities and experiences, such as the grassroots attach-
ment, and supposedly acquire ‘authentic’ learning. Yet, this form of learning is still 
considerably mediated by dominant discourses and teachers’ values, since teachers ulti-
mately curate the activities for students to participate in, and intervene at appropriate 
junctures to relay key learning points to them. Thus, the extra-curricular arena ostensibly 
places agency in the hands of students to make meanings for themselves, but it is still 
shaped by teachers’ agendas from the beginning. In contrast to the formal classroom 
space where students might be more critical and dismissive of ‘propagandistic’ messages 
(Gopinathan 2012), the kind of extra-curricular setting mentioned earlier might be more 
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effective in persuading students that the current state of affairs is ‘natural’ due to their 
own active participation. The reproduction of dominant discourses—a ‘cultural arbitrary’ 
(Bourdieu and Passeron 1990)—is therefore even more effectively masked, with dominant 
state ideologies rendered as ‘normal’.

Fundamentally, allying and aligning are intertwined processes that are not easily 
detached from each other. Given the presence of the strong state in Singapore, and that 
teachers were cultivating students for prestigious state-sponsored scholarships, it was 
difficult to avoid aligning students with dominant socio-political discourses when teachers 
sought to ally with students to help them acquire the dominant type of cultural capital 
to achieve social mobility. The teachers’ choice of the MPS for students to develop cultural 
capital is revealing: it is a state-sanctioned arena where dominant discourses of ‘public 
service’ are circulated. In contrast, they would not select other avenues like civil society 
organisations for students to complete their attachment, since these actors might cham-
pion contentious issues antagonistic to the state, resulting in students acquiring the 
‘wrong’ ideas. The findings here therefore reinforce existing critiques of social mobility, 
where working-class cultures are pathologised and the cultural capital of powerful social 
groups are glorified. Hence, as argued by Diane Reay (2013), social mobility is in itself 
an ‘effective form of symbolic violence’ (665) that continues to justify inequalities. Indeed, 
while teachers in this case might think they were pursuing a noble cause by transmitting 
the dominant type of cultural capital to students—similar, for instance, to how an English 
secondary school offers a free classical music instrument programme for its underpriv-
ileged students (Pollard and Alexander 2019)—they ended up reproducing the ‘assump-
tions linking these (capital) to social and educational success’ (ibid., 13) and suppressing 
alternative systems of value that can be found in students’ own cultures and interests. In 
addition, as teachers in the Scholars’ Project drew references from dominant notions of 
‘merit’—articulated by the state agencies responsible for rewarding the scholarships—to 
plan their activities, it is difficult to imagine alternative ways of working with the students 
beyond treating them with deficits to be rectified. As Kettley and Murphy (2021) con-
cluded in their design of a foundation year programme for lower-status students at the 
University of Cambridge, a ‘radical change to social practices in the field, not a techno-
cratic response’ (430) is required for the promotion of diversity. In recent years, the state 
has been advocating for ‘diversity’ among its scholars and expanding its selection tools 
(e.g. game-based assessment) to reach out to candidates who might be traditionally over-
looked (Lee 2018), but its impact is still unknown.

In conclusion, this paper contributes to the discussion around meritocracy, social mobil-
ity and social reproduction by foregrounding the sociological roles of teachers in the 
extra-curricular arena. Unlike the classroom environment where teachers are constrained 
by the need to follow the prescribed curriculum and are held accountable to their students’ 
assessment results, the extra-curricular arena offers a higher degree of dynamism and greater 
space for teachers to manoeuvre. They can possibly have greater control and influences 
over multiple factors, such as the type of activities to be introduced to students and the 
learning points that they wish to relay to them. The typology of ‘allying’ and ‘aligning’ 
presented in this paper can aid other scholars to situate teachers’ agency at the centre of 
their studies, and examine how their good-faith efforts in advancing students’ social mobility 
concurrently reproduce hegemonic discourses that depict the current socio-political order 
as natural and legitimate, while limiting other alternatives.
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