
By JANICE TAI

THE more strongly children in Sin-
gapore – even girls – believe that
mathematics is for boys, the bet-
ter their performance in the sub-
ject, research here has found.

Two new studies have shown
that gender stereotypes affect
how both boys and girls view
themselves, which in turn can in-
fluence their performances, said
Associate Professor Manu Kapur,
one of the researchers.

He said: “Girls may be doing
well in spite of these stereotypes,
not because of the stereotypes.
Therefore, they may do even bet-
ter if they do not have to fight
those stereotypes.”

Dr Kapur, who heads the Learn-
ing Sciences Lab at the National
Institute of Education (NIE), did
the studies with United States re-
searchers from the University of
Washington.

The first study, which was pub-
lished in the Journal Of Experi-
mental Child Psychology this
year, ran tests on 172 primary
school children.

In the second study, which is
currently under review by a jour-
nal, 299 primary school children
took a mathematics test designed
by a curriculum expert, after they
completed certain tasks.

The tasks, similar to those
which the children in the first
study carried out, gauge the
strength of gender stereotypes
they hold and how much they
identified with maths.

These were determined by us-
ing computers to measure and
compare their reaction times to
stimuli that either reinforced or
contradicted the stereotypes.

Both high-performing boys
and girls tended to identify with
the stereotypes – but they may
have fared well for different rea-
sons.

The boys could have done well
in mathematics because their con-

fidence levels and the amount of
effort they put in were bolstered
when they think the subject is for

them, said Dr Kapur.
The girls who scored well, how-

ever, were likely to be spurred on

by another emotion.
Said Dr Kapur: “Under some

circumstances, stereotypes can

produce the opposite effects by ac-
tually enhancing performance.

“This tends to occur when indi-

viduals are already high-achiev-
ing and motivated to want to
prove a strong stereotype as
wrong.”

Singaporean children are also
raised in a culture that values edu-
cation and hard academic work,
so girls who hold the stereotypes
may not be affected as much, he
added.

The findings can be used to
improve mathematics teaching,
he said.

It may be useful to identify stu-
dents who hold the negative be-
liefs and help them “resist” these
pervasive cultural stereotypes, as
these may adversely influence aca-
demic performance.

“Changing students’ beliefs
about themselves may be more
cost-efficient and as effective as
maths tuition, especially for chil-
dren who do have the ability but
lack the beliefs,” said Dr Kapur.

When made more aware of the
stereotypes, teachers are also able
to design coaching methods to ad-
dress these issues.

Ms Calynn Chow, 24, who has
just started teaching mathematics
at Anchor Green Primary School,
said having such awareness is
helpful.

“The ideal is that we can arrest
the development of such stereo-
types at a young age before they
get more entrenched...

“When teachers believe in stu-
dents that they can do well, stu-
dents can feel it and it motivates
them to do better,” she said.

Madam Rokiya Camaloudine,
39, who has two boys and four
girls aged between four and 13,
said she does not notice any differ-
ence in their abilities or confi-
dence levels when doing maths.

“I try not to play into the stere-
otypes, but instead teach them
maths according to their individu-
al learning styles, be it rote learn-
ing, visualising or even singing
songs,” said the freelance project
consultant.

jantai@sph.com.sg

Belief that ‘maths is for boys’

Madam Rokiya, seen here with her
husband Mohamad Rafi and their six
children, says she tries not to play
into the stereotypes, but instead
teaches mathematics to her children
according to their individual learning
styles.

(Above) Associate Professor Manu
Kapur, who heads the Learning
Sciences Lab at NIE, is one of the
researchers in the studies.
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