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This paper sheds light on the sociocultural aspect that interacts with and influences the
realisation of students’ personal wellbeing, using the example of Singapore. Specifically,
this study examines the policy goals, frameworks, contents, approaches and key issues
arising from the recent educational reform to advance students’ personal wellbeing in
Singapore schools. It is argued that the reforms manifest the hedonic, eudaimonic,
collective, relational and personal domains of wellbeing. However, the reforms are
challenged by the prevailing exam-oriented culture in Singapore. This article contributes
to the existing scholarship by highlighting the imperative to design wellbeing policies that
are premised on an inclusive conception of wellbeing; and the need to formulate
wellbeing initiatives that are compatible with prevailing cultural script.

Introduction

A top educational reform agenda for many education systems today is the advancement of
students’ personal wellbeing. The universal concern over the wellbeing of young people is
unsurprising, given that 10% of children and adolescents in the world experience a mental
disorder such as depression, anxiety and behavioural disorders (World Health
Organisation, 2024). The percentage for adolescents (10-19-year-olds) is even higher, with
one in seven worldwide experiencing a mental condition (World Health Organisation,
2025). The global attention on students’ personal wellbeing is attested to in the growing
number of international initiatives on this topic. Some prominent examples are “the
European Network of Health Promoting Schools, the Social and Emotional Aspects of
Learning (SEAL) programme in the UK, the Collaborative for Academic, Social and
Emotional Learning (CASEL) in the USA and the Positive Psychology movement”
(Noble et al, 2008, p. 70). The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD, n.d.-a) has conceptualised the OECD wellbeing framework, as
well as incorporating wellbeing for students into its Programme for International Student
Assessment (PISA) framework (OECD, n.d.-b).

There is currently a substantial collection of publications on wellbeing initiatives,
approaches and outcomes in schools and learning institutions across educational
jurisdictions, levels and settings (Alexandrova, 2017; Disabato et al., 2016; Eloff et al.,
2022; Fletcher, 2016; Fosco, 2022; Jiang et al.,, 2025; Ryff, 2018; Svane et al, 2019;
Weijers, 2020). See also see the special issue of the journal Learning and Instruction on
student wellbeing (Collie & Hascher, 2024). What remains under-explored are the local
conditions and necessities needed for the successful enactment of students’ personal
wellbeing in specific education systems. My article seeks to foreground the sociocultural
aspect that interacts with and influences the realisation of students’ personal wellbeing.
Following Hwa (2023), my study defines sociocultural context as “dominant patterns of
ideas and practices in a given social system that influence people’s interactions with their
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environments” (p. 477). The reason for the spotlight on sociocultural setting is that many
of the concepts, theories, frameworks, models and programs surrounding students’
personal wellbeing are conceived in Anglo-American societies and then transferred to
non-Western settings. Consequently, these borrowed policies and practices are
implemented in a context that may differ significantly from or even collide with, the
original cultural background. Yang and Zhou (2017) rightly asserted that the “orientation
of wellbeing is essentially determined by the culture” (p. 1806).

Aimed at adding to the existing literature on the educational reforms pertaining to
students’ personal wellbeing from an Asian educational context, this paper examines the
sociocultural issues and challenges surrounding the advancement of personal wellbeing for
students in Singapore. Singapore is an illuminating case study for two main reasons. First,
the furtherance of students’ personal wellbeing is a priority for the government in
Singapore due to surveys and reports that reveal the worrying state of wellbeing for
children and young people in Singapore (Goh, 2020; Ong, 2023; Shafeeq, 2024; Tan & Li,
2023; Tay, 2023). Although Singapore students have performed well in the Programme for
International Student Assessment (PISA), a study by OECD (2017) shows that the levels
of anxiety experienced by students in Singapore are higher than the OECD average. 86%
of students in Singapore were worried about poor grades in school, as compared with
66% of students across all OECD countries. The number of young people experiencing
mental health challenges was even higher during the pandemic in 2020, (52%); and the
suicide rate for young people (aged 10 to 19) was the highest in that year since 2012 (Goh,
2020).

It needs to be added that the state of mental wellbeing for young people in Singapore has
improved slightly in the aftermath of the pandemic. The National Youth Survey reported
that the percentage of youth who said that the state of their mental wellbeing was good or
very good was 40% in 2022, as compared to 35% in 2020 (Shafeeq, 2024). Nevertheless,
about one in three youth (aged 11 to 18) in Singapore experienced mental health
symptoms such as anxiety and sadness, according to a study by the National University of
Singapore (Ang, 2022). The Singapore Youth Epidemiology and Resilience Study which
was undertaken from 2020 to 2022 reported that at least one in 10 respondents experience
at least one current mental health disorder (Ong, 2023). A 2021 study reported that young
people (aged 10 to 24) suffering from depression at one healthcare group had increased
four-fold between 2013 and 2018 (Goh, 2020). Translating the mental health struggles
faced by students into the classroom, Ong (2023) wrote: “Simply put, this means that in a
class of 40 students, 12 or more of them are struggling with mental health challenges, with
four of them likely living with one or more mental health disorders - whether they have
sought clinical help or not” (para. 9).

The second reason for this study to focus on Singapore is that the Ministry of Education
(hereafter MOE) in the country has embarked on an ambitious, nation-wide educational
reform to promote the personal wellbeing of all primary and secondary students in recent
years. Ng (2020) has examined the educational policy measures to promote student
wellbeing in Singapore. However, Ng’s paper was published in 2020 and hence did not
include policy measures on students’ personal wellbeing that were introduced from 2020.
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Furthermore, his article did not concentrate on the theoretical basis, orientation and
presupposition of the notion of wellbeing privileged by the education authority and
schools in Singapore. Through an analysis of official documents, speeches, school-based
materials online and other relevant publications, this article aims to explore MOE’s policy
directions, curriculum contents, theoretical underpinnings and challenges pertaining to
students’ personal wellbeing in Singapore.

The article begins with an introduction to the construct of wellbeing, with a focus on
Evans and Prilleltensky’s (2007) framework of wellbeing. This is followed by an overview
of the advancement of students’ personal wellbeing in Singapore in terms of the policy
framework, contents and approaches. The next segment evaluates the educational policy
reform to advance students’ personal wellbeing by highlighting the major issues and
challenges associated with the reforms. The paper concludes by explaining how it
contributes to the scholarship on policy-making and wellbeing constructs against the
backdrop of prevailing cultural and social norms.

The construct of wellbeing

There is currently no universally agreed definition of wellbeing. A multi-disciplinary
concept, wellbeing in the educational context has been theorised from five major
disciplines: medicine, psychology, social work, counselling and philosophy (Svane et al.,
2019). Various researchers and organisations have also conceptualised wellbeing in terms
of different dimensions, aspects or components (Tan, C. 2025a). Svane et al. (2019)
reported six different definitions from a systematic literature review of articles on
wellbeing:

(a) hedonic wellbeing involving high levels of positive affect, low levels of negative affect
and high life satisfaction, (b) combinations of hedonic and eudaimonic wellbeing
including self-actualisation, (c) interaction between the individual and environment, (d)
having social, emotional, spiritual wellbeing including an absence of mental illness
symptoms, (¢) wellbeing as situational and relational and (f) wellbeing as an accumulation
of resources to face challenges (p. 219).

A useful framework to understand the various sites of wellbeing is conceptualised by
Evans and Prilleltensky (2007), who defined wellbeing as “a positive state of affairs in
which the personal, relational, and collective needs and aspirations of individuals and
communities are fulfilled” (p. 681). Evans and Prilleltensky introduced a framework that
spelt out the interdependence of the three domains of wellbeing — a personal, relational
and collective — in terms of their respective sites, signs, sources and strategies (Table 1).

Evans and Prilleltensky’s framework can be applied to wellbeing in various forms,
whether as a state, a process or an outcome (Powell et al., 2018). An example of wellbeing
as a state is the definition by OECD for its PISA framework: “a dynamic state characterised by
students exiperiencing the ability and opportunity to fulfil their personal and social goals” (Borgonovi &
Pal, 2016, p. 8, italics in the original). Underscoring the process of wellbeing, Graham
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Table 1: Interdependence of personal, relational and collective
domains in sites, signs, sources and strategies of well-being

Sites of wellbeing

Personal Relational Collective
Signs Personal ~ Control Affirming friends and ~ Safe and healthy lives
relatives
Relational ~ Satistying relationships Enduring friendships ~ Affirmation of dive-
rsity and solidarity
Collective  Sense of community ~ Norms of mutual Support for the poor
support and universal health
care
Sources Personal Experiences of self- Developmental needs  Personal contribution
efficacy for trust adequately to common good
met
Relational Nurturance Prior experiences of Appreciation of
respect and interdependence
affirmation
Collective  High quality health Norms that promote  Culture that under-
and education collaboration stands and fosters
interdependence
Strategies  Personal =~ Empowerment Empathy and social Collective and political
skills action
Relational ~ Voice and choice in Conflict resolution and Social support and
partnership growth orientation rewards for
participation in social
change
Collective  Participation in Norms that affirm Social movements that
political process mutuality and oppose  fight injustice
competition

Soutce: Evans and Prilleltensky (2007).

and colleagues (20106) linked wellbeing to living a complete and fruitful life that is made
possible through one’s strength and resilience to confront changes and challenges.
Focusing on wellbeing as an outcome, Weijers (2020) clarified that a person’s wellbeing
centres on the prudential good life; the primary concern is whether a person’s life is going
well for them. Wellbeing can also be a state or a trait. State levels of wellbeing refers to
“feelings and satisfaction at a particular moment in time or within a restricted period of
time (e.g., the past week)” whereas trait levels of wellbeing denotes “how a person feels or
how satistied they are in general or on average (across time and situations)” (Tov, 2018, p.

36).

Having sketched the essential features of wellbeing, the next segment shall turn to an
overview of the reform to promote students’ personal wellbeing in Singapore.
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Educational reforms for students’ personal wellbeing in Singapore
schools

This section begins by giving an overview of the educational policy framework, contents
and approaches regarding the furtherance of students’ personal wellbeing in Singapore.

Policy goals and framework

The MOE in Singapore has stated that students’ personal wellbeing is a policy priority
(Ministry of Education, 2021). The ministry adopts an all-encompassing approach for
students, through the Ho/istic Health Framework (Ministty of Education, 2019, 2022a).
Anchored upon a “holistic health promotion approach”, this framework enables schools
to “provide opportunities for every student to develop the skills and attitudes to live
healthily, and build students' motivation to sustain a healthy lifestyle even after they leave
school” (Ministry of Education, 2022a para. 1). It appears that the framework emphasises
wellbeing as a process through its reference to the development of skills and attitudes to
live healthily (Graham et al., 2010).

The Holistic Health Framework (hereafter Framework) contains three guiding principles for
the enactment of wellbeing initiatives: zofal wellbeing by focusing on physical, mental and
social health; inclusion where every student acquires the knowledge, competences and
dispositions for healthy living; and guality delivery as “trained teachers and qualified para-
educators teach holistic health effectively.” (Ministry of Education, 2022a). The mention
of “Total wellbeing” in the Framework signalled the adoption of a multi-faceted
understanding of wellbeing that approximates OECD’s cognitive, psychological, social,
physical, and material dimensions of wellbeing (Borgonovi & Pal, 2016). The Framework
also includes three key components: supportive school culture and organisation,
comprehensive and relevant curricula, and synergistic collaborations and partnerships
(Ministry of Education, 2022a). First, supportive school culture and organisation mean that each
school should provide its common vision, policies and resources to support student
health. Comprebensive and relevant curricula refer to initiatives and activities that are carried out
through the formal and informal school curriculum. Finally, synergistic collaborations and
parmerships take place when the school reaches out to the educational stakeholders to
jointly foster holistic health in students.

Within the school, students can seck help and support from the school counsellors
(Ministry of Education, 2023). Presently, every primary school, secondary school and
junior college has one to two counsellors; all teachers are also equipped with basic
counselling skills to support students (Ministry of Education, 2023). The MOE has also
announced its plan to deploy more than 1,000 teacher-counsellors across schools, from
the current number of more than 700 teacher counsellors in schools (Yang, 2021). As part
of a nation-wide approach to champion students’ personal wellbeing, the education
authority has also partnered with various organisations and centres. For example, the
Health Promotion Board and other community agencies were invited to give talks and
organise exhibitions on mental health awareness for students (Ministry of Education,
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2018). Schools are also encouraged to collaborate with the Ministry of Social and Family
Development, Family Service Centres and community mental health professionals, such
as the Response, Eatrly Assessment and Intervention for Community Mental Health
(REACH) teams and Community Health Assessment Team (CHAT) (Ministry of
Education, 2019, 2023).

Policy contents and approaches

The promotion of students’ personal wellbeing is implemented in schools through the
incorporation of wellbeing contents into the total school curriculum. The advancement of
students’ personal wellbeing is enacted in schools systematically and regularly through
diverse school subjects and periods. The MOE has explained:

We strengthen students’ mental health through lessons on Character and Citizenship,
Form Teacher Guidance Period and Physical Education. We build character in students
through experiential learning platforms such as Co-Curricular Activities, Values-in-
Action programme and outdoor education. ... Our schools teach students social and
emotional competencies such as relationship management, stress management and help-
seeking skills, which are then put into practice when students engage in various school
activities. (Ministry of Education, 2019, paras. 2-3).

The policy planned by MOE is also cascaded down into public schools through an array
of school-based curricula for students’ personal wellbeing. A representative example is the
statement by a secondary school that its Mental Health Education Programme “is
designed to achieve the following goals for our students, as defined by MOE’s Student
Development Curriculum Division (SCDC)” (Serangoon Garden Secondary School, 2024,
para. 1). Caleon and Hian (2023) concluded from a case study of a wellbeing curriculum in
a primary school that it “adopted a whole-school approach to positive education that was

framed within the larger framework of the Singapore national curriculum” (p. 219).

Alongside the schools’ conformity with MOE’s wellbeing framework and guidelines is an
array of school-based concepts, models, programs and activities. Following MOE’s broad-
based interpretation of wellbeing, a school designed the ‘ABC of student wellbeing’,
covering the affective, behavioural and cognitive needs of the students as they develop
their physical, social-emotional, moral and aesthetic domains (Punggol View Primary
School, 2024). Different schools also select varied wellbeing frameworks for their
students. For instance, a school opts for the combination of the PERMA framework
adapted from Seligman (Positive Emotion, Engagement, Relationship, Meaning,
Achievement and Health) and the Growth Mindset Theory conceived by Carol Dweck
(Kranji Primary School, 2024). Another school chose to design its own students’ personal
wellbeing model using the acronym SHINE (Strive and serve, Have healthy habits,
Increase positive emotions, Nurture meaningful relationships, Engage in lifelong learning)
(Henry Park Primary School, 2024). In line with MOE’s emphasis on providing help-
seeking strategies to students, one school lists a number of resources for its students, such
as ‘Mental Health E-kit’ and ‘It'll Be Alright E- Book’ (Fairfield Methodist School, 2024).
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Opverall, the initiatives launched by the schools are oriented towards a combination of
hedonic wellbeing and eudaimonic wellbeing (Svane et al., 2019; Tan, 2025a). Hedonic
wellbeing underlines high degree of positive affect, low degree of negative affect and high
life satisfaction, as evidenced in the reference to positive emotions, health and
relationships in PERMA and SHINE. Eudaimonic wellbeing which focuses on flourishing
and self-actualisation is seen in the reference to engagement, meaning, achievement and
service in PERMA and SHINE.

Another initiative launched by MOE is Mental Health Education for all primary and
secondary schools in Singapore. The MOE announces that students learn about “mental
health issues, coping skills, emotional regulation and help-secking strategies” through the
subject Character and Citizenship Education (Ministty of Education, 2020a, para. 1).
Accordingly, mental health as “having a balance in various aspects of life, and learning
values and social-emotional competencies to cope with life’s situations, relate to others
and contribute to the community” (Ministry of Education, 2020b, p. 13). It is evident
from the above-mentioned description of mental health that wellbeing is generally
understood as a state (“having a balance in various aspects of life"); a process (“coping
skills, emotional regulation and help-secking strategies” ... “learning values and social-
emotional competencies”) and an outcome (“cope with life’s situations, relate to others
and contribute to the community”). With reference to Svane et al.’s (2019) definitions of
wellbeing, it can be inferred from before-mentioned statements on mental health that the
education authority interprets wellbeing as having social and emotional wellbeing,
including an absence of mental illness symptoms (“emotional regulation and help-secking
strategies”), situational and relational (“having a balance in various aspects of life”...
“relate to others”) as well as an accumulation of resources to face challenges (“to cope
with life’s situations”).

The contents for mental health for secondary students revolve around enhancing their
resilience and wellbeing, understanding and differentiating stress, distress and mental
illness, cultivating help-seeking efficacy, and eliminating the stigma surrounding mental
illness (Ministry of Education, 2020b, 2022b, 2022c). The topics covered under Mental
Health includes mental health conditions such as anxiety, contributors to mental health
concerns such as unrealistic expectations and social competition, strategies to destigmatise
mental health issues such as showing care and empathy to others, and practical
suggestions to seek help when needed (Ministry of Education, 2020a). Students’ personal
wellbeing is also promoted through the peer support program (Ministry of Education,
2018, 2022b, 2023). This initiative seeks to select and train at least 5 per cent of students
in each school as peer support leaders; they “are trained in active listening skills and taught
to respond to others with empathy, manage conflicts and encourage eatly help-seeking
and positive coping strategies among their peers” (Lee, 2021).

The preceding has outlined the policy framework, initiatives, lessons and resources that
are common for all public schools in Singapore. An analysis of the suite of policy
measures to promote students’ personal wellbeing in Singapore reveals a concerted,
nation-wide approach to champion students’ personal wellbeing. An inclusive definition
of wellbeing is privileged, with a focus on integrating mental health topics into the school
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curriculum. There is also an accent on providing each school with the structural and
policy necessities (Gunawardena et al, 2020) such as a clearly articulated structure,
curriculum, manpower, resources and community support. The standardisation of
wellbeing contents and approaches goes hand in hand with curriculum customisation at
the school level.

An emphasis on the collective, relational and personal domains of wellbeing

This paper shall further explore Singapore’s educational policy reform to foster students’
personal wellbeing using Evans and Prilleltensky’s (2007) three domains of wellbeing, as
they provide a useful analytical tool for us to identify and unpack the various levels of
wellbeing initiatives intended for students. First, the colective domain of wellbeing is
evident in policy measures that attend to interdependence, the common good, solidarity
and social support. As explained eatlier, a key guiding principle of the Holistic Health
Framework is inclusion that is marked by supportive school culture and organisation and
synergistic collaborations and partnerships with organisations in the community.

The relational domain of wellbeing is also apparent in the policy initiative to further
students’ personal wellbeing in Singapore, through programs such as support from school
teachers and counsellors, peer support, and extra-curricular activities that encourage social
interactions and bonding. The goal is to enhance the wellbeing of students through the
empathy, respect, affirmation and cooperation that they receive and give to people around
them.

There is also evidence of an accent on the persona/ domain of wellbeing through
programmes that give students control, empowerment, voice, choice and agency. The
previous sections have already explained how the policy framework, contents and
approaches at the national and school levels pivot on enabling every student to possess
social and emotional skills, identify and overcome any mental issues they may have
through self-helping strategies, and be equipped with the beliefs, values, abilities, attitudes,
resilience and motivation to deal with life’s challenges. A presupposition in the wellbeing
narrative promoted by the education authority and schools is the autonomy given to each
student to take ownership of their own mental health. The accent on the capability of an
agent to make one’s own decisions, set own goals and achieve one’s aspirations is
exemplified in the objectives of Character and Citizenship Education lessons for
secondary students:

The lessons provide opportunities for students to wuderstand themselves and to appreciate
what is a healthy self-identity. They learn how to seek continual self-improvement and take
action to develop their character strengths, values, interests, talents and skills. This also
includes setting short term goals and developing actionable plans to work towards their envisioned
best selves and long term educational and career goals (Ministry of Education, 2020b, p.
27, italics added).

To sum up, it is arguable that the approach towards wellbeing adopted by the education
authority in Singapore reflects Chang and Lim’s (2007) Asian Subjective Wellbeing scale
that “incorporates not only the typical individual-based dimension but also a collectivist
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element that reflects the emphasis of the collectivist culture, such as concern for others
that are significant to the self” (p. 54). Their scale encompass both self-related and other-
related aspects of subjective wellbeing, such as “I have the ability to cope with problems I
faced”; “I am accepted by the people around me”; “I have satisfying social relationships”;
“I have the freedom to do what I want”; and “I have my family support in the things 1
want to do” (p. 68).

The endorsement of an all-encompassing construct of wellbeing in Singapore is
significant, when we consider the claim by some researchers that Singapore is primarily a
collectivist society (Caleon et al., 2023; Chue, 2023; Hofstede, 2019; Huang et al., 2022;
Voronov & Singer, 2002). Unlike individualist societies, people in a collectivist society are
socialised into the cultural norms of social cohesion, conformity, harmony and
contribution. Assuming that the assertion that Singapore is a collectivist society is correct,
one would expect that the construct of wellbeing privileged by the education authority
leans more towards the collective domain and less towards the personal domain.

However, as noted in the earlier segments, the policy direction, contents and aims in
Singapore value all three domains — personal, relational and collective. A case can be made
that it is too simplistic to categorise Singapore as purely collectivist, or to see collectivism
and individualism as mutually exclusive. As rightly noted by Sheu et al. (2014), Singapore
students have been influenced by individualist cultural values from Anglo-American
societies due to globalisation and the mass media. It is therefore important not to over-
generalise or essentialise the cultural characteristics of students in Singapore. The example
of Singapore demonstrates a nuanced understanding of the term ‘collective’ and ‘personal’
to describe a society and the notion of wellbeing.

The challenge of exam-orientation

The earlier sections of this paper have shown how the education authority in Singapore
has embarked on an ambitious, comprehensive and feasible plan to foster students’
personal wellbeing in schools. Evidently, that the policy as a whole is supported by a
clearly articulated framework, integrated into the existing school curriculum, linked to
community partners and aligned with the schools’ mental health programs. MOE has
noted that students and teachers who have experienced the Mental Health Education
lessons “found them engaging and the class discussions relevant and useful” (Ministry of
Education, 2022b, para. 4).

Notwithstanding these merits, the policy plan to stimulate students’ personal wellbeing is
vitiated by the cultural practice of exam-orientation in Singapore (Tan, 2018; 2019). The
policy for students’ personal wellbeing seeks to free students from a narrow definition of
success, which is essentially academic excellence as measured by exam results. Students are
invited to (re)define what success means to them, and replace the traditional test-centred
education with holistic education. Holistic education refers to shifting away from
academic development to other domains, such as physical, moral, social, emotional and
aesthetics (Ng, 2020). The then Deputy Prime Minister stressed the importance of
Singaporeans re-thinking and expanding their understandings of success in a competitive
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society (Prime Minister's Office Singapore, 2024). He called upon all to “embrace
excellence and talents across many different areas, and find meaning and purpose in what
we do” (Prime Ministet's Office Singapore, 2024, para. 34). The message to shift away
from the narrowing of success criteria to academic achievements finds resonance in
research that shows that students’ positive emotions increase when there is less
competition in class (Lim et al, 2016). In tandem with the official aim to shift from a test-
centred educational system to holistic education, the MOE has launched a number of
policy reforms, such as removing exams for primary 1 and 2, level and advocating the joy
of learning in schools (Ng, 2020).

However, the ideal of holistic education is confronted by the dominant cultural norm of
exam-orientation in Singapore. Sheu et al. (2014) maintain that Singaporean society
typically measures a person’s success by their school performance, resulting in academic
achievement becoming an integral part of their self-identity. Cultural worldviews have a
direct impact on how people in society conceptualise ‘success’; ‘happiness’; ‘quality of life’;
and ‘the good life’. A person’s self-assessment is situated within their cultural and value
systems, which mould their construction of life goals, milestones and expectations
(National Council of Social Service, 2022). It is useful to amplify the societal effects of
exam-otientation, using Vanclay and Enticott’s (2011) four types of cultural scripts, with
overlaps in between:

a socially perceived routine or expected sequence of events; specifically an understanding about how
things should or will unfold; @ cazeh-phrase, metaphor or allegory that is frequently recited in
response to a particular issue or situation; a mini-story, narrative, or parable that has
particular significance in a social group (itrespective of whether it is true or not); and a
commonly used line of argument (thread, theme) that is widely invoked in response to a particular
issue ot situation” (p. 5, italics added).

First, the script of a socially perceived routine or expected sequence of events is seen in
the rituals of shadow education and intense preparations for high-stakes exams, especially
the Primary School Leaving Examination (PSLE) at the end of primary level (Tan, 2015;
Tan, 2022). The routine of supplementary tutoring and events associated with test-taking
are reinforced by the local catch-phrase of ‘kiasu’ (literally ‘afraid to lose’), which accounts
for a highly competitive environment in Singapore (Ng, 2020). The third script of
narrative is also present in Singapore through the publicity of success stories of students
who ‘aced’ the exams and are enrolled in elite schools through shadow education (Tan &
Li, 2023). These stories accentuate the unquestioned practice of parents sending their
children for private tutoring, and fortify the cultural mindset of ‘kiasu’. The last type of
script is the widely acceptable line of argument in Singapore, that success is ultimately tied
to academic performance, as the latter determines the type of school, job, material goods,
and social and cultural capital one will get in life (Shafeeq, 2024).

Overall, exam-orientation poses a challenge to the policy goal of improving students’
personal wellbeing by encouraging their autonomy and supporting holistic education. As
shared knowledge, assumptions, worldviews and moral standards (Edwards 1997,
Goddard, 1997), these sociocultural norms and practices are embedded in society and
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lodged in the psyche of Singaporeans. The obdurate presence of local factors and
assumptions mediate and undermine education policies that are perceived by the social
actors to be incompatible with the former. The then Deputy Prime Minister alluded to the
influence of sociocultural norms and practices when he noted that “attitudes and mindsets
have to change” for plans that seek to improve youth mental health issues to work (Goh,
2024).

Recognising the adverse effects of high-stakes assessments on students, the MOE has
taken steps to reduce exam stress and champion a broad-based educational system.
Examples are revamping the Primary School’s Leaving Examination (PSLE) which is the
terminal exam system for pupils at the primary level, removing the policy of streaming and
replacing it with Subject-Based Banding, and expanding the Direct School’s Admission
(DSA) which is a scheme that enables students to qualify for elite schools based on their
non-academic achievements (Tan, 2025b). Although these policy measures have sent out a
clear and coherent message to the populace on the need to shift from an exam-centric
mindset to holistic education, it appears that most stakeholders in Singapore still prioritise
high test scores and admission to prestigious schools for their children (Shafeeq, 2024;
Tan & Li, 2023).

Given the entrenched exam-oriented backdrop, a suggestion is not to remove all
standardised assessments but rather to explore more effective ways to help students cope
with stress. One recommendation is to further extend the wellbeing initiatives from the
national and school levels to the individual level: the aim is to provide personalised
wellbeing strategies and resources for individual students. The existing theories and
approaches for student wellbeing in Singapore could be expanded to draw upon spiritual,
gender-based and other cultural resources to help students deal with academic pressures
and stress. The current conceptions of and strategies for students’ personal wellbeing in
Singapore are non-religious and culture-free, as they are implemented in state schools
which are secular and multi-cultural (Tan, 2018). Chue and Cheung (2023) called for the
incorporation of the spiritual dimension into the construct of wellbeing, following their
finding that 57% of the Singapore students in their empirical study reported having a
religion, and the fact that 81.5% of the population has a religious affiliation. The
approaches for students’ personal wellbeing can also be customised in accordance with
gender. Yeo and colleagues (2007) concluded from their empirical study that girls
manifested significantly greater worries about self and emotional distress compared to
boys. Schools can therefore tailor their wellbeing strategies for their students based on
their religious affiliation, gender and other indigenous and ethnic markers.

Major implications for furthering of students’ personal wellbeing

Two major implications arising from the illustrative case study of Singapore are (1) the
imperative to design and enact students’ personal wellbeing policies that are based on an
inclusive understanding of wellbeing; and (2) the need to formulate students’ personal
wellbeing policies that are compatible with prevailing cultural scripts.
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An inclusive conception of wellbeing

On the first implication, the example of Singapore shows the importance of adopting a
broad understanding of wellbeing that encompasses various facets, domains, levels and
dimensions of wellbeing. The example of Singapore has pointed to a holistic
interpretation of students’ personal wellbeing that incorporates the hedonic and
eudaimonic aspects of wellbeing. The education reform to champion students’ personal
wellbeing in Singapore are also aligned with Evans and Prilleltensky’s (2007) domains of
individual, relationships and community. Stressing the inter-connectedness of the
personal, relational and collective domains of wellbeing, Evans and Prilleltensky (2007)
contended that

... strategies that concentrate exclusively on personal wellbeing undermine wellbeing
because they do not support the infrastructure that enhances wellbeing itself. This has
been a major gap in previous efforts to sustain individual wellbeing through strictly
psychological means such as cognitive reframing, positive thinking, information sharing,
and skill building. [...] Conversely, any strategy that promotes wellbeing by
environmental changes alone is bound to be limited. There is ample evidence to suggest
that the most promising approaches combine strategies for personal, relational, and
collective change (p. 684).

Pertinently, an inclusive approach to wellbeing is forwarded by the OECD that defines
wellbeing as “the quality of people's lives and their standard of living, which is a multi-
dimensional construct that comprises both objective, material components and subjective,
psychological facets” (OECD, n.d.-b, para. 1). The OECD’s five dimensions of student
wellbeing serve as a useful guide for policymakers and educators in planning reforms to
advance students’ personal wellbeing. The five dimensions are cognitive, psychological,
social, physical, and material (Borgonovi & Pal, 2016). Briefly, cognitive wellbeing is about
“the skills and foundations students have to patticipate effectively in today's society, as
lifelong learners, effective workers and engaged citizens”; psychological wellbeing
encompasses “students’ evaluations and views about life, their engagement with school,
and the goals and ambitions they have for their future”; physical wellbeing denotes
“students’ health status, engagement in physical exercise and the adoption of healthy
eating habits”; social wellbeing centres on “their relationship with their family, their peers
and their teachers (positive or negative), and how they perceive their social life in school
(positive or negative), and how they perceive their social life in school”; and material
wellbeing is concerned with the material resources “for families to better provide for their
children’s needs and for schools to support students’ learning and healthy development”
(Borgonovi & Pal, 2016, p. 10).

Prevailing cultural scripts

Turning to the second implication, the example of Singapore demonstrates that wellbeing
policy initiatives are mediated, moderated and challenged by prevailing cultural scripts. As
explained earlier, Vanclay and Enticott’s (2011) four types of cultural scripts shed light on
the prevailing exam-oriented culture in Singapore. Cultural scripts are essentially
“background norms, templates, guidelines or models for ways of thinking, acting, feeling,
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and speaking, in a particular cultural context” (Goddard & Wierzbicka, 2004, p. 157).
Acquired implicitly through socialisation and education, cultural scripts reflect the shared
knowledge, assumptions, worldviews and moral standards of members of a community
(Edwards 1997; Goddard, 1997; Wakefield, 2013). Given that culture is “a way of living,
learned patterns of behaviours, and a way of seeing the world that is unique to a group of
people in the way they have been socialised”, a person’s scripts for living comprises the
assemblage of salient features that shape how one perceives the world, reasons and acts
(Katz, 1991, p. 97). Cultural scripts permeate all levels, spheres and domains of a society,
including schooling. Elwood and Murphy (2015) averred that many educational ideas and
components stemmed from dominant cultural ways of being or ‘scripts’ (p. 184).

In the educational setting, cultural scripts constitute “taken-for-granted frameworks of
expectations, attitudes, values and beliefs about how to teach or learn successfully and
about how to use talk in interaction, among other aspects of learning” (Jin & Cortazzi,
2000, p. 9). In the case of well-being, cultural scripts influence the definitions of
‘happiness’, ‘success’, ‘quality of life’ and other associated terms. Katz (1991) pointed out
that communication is easier when two parties share similar scripts, since they
comprehend the same issue from the same viewpoint and (re)act in convergent ways. The
reverse is also true. Translated into the context of policy-making, cultural scripts
determine the process and outcome of policy formation and implementation. Researchers
have employed the concept of cultural scripts to analyse education policies. For example,
Romanowski et al. (2018) explored how the cultural scripts in six Gulf Cooperation
Council (GCC) countries variously undermine and support the enactment of a borrowed
educational policy. Huma (2016) explains how cultural scripts hinder teacher education
reforms in Pakistan. To sum up, cultural scripts are taken-for-granted beliefs, values,
wortldviews, attitudes, dispositions, expectations and judgements specific to a locality, that
influence how a person perceives and responds to phenomena, situations and changes.
Cultural scripts have a direct bearing on personal wellbeing, as they determine the specific
values and priorities privileged by individuals in their pursuit of fulfilment and satisfaction
in life.

The example of the educational reform to enhance students’ personal wellbeing in
Singapore schools highlights the saliency of cultural scripts. Relatedly, the majority of
research on student wellbeing is located within Anglo-American educational settings,
where the level of students’ personal wellbeing is measured using theories, frameworks
and instruments developed from Western conditions and developments (Yeo et al., 2007).
Researchers have noted that the existing constructs, theories, models, frameworks and
strategies regarding students’ personal wellbeing are not context-, ideology- or culture-
free. Carlisle and Hanlon (2008) contended,

Wellbeing has highly individualistic connotations and buys uncritically into the consumer
culture of Western economies. The focus on wellbeing reinforces personal responsibility
whilst intensifying the penetration of the individual’s lifeworld by a range of experts or
therapies (p. 263).
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Lingard (2010) pointed out that education changes take place in a plurality of vernacular
ways due to the moderating variables such as histories, politics and cultures. It follows that
successful policy borrowing requires local adaption and indigenisation as part of the
educational transfer process. It is particularly important to highlight the functions of
cultural scripts in the policy process and the historical backdrop where the policy is
enacted (Stein, 2004).

With respect to educational policy concerning students’ personal wellbeing, Chue (2023)
raised the concern over the suitability of many instruments of wellbeing for the Asian
context, given that these instruments were conceived in Western societies in accordance
with local cultures. Making a similar point, Kibe (2023) posited, “When implementing a
Western-born programme in Asian contexts, facilitators should be aware that factors
contributing to youth wellbeing in collectivistic cultures can differ from those of
individualistic cultures” (p. 343). It is recommended that the constructs, frameworks and
approaches surrounding wellbeing take into consideration the mediating roles of cultural
scripts.

To conclude this segment, the challenge of exam-orientation in Singapore foregrounds the
cultural scripts and significance of (re)conceptualising wellbeing theories and practices to
meet local needs. The successful enactment of education policy, therefore, requires
policymakers and other stakeholders to review, modify and indigenise borrowed concepts,
models and strategies regarding wellbeing, by taking into consideration the mediating
effects of cultural script. Cultural scripts, which constitute taken-for-granted beliefs,
values, wotldviews, attitudes, dispositions, expectations and judgements specific to a
locality, justify and shape how people from a community make sense of and react to
educational phenomena, situations and changes.

Conclusion

This article has analysed the significant issues and challenges related to the policy to
advocate for students’ personal wellbeing in Singapore. It is argued that the educational
reforms illustrates an accent on the collective, relational and individual domains of
wellbeing, as well as both the hedonic and eudaimonic aspects. There is also a strong
policy alignment between the education authority and the schools in Singapore with
regards to the implementation of wellbeing initiatives. My paper also explains that a visible
challenge to the policy is the obdurate cultural scripts of valuing test scores among the
stakeholders in Singapore. I further suggest the need to review, modify and indigenise
borrowed concepts, models and strategies regarding wellbeing, by taking into
consideration the mediating effects of sociocultural norms and practices.

By foregrounding the sociocultural context and the need to (re)conceptualise wellbeing
ideas and practices to meet local needs, this article adds to the existing literature on the
global trend to foster students’ personal wellbeing in educational institutions. As this is a
conceptual paper, future research could focus on the enactment of policy measures for
students’ personal wellbeing in schools in Singapore and other education systems.
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Another line of inquiry is for scholars to compare the diverse notions, theories and
practices of students’ personal wellbeing across cultural contexts.
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