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Chinese students  play  basketball,  
Malays football and Indians hockey.

The issue of co-curricular activi-
ties (CCAs) attracting specific eth-
nicities was raised by Deputy Prime 
Minister  Tharman  Shanmugarat-
nam in September at the inaugural 
Majulah  Lecture  dialogue  at  the  
Nanyang Technological University.

And  schools  and  coaches  con-
tacted by The Straits Times concede 
that some sports do draw more play-
ers from certain races.

In calling for “deepening multi-
culturalism from young”, Mr Thar-
man  flagged  an  observation:  “I  
think our CCAs are too ethnically 
defined in practice,  in ways that  
sometimes puzzles. Football today 
is different from what it was in the 
1970s and 1980s – you look at our 
national team. All very good play-
ers. But it used to be a much more 
multiracial team in those days.”

He noted that some sports such 
as volleyball, basketball and table 
tennis tend to strike people as  a 
“Chinese” game.

Observers said the mindset that 
some  sports  are  associated  with  
specific ethnic groups still persists, 
and it is important that parents do 
not just impose their own interests 
on their children. 

Mr Tohari Paijan, 60, a primary 
school football  coach, said Malay 
families  are  mostly  interested in  
football and sepak takraw. 

He added: “They tell their kids, ‘I 
want you to be the next Fandi Ah-
mad’. They don’t say, ‘Are you going 
to be the next Joseph Schooling?’”

Mr Sarika Prasad, 58,  a  cricket 
coach in two boys’ schools, tries to 

encourage  students  to  take  up  
sports which they might not have 
originally considered. 

He said: “If I see a Chinese boy 
who is good in cricket, I  will ask 
him to join but sometimes he will 
say, ‘let me ask my parents first’.” 

SHAPING A DIVERSE SOCIETY
Experts agree that schools play an 
important role in shaping multicul-
turalism – the ability to share the 
world with others who are differ-
ent. 

The benefit, said Associate Pro-
fessor Mark Baildon from the Na-
tional Institute of Education’s hu-
manities and social studies educa-
tion academic group, is that young 
people “are less likely to develop 
rigid,  incorrect  or  fixed  notions  
about  people  who  are  different  
from them”, adding that attitudes 
about culture and differences are 
set at an early age. 

A spokesman for the Ministry of 
Education said it  emphasises the 
need for  students  to  learn to  be  
“sensitive and socially responsible 
on issues pertaining to race and reli-
gion” and CCAs provide a common 
space for friendships among stu-
dents of diverse backgrounds. 

CCA is also an opportunity to de-
velop cultural awareness.

Jurong  Secondary  basketball

player Celine Ng, 14, said: “Once at 
a team bonding event, a team mem-
ber learnt that  we shouldn’t  mix 
utensils for halal food with those 
for non-halal food.” 

For Dunman Secondary basket-
ball player Haseenah Mohamed Ar-
iffin, 14, the bonding became clear 
during the fasting month when her 
teammates encouraged her. 

She  said:  “It  gets  really  tiring,  
and the only thing I want to do is 
drink water but I can’t.  But they 
would say don’t give up, just keep 
pushing on.”

BETTER DIVERSITY IN SCHOOLS
Schools  that  The  Straits  Times  
spoke to said racial mix in certain 
sports is improving. 

Take Dunman Secondary School, 
for instance. 

The  school’s  teacher-in-charge  
of basketball Leong Sen Tieng, 43, 
said: “All along, basketball was per-
ceived as a Chinese sport but now 
not so much, maybe because of the 
National Basketball Association (in 
the United States), which raises the 
profile of the sport.” 

Her school’s four teams are made 
up of 12 to 15 students, and Chinese 
students account for only half the 
players.

At Jurong Secondary School, the 
lower  secondary  girls’  basketball  

team is made up of eight Chinese, 
three Malays and one Indian, while 
the boys team has nine Chinese,  
two Malays and one Indian.

This is the same experience with 
swimming, said Mr Kuah Kar Huat, 
49, water polo coach at Outram Sec-
ondary  School.  There  are  more  
Malays and Indians taking up swim-
ming  now,  compared  with  the  
1980s when it was dominated by 
Chinese, he added. 

His B Division team of more than 
20 boys currently has three Malays 
and one Indian, while the rest are 
Chinese. Previously, there was only 
one non-Chinese swimmer. 

While it is important to consider 
a good racial mix, it is even more im-
portant to ensure that students are 
given every chance to pursue their 
interest.

Dr Nick Aplin, senior lecturer of 
physical education and sports sci-
ence education academic group at 
NIE, said: “It is more about provid-
ing opportunities for anyone to be 
included in an activity of his or her 
interest.” 

Agreeing, Ms Ong Wei Chen, 37, 
Jurong Secondary’s subject head of 
physical education, said: “To us, it’s 
about the students’ interests, tal-
ent and passion.” 
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While some sports 
do draw players from 
certain races, things 
are getting better

Jurong Secondary School’s basketball teams are made up of students from different races. Observers said the mindset that some sports are associated with 
specific ethnic groups still persists, and it is important that parents do not just impose their own interests on their children. ST PHOTOS: MARK CHEONG, ARIFFIN JAMAR

At Dunman 
Secondary 
School, Chinese 
students 
account for only 
half of the 
basketball 
players.

Schools say racial mix 
improving in sports

Many of the students in Ping Yi 
Secondary School’s angklung en-
semble had not even heard of the 
instrument before they joined the 
school. And some thought it was a 
Malay instrument.

Secondary  2  student  Fun  Wei  
Yang said: “I read that the angklung 
is usually for Malay people but actu-
ally anyone can play it. It’s not ex-
clusive to people of a certain race.” 

The angklung is a bamboo musi-
cal instrument with origins in In-
donesia. 

Students  said  they  chose  to  
learn the instrument because of 
its soothing effect. “It produces a 
different kind of music. It’s calm-
ing and helps to relieve stress,”  
said Wei Yang, 14. 

Secondary  3  student  Samia
Afrin, 15, said: “I was interested in 
music but felt that the band was 
too loud.” 

The  ensemble’s  repertoire
ranges from traditional Malay and 

Indonesian folk songs to contem-
porary music by American singer 
Bruno Mars and Chinese songs. 

Ms Tengku Nurhudah, teacher-
in-charge of angklung ensemble, 
said it helps that their coach intro-
duces songs from other genres, not 
just Indonesian and Malay songs. 

“We  started  off  with  more
Malays in 2009 but slowly we’re 
getting  more interest  from stu-
dents from the other races,” she 
said. 

The ensemble has 38 players – 
17 of whom are Malays, 14 are Chi-
nese, five are Indians and two are 
international students. 

“The students are drawn to the 
instrument for its novelty and ex-
pression of music rather than its 
origin,” said Ms Tengku. “Over the 
years, there’s also been more ex-
posure to angklung as it has been 
featured in the media.” 
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Multiracial ensemble plays the angklung

(From left) Fun Wei Yang, Tan Yu Xuan, Samia Afrin and Al Ezra Mohamed Al 
Johan are part of Ping Yi  Secondary School’s  angklung ensemble,  which 
plays Malay folk tunes as well as Chinese songs. ST PHOTO: ARIFFIN JAMAR
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