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ABSTRACT 

The global development agenda frames education as having ameliorative effects on 

wellbeing and equality. This chapter examines what this captures and misses, and interrogates in 

particular the claim of education as a solution to inequality. Analyzing the case of Singapore, the 

chapter illustrates what education systems demand and reward, drawing attention to how systems 

that score extraordinarily well on global indicators may nonetheless embed in their designs 

mechanisms that generate rather than disrupt inequality.  

 

INTRODUCTION 

Formal education is widely regarded and presented as an important goal in the quest for 

human wellbeing, as well as a crucial pathway for fostering greater equality in societies. Low rates 

of schooling, poorly resourced schools, and unequal access to schooling—particularly along 

gender or regional lines—are, in development discourse, unequivocally framed as challenges that 

should and must be overcome. Global governance institutions such as the United Nations (UN), 

the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), and the World Economic 

Forum (WEF), place access to schooling at the forefront of developmental goals and on their 

institutional agendas of research and advocacy. The United Nations’ Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDG), for example, includes “Quality Education” among its 17 aspirations, explicitly 

articulating education as key to offering people routes for escaping poverty and upward 

socioeconomic mobility (United Nations, 2015).  
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This global development agenda—its framing of education as having ameliorative effects 

on wellbeing and equality, as well as its tracking of indicators such as school-going rates and 

scores in standardized tests—is important as well as useful. Schools, and public education in 

general, have indisputably been sites of respite, safety, and possibility for children. The suspension 

of schools during the COVID-19 crisis has provided stark evidence of this (Sharma, 2020). 

Ongoing research through assessments like the OECD’s Programme for International Student 

Assessment (PISA) help us understand how countries fare relative to one another, frequently 

drawing attention to the contrasts between the wealthier global North and poorer global South.  

That education can lead to better outcomes for individual persons, particularly those who 

live in conditions of high deprivation, is indisputable. The claim of education leading to upward 

socioeconomic mobility, however, is a far stronger claim and aspiration that we should scrutinize. 

It implicates education in another major developmental goal—that of reducing inequality 

(SDG10). Framing education as a solution to reducing inequality—either between countries or 

within national contexts—is a leap that perhaps relies more on faith than data. Accepting without 

question that better education will lead to greater equality requires sidestepping important 

empirical evidence that inequality finds fertile ground to grow in inventive ways precisely through 

education systems; it is here that inequality thickens beyond different material outcomes into 

norms, beliefs, and habits that rationalize, naturalize, and legitimize unequal outcomes (Bourdieu, 

1989).  
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 The case of contemporary Singapore is useful for examining what development discourse 

on education captures and misses, and particularly for interrogating the claim of education as a 

solution to inequality. Here is a high-income country that performs superbly on global indicators 

of school attendance and student performance, and not so well on measurements of equality and 

student wellbeing. The co-existence of these two results suggests that achieving some aspects of 

educational success does not automatically lead to it being a solution to inequality. Yet, this is also 

a case often lauded as model because the “success” of its system is well known and the “failure” 

is not, indicating that measurements and global rankings have themselves become significant 

legitimating instruments and that the slippery connections between education and equality have 

too frequently gone unexamined. When scrutinized, the Singapore case in fact offers cautionary 

lessons: its ostensible successes have come with particular costs to wellbeing and equality. 

Undoing these—precisely because of the legitimation of its “success”—is a difficult challenge.  

To better understand that which is taken for granted, we must scrutinize both that which is 

obvious and visible, and what is obscured and invisible. In what follows, I pay attention to two 

sets of visibilities and invisibilities. I alluded to the first earlier: development discourse and 

practices highlight aspects of education while obscuring others, rendering visible its potential for 

positive change and invisible how it can deepen inequality. Second, in discussions of inequality, 

we tend to focus on “the poor” or deprived. I offer instead empirical contrasts of the visible 

practices of wealthier families to the less visible challenges of poorer ones, in order to demonstrate 

the relationality between wealth and poverty. This illustrates what education systems demand and 
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reward, drawing attention to how systems that score extraordinarily well on global indicators may 

nonetheless embed in their designs mechanisms that generate rather than disrupt inequality.  

 

EDUCATION IN SINGAPORE: VISIBLE SUCCESSES, OBSCURED LIMITATIONS 

 

The Singapore education system has been internationally lauded, particularly for its testable 

outcomes. In the 2018 Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), for example, 

Singapore students scored higher than the OECD average for reading, mathematics, and science; 

a high proportion of its students are at the highest levels of proficiency in these subjects (OECD, 

2019b). Public education is widely valorized by the state, and coordinated under the auspices of 

the Ministry of Education (MOE). Fees are heavily subsidized and kept relatively low, particularly 

at the primary and secondary school levels (Ng, 2014). Teachers receive state-subsidized and 

regular training—at the National Institute of Education (NIE)—as well as respectable 

compensation.  

While Singapore students score very well relative to those in other countries, within-

country inequalities have been highlighted by OECD reports on the PISA (OECD, 2019a, OECD, 

2018). On measurements the reports identify as problematic because they tend to intensify 

socioeconomic inequality—early tracking of students; focus on academic results; segregation of 

students into different schools by academic performance; segregation of socioeconomically 

advantaged and disadvantaged students into different schools—Singapore is at one end of the 

spectrum in having a high degree of all four. This puts it in stark contrast to other “high-
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performing” places like Finland. Correspondingly, differences in scores between 

socioeconomically advantaged and disadvantaged Singapore students is higher than the OECD 

average (OECD, 2019b). On measures that compare socioeconomically advantaged and 

disadvantaged students’ wellbeing—their sense of self-efficacy and belonging—Singapore also 

fares more poorly compared to other countries.  

Irene Ng argues that intergenerational mobility in education has been moderately low over 

the past decades, and that this is due to its design focus, including tracking students of different 

academic abilities into different schools (Ng, 2014). Ong Xiang Ling and Cheung Hoi Shan found 

in a study that—as measured by parents’ educational attainment, housing type, and monthly per 

capita household income—students in “elite” schools are disproportionately from higher 

socioeconomic status households compared to students from “neighborhood” schools (Ong and 

Cheung, 2016). On the other side of the spectrum, among students placed in lower educational 

tracks, there are disproportionate numbers of students from ethnic minority and lower-income 

households (Wang et al., 2014).  

The highly competitive and stressful nature of schooling is a frequent lament of Singapore 

parents in multiple spheres—online, on parent chat groups, in national news media and pop culture, 

as well as in private conversations. Despite official rhetoric, often from top government officials, 

that there are multiple pathways to success, that academic achievements are not everything, and 

that all schools are good, no one is buying it. The reality everyone sees is that some schools have 

better outcomes than others in terms of exam results and, more importantly, that educational 

credentials are deeply correlated to job opportunities and wages. Figure 1 illustrates the 
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consequences of educational qualifications on incomes. The average monthly income of 

households with a university graduate as main income earner (S$18,255) is almost three times that 

of households with a secondary school graduate as main income earner (S$6,580). The major jump 

in income happens for university graduates, highlighting the stakes involved in academic 

performance. University graduates are also well aware that their graduating grade point average 

and corresponding category of honors affect their job prospects and starting salaries, particularly 

for civil service jobs.  

 

Fig. 1 Average Monthly Household Income Among Resident Households by Highest 

Qualification Attained of Main Income Earner  

 

 

Source: Department of Statistics Household Expenditure Survey 2017/18. 
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It is important to see these outcomes not as aberrations but as having systemic roots.  

Historically, the Singapore education system has developed around the goal of identifying 

and nurturing “talent” who can contribute to the nation’s developmentalist goals. While educating 

the masses is important, embedded within the system is deep commitment to the idea that true 

talent is limited, partly because intelligence is biologically predetermined (Lee, 1983) . The school 

system thus has an important job of identifying and specially nurturing elites (Barr and Skrbis, 

2008). To this end, a national system of tracking was put in place beginning around 1979 and 

refined over the years (Deng and Gopinathan, 2016, Ng, 2014).  

The state has been steadfast in pursuing its goal of identifying “talent” through sorting and 

hierarchization over the past decades. Despite mounting international research critiquing the 

practice, tracking begins early, about 9 years old. Three major examinations—each focused on 

narrow academic skills—stand between a child and university. After each major examination, 

students are sorted into different schools and “streams” based on their test results. Few students 

move between streams or schools once they are sorted (Ministry of Education, 2012). Throughout 

the school years, English, Mathematics, and Science are the most highly emphasized subjects.  

The proportions of students in the different tracks over time provides a glimpse of the 

durability of these hierarchical tiers. The tiers, as well as the proportions of students who fit in 

each, have been relatively stable. For each cohort that started primary school between 1996 and 

2008, Fig. 2 illustrates the proportions in the various streams and Fig. 3 their educational pathway 

and attainment. 
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Fig.2 Proportion of students enrolled in Secondary School by Stream 

 

 

Note 

[1] The Special and Express streams were merged, in accounting though not in practice, from the 

2008 Sec 1/2002 Primary 1 cohort onwards.  

Source: Ministry of Education. 2019. “Enrolment - Secondary, By Level and Course.” 
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Fig. 3 Level of participation at post-secondary level by cohort (year starting P1)

 

 

Note 

[1] Numbers add up to more than 100 per cent because some students completed Nitec/Higher 

Nitec Courses and/or Diplomas before going on to Publicly-Funded Degree courses, and so are 

counted in more than one category. For the most part, however, this chart is indicative of highest 

levels of educational attainment.  

[2] Nitec /Higher Nitec Courses are courses in vocational schools known as Institute of 

Technical Education (ITE). 
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Sources 

Ministry of Education. 2019. "Percentage of P1 Cohort Who Did Not Complete Secondary 

Education” 

Ministry of Education. 2019. "Percentage of P1 Cohort that Progressed to Post-Secondary 

Education."   

 
Over this 13-year period, there has been limited changed in broad structure. Where there can be 

said to be some upward mobility—fewer students who drop out of secondary school and more 

students who acquire university degrees—this reflects an overall shift upwards as development 

progressed, the country became wealthier, and people’s demands for university education grew. 

The layers themselves—the categories, size, and relative position—have seen remarkably few 

shifts.  

I was in elementary and high school in the 1980s and 1990s, and vividly recall principals 

and teachers unabashedly goading us to earn our place among the “cream of the crop,” “the top 10 

per cent.” Openly elitist language has receded from public view in recent years, and tracking is 

now described as a pedagogical tool to identify different learning styles and provide multiple 

pathways in learning and achievement. Yet, looking at the structural organization of schooling, 

there has been remarkable consistency rather than change. Recalling where Singapore stands vis-

a-vis global indicators, both its successes and failings start to make sense. The system rewards 

narrow forms of learning that translate well into standardized testing under time pressures; the 
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“top” segment of its student population is indeed identified precisely by their mastery in these 

types of assessments. As I shall elaborate, this mastery is acquired through private investments in 

tutoring. Importantly, each of the qualities identified by OECD reports as problematic from the 

perspective of reproducing inequality—early testing, strong focus on academic results, segregation 

by track and school—are neither negative externalities nor accidental features; they are purposeful 

design.  

The pattern of hierarchized tiers, and the principles that have brought them about in the 

Singapore case, alert us to a key problem with applauding education as a route to upward social 

mobility: we can accept this as self-evident and as a worthy end in itself only if we avert our eyes 

from the hierarchies, how they are enacted, and their very real consequences for lives and 

wellbeing.  

 

EDUCATION SYSTEMS AND SOCIAL NORMS: ENTRENCHING INEQUALITY 

 

Ignoring education as sites that reproduce and naturalize inequality is, as I argue earlier, 

problematic. When obscured, cases such as Singapore’s come to be conceived as models. This 

affects other countries seeking to emulate models and also itself; learning and reforms cannot occur 

where there are deep misrecognitions. The patterns of inequality I describe in the previous section 

have not gone completely unnoticed within Singapore, but the belief, nationalist pride, as well as 

everyday habits invested in the Singapore model has made reckoning with its failings extremely 

difficult and complex.   
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In this section, I focus on the last of these—everyday habits—to illustrate the shape and 

texture of inequality and its embeddedness in ordinary lives within this highly “successful” 

education system. I describe how parents and children across the class spectrum respond to the 

school system they are in. I hope this section serves as a reminder that trends of inequality map 

onto real human costs. Singapore is perhaps an unexpected case to use for speaking of human 

costs, particularly in the development context. It is so ostensibly successful that the pitfalls of its 

policy regime are obvious only to its own inhabitants in rare moments of honesty. This then is the 

specific provocation: here lies an important cautionary tale that if inequality is embedded in policy 

principles and design, then one should not be surprised when it is the outcome.   

 

 From 2013-2016, researching the everyday lives of low-income Singaporeans, I spoke with 

more than 200 people in several low-income neighborhoods (Teo, 2018). Between 2018 and 2020, 

I interviewed 92 parents from various socioeconomic backgrounds about how they manage work 

and care responsibilities.  

Across the two projects, many conversations centered on how children do in school. This 

is a major part of parents’ sense of themselves as parents. Parental involvement is framed as a 

necessity, particularly at the PSLE (Primary School Leaving Examination) stage—this is the exam 

they see having make-or-break effects on a child’s path. Because 12 years old is an age where 

children themselves are often nonchalant, parents, and mothers in particular, express high levels 

of anxiety and a sense that they are personally accountable for their children’s exam results. It is 

common in Singapore to hear of women quitting their jobs for the much-dreaded “PSLE year.” 
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These feelings—of education as parental responsibility and exams as high-stakes—hold true for 

parents across the class spectrum. 

The difficulty of examinations; the deep belief that they have huge consequences for their 

kids’ futures; and the difficulty of teaching one’s own children, fuel the growth of the private 

tuition industry. Parents with ample means use these to help their children from the get-go (in some 

cases as young as preschool) and on a regular basis (i.e. throughout the school years); many hire 

tutors preemptively—before children ever struggle in school—because the aim for their children 

is not to pass exams but to ace them. Parents with moderate means forgo other household needs to 

pay for tutors in crucial exam years and/or on subjects especially tough for their kids. Tuition is a 

billion-dollar industry, with parents spending significant proportions of household income on it 

(Wise, 2016). In 2017/18, monthly expenditure on private tuition and other educational courses 

varied widely by household income: households in the 1st to 20th percentiles spent S$45.30 per 

month. Relative to this, those in the 21st to 40th percentile spent 1.7 times the amount (S$75.80); 

those in the 41st to 60th percentiles 2.7 times (S$121.20); those in the 61st to 80th percentiles 3.4 

times (S$152.60); and those in the 81st to 100th percentiles 3.7 times (S$167) (Department of 

Statistics, 2018).  

Tuition has become a social norm—parents think of it as necessary, children see that most 

of their friends have it, and school teachers themselves often recommend it. Social scripts have 

developed around it: parents lament that schoolwork has become more challenging and their kids 

have much busier lives now compared to their own childhoods. They express resignation and 

empathy for school teachers who have “so many other kids” to teach that they cannot really give 
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personal attention to their kid. University-educated parents who should be able to do primary 

school mathematics, and who therefore feel sheepish that they are not the ones teaching their 

children, talk about how hard it is to coach their own kids, how often they lose their tempers, and 

therefore how they prefer to “outsource” this labor in order to maintain good parent-child 

relationships. In any case, they tell me, students are expected to show how they have arrived at 

answers in ways so different from when they were in school that they cannot teach methods that 

translate to the “correct” answers in tests and exams.  

The ubiquity of private tutoring, importantly, has shifted everyone’s expectations of what 

school does and how teachers teach. Instead of making demands for teachers to slow down for 

their children, parents accept—since “everyone has tuition”—that the pace at school will be fast 

and that their responsibility as parents is to pay for extra coaching outside of school in order for 

their children to “catch up” or “not fall behind” within it. Recognizing tuition as a norm, parents 

feel urgent pressure to “give tuition” to keep up, indicating that the widespread use of private 

tutoring may also have distorting effects in influencing how school teachers operate. Parents speak 

often of standards being “much higher than in our time.” Some even lament that their children are 

doing most of their learning at tuition and not in school.  

The skills required for doing well in Singapore schools today, far from reflecting “natural 

talents,” need to be purchased. A closer look at tuition services reveals a tiered market to serve 

customers with different budgets. In this massive business, there are branded chains as well as 

bespoke services. There are smaller and cheaper centers located in so-called heartland 

neighborhoods as well as fancier chain stores located in major shopping malls. Many university 
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students work part-time as tutors, but the industry is also heavily staffed by ex-school teachers. 

These teachers—and especially those who have worked in well-known schools—command the 

highest prices, indicating their value in being able to teach the official curriculum. Tuition centers 

unabashedly advertise their capacity to teach students test-taking skills that will translate into 

improved grades at major exams. So intense is the need for tuition that this has also become a 

major role played by the social service sector—volunteer-run and/or charity-based tuition services 

are in high demand, particularly in low-income neighborhoods. The whole tuition landscape is 

well known to parents: they talk knowledgeably about different price points, tutors with varying 

teaching credentials and years of experience, variant levels of customized attention, and therefore 

to some extent different “returns on investment.” On education as in many other things in life, 

people expect to get what they pay for (Teo, 2017). 

 

 

Image 1: Tuition rates. Screenshot from online tutoring agency taken by Youyenn Teo, March 

2020. 
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As one should expect when private resources vary and market choices abound, inequalities 

result. Kids from low-income families fall behind almost immediately as they enter primary 

school. They are less advanced than kids from wealthier families, who are often better prepared—

through kindergarten, enrichment classes, and home learning—to read and write. Very quickly, 

many barely pass or completely fail English and Mathematics. In Primary 1 and 2, many of the 

kids from low-income families are identified as having problems and pulled out of class for extra 

coaching. While this can help, it is not easy for the kids to catch up, since the more advanced kids 

continue to move forward at a fast pace. By Primary 3, many kids from low-income families are 

tracked and banded into lower-performing classes. Although schools vary in how obvious the 

banding is at Primary 3 and 4, kids themselves are well aware of where they stand vis-à-vis others. 

By Primary 5 and 6, many of the kids do so poorly that they have to switch to what is known as 

Foundation level for some or all of their subjects. Many develop a sense of themselves as inferior 

to others and start to feel demoralized. In some cases, kids begin to resist going to school. If 

conditions are unstable at home—changing living arrangements, irregular job schedules, unstable 

income, marital conflict, need for children to take on responsibilities such as caring for younger 

siblings—parents also find it difficult to manage their children’s school schedules. If they do 

indeed stop going to school regularly, their social connections at school suffer. When they return, 

the absence of friends, teasing or bullying from schoolmates, can make staying the course difficult.  

The effects of early sorting and labeling are profound for parents as well as kids. Parents 

with more means also tend to be parents who have the confidence to think their kids are not stupid, 
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and just need more help. How kids are branded by schools, the information parents get from 

schools about how they compare vis-à-vis other children—these shape parents’ conceptions of 

their children’s capabilities. Parents’ opinions and actions feed into children’s sense of themselves 

and their potential.  I met many parents with high hopes that their children will do better than them 

and not end up with such hard lives, but they parent in a context where their children are already 

branded as weaker, as not as smart or capable. For many low-income parents, a sense of resignation 

sets in. An acceptance of a child’s poor results and lacks come to define the dynamic within the 

family.  

 

In recent years, as inequality in Singapore has increased and public attention on it 

intensified, political leaders have spoken of “leveling the playing field” and “doubling down on 

meritocracy” (Ong, 2018). Accompanying this, they have directed funds toward “uplifting” those 

at the bottom. Apart from the problem of inequality, some Singaporean educators and parents have 

spoken up about the perverse effects this high-pressure, exams-centric system has on students’ 

creativity, on their attitudes toward learning and risk-taking, as well as on their mental wellbeing. 

Despite tweaks, the state has been dogged in its commitment to maintaining the multiple tracks 

and streaming process, the examinations-oriented and high precocity system. Little has happened, 

in other words, to disrupt the role the formal school system plays in fueling the shadow education 

industry and the shadow education industry’s effects on how schools, parents, and students relate 

to one another. 
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Invoking the motif of visibility and invisibility, the problems of “the bottom” are connected 

to those of “the top” and for that matter “the middle.” Everyone living within a society is compelled 

to navigate the national school system and the norms around performance and competition it 

engenders. Kids’ experiences with schooling—either as places that push them to struggle 

incessantly to stay on top, or as places where they are failures—are a direct consequence of the 

larger social realities of the system’s demands for precocity and narrow capacities, as well as the 

social habits of meeting those demands through private investments. The education game in 

Singapore is that of hierarchical jostling, involving—at various levels of consciousness and with 

variant sentiments—everybody.  

Habits are difficult to break, particularly when so many people reproduce them on a daily 

basis. These are habits that have been invested with meaning—where no matter where one stands, 

there is acceptance that the Singapore education system is “rigorous” and “merit-based.” Those 

who come out “on top” and end up in positions of power and influence have particular reason to 

perpetuate this. The habits are also linked to material investments: from parents who have already 

put in money, to teachers who have quit jobs to become private tutors, to centers that need to 

generate income to pay rent—there are costs to playing the game but now also costs to not playing 

it.  

The Singapore education system, with all of its inequalities, has been naturalized and 

legitimatized as a good one. That which is strongly declared, regularly said, and matter-of-factly 

presented takes on the status of common sense—accepted as the way things are, beyond reproach, 

outside the sphere of claims that need to be tested. “World-class education” and “meritocracy” 
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have this type of status in Singapore society. From time to time there are critical questions raised 

about its specifics, but the belief—on the part of political elites and ordinary citizens—that it is a 

success is extraordinarily difficult to challenge.  

Here is where we can see most clearly what is at stake when we introduce into the 

conversation not just the invisible but the relationality of the visible and invisible. This inserts a 

very simple question that disrupts the view of Singapore as model: world-class for whom? With 

this question in mind, I argue that the narrative of a “world-class” public school system, where 

some students test spectacularly well, obscures the processes of individualization and privatization 

that are key to these “successes” as well as the attendant costs of this version of success.  

The chapter interrogates the analytic slippage between quality education, upward mobility, 

and equality. The case of Singapore is useful for illustrating the significance of policy design, and 

serves as a reminder that education systems have often been sites for the thickening of inequality. 

If reducing inequality is a serious goal, then it must be pursued seriously rather than merely hoped 

for. Witnessing the pitfalls of an ostensibly successful system is a place to begin rethinking 

education and its promise for human flourishing and wellbeing.  

 

KNOWLEDGE-PRODUCTION AS PRACTICE AND PEDAGOGY 

 

My research on inequality has thrown up findings beyond what I have presented about educational 

inequalities. In shedding light on the everyday experiences of very low-income persons in 

contemporary Singapore, I have contrasted the conditions they face with higher income persons in 
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areas of wage work conditions, work-life balance, and access to public goods such as housing 

(Teo, 2018). While I have chosen to focus primarily on education in this chapter, the inequalities 

in this area of life are just one of many facets. I picked this to illustrate inequality not because I 

hold out some naïve conception of education as the site for reducing inequalities, but because it 

serves especially well to illustrate the variant conditions faced by people making their way in the 

world, the ways in which the poor and powerless often play by rules on which they cannot win, 

and the ways in which game-rules often serve to naturalize existing hierarchies and inequalities 

(Bourdieu, 1989, Khan, 2011).  

 

I write this chapter in the thick of the COVID-19 crisis. Inequality is one of the most important 

conceptual tools we have for understanding these times as well as considering the aftermath. Yet, 

as in “normal” times, we are faced with a situation where the inequality problem appears high on 

the minds of scholars and activists but is on the periphery of elites’ political discourse. The realm 

of education has again been the site for a kind of neutralization: there is much talk about getting 

laptops into the homes of low-income families so that kids can continue with schooling, but no 

talk about how the balance of public investments and private resources requires recalibration. In 

Singapore, much has been made of extra lessons for students who are taking major exams in 2020, 

and not a peep about rethinking the value of examinations as a pedagogical tool, as a mode of 

deciding who is worthy and who is not, nor how this logic translates into deep unevenness in how 

people are rewarded for their labors. In these times of massive global existential crisis, political 

leaders remain extraordinarily nonplussed. The Singapore state’s responses to the crisis thus far 
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remain framed in terms of uplifting those who need help, rather than how to rethink the future of 

the planet, the unequal wellbeing of different groups within the city’s inhabitants, and the social 

arrangements that need to change to face the long fallout ahead.  

What is the purpose of scholarship in these unsettling times and this troubling context? 

There are at least two ways to approach this—one centered on knowledge-production, the other 

oriented toward public sociology.  

In the first, critical scholarship has to analyze polity and society in ways that raise fresh 

questions and overlooked perspectives, helping us better understand the mechanics of how things 

work and where they fail. Looking at public policy, scholarship can interrogate their real effects, 

which are separate from their ostensible goals. Inserting social scientific tools for thinking about 

variation, we can identify how their effects vary across social groups. Ethnographic approaches, 

in particular, can locate and describe how policies are negotiated by people and how repeated 

negotiations lead to the production of not just policy rules and regulations but social conditions 

that everyone in a given society relates to and navigates (Teo, 2010). State practices, and the social 

norms that form around them, have deep implications for the ability of people to meet needs and 

flourish. Critical analysis of these is thus a crucial aspect of any quest to improve the conditions 

for people to meet needs and flourish (Wright, 2010). The role of scholarship is partly to insert 

into view questions that go beyond the minutiae or technical aspects of policy regimes and to focus 

attention on big-picture principles and overlooked issues.  

This leads me to the second issue—whose views should scholars try to reorient? In order 

to motivate evaluations of existing policies and practices, however modestly, there has to be 
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pressure from civil society. A critical mass of a critical public has to create the pressure for policy 

change. While knowledge produced through scholarship may not generate this directly, it can 

nudge it along by inserting into the public sphere questions, perspectives, and explanations about 

present circumstances as well as future possibilities. Through its insights, findings, vocabularies, 

frameworks, scholarship can contribute to urgent conversations about what is to be done. It can, 

sometimes, shame governments into action by exposing injustices.  

Existing arrangements of scholarly knowledge and its distribution are inadequate for the 

tasks critical scholarship could do. As I elaborate elsewhere (Teo, 2021), academics have to 

position ourselves in a larger ecology of knowledge-producers—we have to find and create 

communities and bring others in the academy along; we have to stretch across generational divides; 

we have to do collective knowledge-production not only at the point of knowledge-dissemination 

but also at the point of conceptualization and production. In a world where our expertise is suspect, 

we have to build our own communities of legitimacy-granters, create legibility for our work 

outside the usual anointers of legitimacy. The labor of doing public sociology is collective labor, 

entailing time to create knowledge and solidarity, involving bodies in and out of the academy (Teo 

et al., 2020).  

Michael Burawoy, in championing “public sociology,” spoke of students as an important 

constituent within this public, and a teacher’s first and immediate public audience (Burawoy, 2014, 

Burawoy, 2005). Where inequalities are salient and yet not understood—experienced in the 

everyday but rendered natural in public discourse and placed beyond conscious reflection—
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teachers have major roles to play in bringing its contours, textures, and consequences into 

conscious view.  

What might a curriculum on inequality entail? First, given worldviews dominated by 

neoliberal capitalism, teachers could begin with broad unpacking of questions of political 

economy. Students could read the works of scholars such as Nancy Fraser (2019), David Harvey 

(2005), and Ananya Roy (2016). Providing students language for naming capitalism and its logic 

and contours, and lenses for seeing capitalism as historical phenomenon, will be a first step in 

allowing them to unlearn what they take for granted. Disrupting the deep-seated individualistic 

common sense of contemporary times will require showing how this has come about historically.  

Second, given the disproportionate representation among university students of the 

relatively advantaged, teaching inequality has to entail drawing students into self-reflection. 

Ethnographic works, either of their home societies or of other societies, can draw them in (Khan, 

2011, Lareau, 2011 [2003], Teo, 2018). The process of looking at aspects of life they relate to can 

cut uncomfortably close to students’ own identities and is tricky terrain to navigate. Teachers must 

remind students here that the exercise of reflexivity is not about the self as an individual but a self 

as it is embedded in a social body. Reflexivity can be cultivated and ought to be about one’s social 

position and not about one’s selfhood.   

Finally, teaching about inequality, particularly insofar as it draws students in through 

personal stakes, will lead students to ask, what can we do? Introducing comparative perspectives 

of how different countries have slightly different configurations of political economy will allow 

students to see that there are indeed variations and that capitalist economies are results of social 
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forces and political choices of agents rather than deterministic natural phenomena (Wright, 2010, 

Gornick et al., 2009, Razavi, 2007, O'Connor et al., 1999). In addition, exposing students to 

ongoing activism and social movements, in their own country as well as elsewhere, will be an 

important component of activating imaginations and motivating action.  

The following list of readings provide starting points for unpacking questions of political 

economy; drawing students into self-reflection; and encouraging students to see variations and 

alternative modes of organizing social life.  

 

HARVEY, D. 2005. A brief history of neoliberalism, Oxford, England; New York, Oxford 

University Press. 

Harvey provides a concise history of the rise of neoliberalism as ideology and practice. What are 

the mechanisms and agents responsible for this? What consequences have followed? 

 

KHAN, S. R. 2011. Privilege: The Making of an Adolescent Elite at St. Paul's School, Princeton 

and Oxford, Princeton University Press. 

This ethnography illustrates how contemporary characteristics of privilege are generated and 

naturalized in the U.S. What practices of schools contribute to the reproduction of inequality? How 

might the insights from this case be applied to other contexts? 
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ROY, A., NEGRÓN-GONZALES, G., OPOKU-AGYEMANG, K. & TALWALKER, C. V. 2016. 

Encountering poverty: thinking and acting in an unequal world, Oakland, California, 

University of California Press. 

This book reflects on key trends in anti-poverty movements. What are key blindspots and 

contradictions in contemporary social actions against poverty and inequality? How can they be 

overcome? 

 

TEO, Y. Y. 2018. This is What Inequality Looks Like, Singapore, Ethos Books. 

This ethnography contrasts everyday experiences of those living with less and those with more, to 

illustrate the logics and pitfalls in Singapore’s social welfare regime. How do structure and culture 

intersect in the shaping of inequality? What will it take to alter systemic problems? 

 

WRIGHT, E. O. 2010. Envisioning Real Utopias, London, Verso. 

This book, part of a larger series of works that “envision real utopias,” maps out institutional 

mechanisms necessary for longer-term alleviation of inequality. What are the characteristics of 

utopias? What is the role of imagination in scholarly work, and in the lives of students?  
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