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sk teenagers in Singapore whether they
are active citizens and you are likely to
get awkward answers.

IN surveyed 112 students from
46 secondary schools. When they were asked
questions such as “What is civic awareness?”, an-
swers included “being clean and green”, “being
civilised” or just an honest “I don’t know”.

The short poll – nine questions to get a fix on
how well teens understood their impact on a com-
munity – showed that the majority of respond-
ents, 78 per cent, demonstrated some idea of
what it means to engage on matters in their own
backyard. At the two ends of the spectrum, only
9 per cent showed a high understanding, while
13 per cent showed no understanding at all.

Some might read that to mean that young peo-
ple are generally apathetic about what is happen-
ing around them.

But a follow-up focus-group discussion with six
secondary school students showed otherwise:
While most teens participated in matters related

to the community,
they did not relate
their contributions
to civic awareness.

For instance, all
the students in the
focus group said
they kept up with
local news, which
indicated their in-
terest in their com-
munity. They also
knew enough to
express opinions
on recent events –
such as the Little In-
dia riot and the An-
ton Casey incident

– and demonstrated a keen perception of right
and wrong.

Twelve-year-old Jee Chen Lin, from National
Junior College, said she supported netizens who
alleviated the tense situation following the Little
India riot. “Most of the posts I read on Facebook
were about some of the people (at the scene)
who tried to solve the problem,” she said, adding
that those who had focused more on the positive
side had behaved appropriately. At the same
time, she condemned vitriolic posts from online
trolls.

N. Padmarupah, 14, from Beatty Secondary
School, agreed with Chen Lin’s assessment: “Hon-
estly, some of them were too harsh. They were us-
ing vulgarities and... that was stepping over the
line.”

Some, such as 15-year-old Elson Neo from Raf-

fles Institution, even cited examples of similar ten-
sions from recent history; linking them to last
year’s shocking expression of xenophobia after
the riot broke out. Singling out how, in 2008,
Serangoon Gardens residents had protested
against the building of a migrant-worker quarters
in their neighbourhood, he said: “It shows that
Singaporeans discriminate against foreign work-
ers.”

Beyond such observations on the civil unrest,
the students were hesitant about offering sugges-
tions on what they could do in response to it.

They claimed they did not have much power to
incite change. Lim Yee Xuan, 15, from Nanyang
Girls’ High School, reasoned: “There is nothing
much that students our age can do to help im-
prove the situation.”

This notion echoes attitudes expressed in IN’s
poll. Up to 75 per cent of respondents suggested
that teachers, parents and politicians were re-
sponsible for encouraging civic awareness and
looked to figures of authority to change society.
They equated good citizenship mainly with re-
spect for authority – a narrow definition of citizen-
ship.

CONFUSED CITIZENRY
Results of research conducted by Professor Jas-
mine Sim, a scholar of civics and citizenship educa-
tion at the National Institute of Education, shows
that Singaporean students have a limited under-
standing of what it means to be a citizen. They
did not consider taking part in discussions about
the effect of laws in Singapore or organising so-
cial causes, as active citizenry. (see sidebar.)

Ms Bernise Ang, the founder of Syinc, a strate-
gic design consultancy which looks at issues in so-
ciety, pointed out that this is a result of how Singa-
pore culture has developed. “We grow up in an
environment where we need permission to carry
out things,” she said, referring to the “No U-Turn
Syndrome”.

The term, invented by Creative Technology
founder Sim Wong Hoo, describes how Singapo-
reans act only when explicitly allowed to do so.

“It’s hard to feel empowered in this kind of sys-
tem,” Ms Ang added.

BE THE CHANGE
Nonetheless, the social climate is changing.
When students were made to see that their contri-
butions mattered, it was like a light bulb went off
in their heads: They are now hungry for action.

Among them is Owen Lee, 16, from Anglo-Chi-
nese School (Independent). The Sec 4 student
gave a resounding “yes” when asked if he want-
ed more power to make a difference.

“It’d be nice to have a role where my opinion

can be heard, so I can share my perspectives with
others,” he said. “I’m a person who (contributes
to my community) fairly frequently and I do it with-
out wanting anything in return.”

The recent formation of the Youth Volunteer
Corps, a platform for young people to design and
implement projects which contribute to the com-
munity, is one such initiative to encourage larg-
er-scale engagement among older teens.

But even ahead of that, student efforts will al-
so receive more recognition through Leaps 2.0,
the revised co-curricular activity (CCA) grading
framework designed to recognise a more diverse
range of civic efforts.

Students who participate consistently and ob-
tain significant achievements in an external CCA
– such as voluntary work with a school-approved
non-government organisation – will be awarded
Achievement points. They can also bag Leader-
ship points for initiating projects, such as foot-
ball coaching for children from low-income fami-
lies in their vicinity, which have a clear impact on
the immediate community.

Han Wei Lun, 14, a Sec 3 student from Ang
Mo Kio Secondary School, reckoned the new sys-
tem would lead to greater participation. “It will
encourage more students to do stuff for their
community, especially since they are able to
achieve more in a particular area,” he said.

Having young people see that they can be
agents for change is critical, any way you look at
it. In her book, Civic Engagement In Higher Edu-
cation, Dr Barbara Jacoby, a civic engagement
expert, argued that positive contributions by in-
dividuals eventually, slowly but surely, lead to
change on a universal scale.

“Every local problem has a global dimension
and the reverse is equally true,” she pointed out.
Meanwhile, on a personal level, those who start
interacting with their communities from an early
age tend to be meaningfully engaged as citizens
later in life.

Not caring, on the other hand, has a negative
bearing on life. You could miss the chance to de-
velop skills which can be gained from participat-
ing in problem-solving, such as the ability to be a

team player, along with positive character traits
such as empathy and caring, which are key quali-
ties that employers value.

Most critically, feeling like you can impact
your world raises your own personal satisfaction
with life.

You already have the power. Now it is time to
use it.

Additional reporting by Ang Yiying, Serene
Luo, Nur Syahiidah Zainal, Amanda Phoon and
Sheryl Quek

INTERACT!
Look through The Straits Times and find a
cause, group or person you would like to assist.
What sort of contribution, whatever the size,
can you make to help them better handle their
daily struggles? List your thoughts using the
subheads “Group/Person/Cause”, “Challenges”
and “Your Action”.
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Change
is within your reach

Empowered by a society which needs them, teenagers
now have the freedom to affect their communities in
a positive way. LAREMY LEE reports
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How much civic awareness
do Singaporeans have?

TOP: A youth
volunteer from
non-profit charity
group CityCare
rallying support
for Singapore’s
bid to host the
inaugural Youth
Olympic Games in
2010.
FAR LEFT: Youth
volunteers
preparing food at
Al-Ansar Mosque
during the holy
month of
Ramadan.
LEFT: A volunteer
from youth
organisation
Voluntarius
helping at a flag
day in 2012.
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RESULTS FROM IN’S SURVEY OF
112 SECONDARY SCHOOL STUDENTS

How do you want to be empowered?
Tweet your thoughts to @STInsiders
with the hashtag #INdepth

The 2010 National Youth Survey by
the National Youth Council found that:
L Youth are enthusiastic about develop-
ing their future and setting high standards
for themselves.
L Youth have the passion and drive to do
their part for the nation and the communi-
ty, evidenced by the many ground-up initi-
atives they organise. There is a rise in
youth involvement efforts, as they take an
active approach in engaging with their
communities.
L Youth also welcome more support in
making sustainable changes with impact.
While youth programmes and outreach ef-
forts have had an impact, they have been
mostly on a small scale.

What is “civic awareness”?
Define the term.

Who should encourage
civic awareness?

Professor Jasmine Sim, of the National Insti-
tute of Education, conducted a study on Sin-
gapore students’ civic knowledge. She
found that:
L Students defined citizenship narrowly –
respecting figures of authority – as opposed
to a broader definition that includes taking
part in discussions about laws or organising
social causes.
L Students’ understanding of democracy
differed based on the academic stream they
were in.
L Students need more democratic school
environments to prepare them to engage in
civic issues as adults.

The 2012 Individual
Giving Survey by the
National Volunteer and
Philanthropy Centre
found that:
L From 2004, there has
been a steady increase in
the volunteer rates of
young people aged be-
tween 15 to 24.
L Youth aged between
15 to 24 voluntarily donat-
ed money consistently.
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