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SINGAPORE

A local study has found that sec-
ondary school students from low-
er-income families are not a homo-
geneous group held back by a lack
of resources.
Researchers from the National

Institute of Education (NIE) found
a more nuanced picture of such
students, identifying five distinct
profiles based on self-reported at-
tributes.
Among a sample of about 600

students from the least affluent
group, over 10 per cent thrived in
several areas including their stud-
ies, well-being and adaptability.
About a third fared well academ-

ically, despite having mixed levels
of emotional support and coping
strengths.
The rest fell into three other

groups: those functioning ade-
quately inmost areas; those coping
despite constraints; and those ex-
periencing the most risk to their
overall development.

Azilawati Jamaludin, an NIE as-
sociate professor who led the
study, told The Straits Times that
existing research has consistently
shown that socioeconomic disad-
vantage adversely affects a child’s
overall development.
As a result, those from lower-in-

comehouseholds aremore likely to
be seen as vulnerable and less like-
ly to flourish, compared with their
more affluent peers.
However, the study found more

mixed outcomes among 1,600 stu-
dent participants from the lowest
income deciles.
SaidAzilawati: “Our question be-

came – if all these students are fi-
nancially disadvantaged, why do
some flourish while others strug-
gle?”
These findings were drawn from

a studyofmore than6,700Second-
ary 1 students from 28 schools,
which aimed to examine how vari-
ous factors shape the learning and
wellness of financially disadvan-
taged adolescents.
The study,which started in 2023,

is part of a larger research project

by NIE called DREAMS: Drivers,
Enablers And Pathways Of Adoles-
cent Development In Singapore.
DREAMS was commissioned by

the Ministry of Education, and fol-
lows over 7,000 adolescents
throughout their four- or five-year
journey in secondary school.
It consists of seven sub-studies,

each investigating a key area of
adolescent development, including
special education needs, school
and career aspirations.
Student participants completed

yearly online surveys, responding
to questions on a range of topics
pertaining to student life, such as
their ability to cope with changes
and how they perceived others
viewed them.
Azilawati, who is the assistant

centre director at NIE’s Science of
Learning in Education Centre, said
the research team found that while
financial disadvantage increases
the risk of vulnerability, it does not
determine overall outcomes with
certainty.
“Socioeconomic disadvantage

shifts the odds, but adolescents re-
spond differently depending on a
range of factors,” said Azilawati.
Among this group, key differenc-

es lie in how they respond to
changes, their relationship with

their parents, their sense of well-
being, and confidence in their abil-
ities.
The findings suggest that while

financial disadvantage may shape
access to opportunities, support
and learning environments, stu-
dents’ development is also influen-
ced by how they adapt and feel
supported, and their sense of con-
tinued engagement.
“The key message is that finan-

cial disadvantage matters, but it
does not tell the whole story and it
does not determine destiny,” said
Azilawati. “Understanding this
variation among students in the
lowest income deciles is important
for designing more targeted forms
of support.”
Azilawati also noted that stu-

dents with similar academic per-
formance in the study differed
greatly in aspects such as resi-
lience, well-being and their ability
to respond to changes.
For example, two students with

similar Primary School Leaving
Examination (PSLE) scores or
school gradesmayhave verydiffer-
ent needs.
One student may be in good

mental health, while another may
be experiencing emotional strug-
gles that are not immediately ap-

parent from academic results
alone.
This, she said, underscores the

importance of looking beyond
grades when understanding and
supporting adolescent develop-
ment.

EFFECTS OF UNEQUAL ACCESS
TO RESOURCES

Still, financial disadvantage hin-
ders the benefits of students’ early
academic success, the study
showed.
While a high PSLE score gives

students in the lowest income
brackets a head start, the study
shows it does not translate into the
same gains in secondary school as
it does for their higher-income
peers in Secondary 1.
Azilawati said this finding may

point to differences in access to re-
sources.
Over time, more affluent stu-

dentswho startedwith lower PSLE
scores may surpass their less af-
fluent peers.
“This is a sobering insight, be-

cause it shows that the resources
we provide for our financially dis-
advantaged students could poten-
tially be matched up to allow them
to achieve the same academic re-

turns as their higher SES peers,
who are more well resourced,” she
said.
The study also found that intel-

lectual curiosity wasmore strongly
linked to academic achievement
among higher-income students
than among those from lower-in-
come households.
Researchers said students who

enjoy engaging in complex think-
ing are more likely to benefit aca-
demically when they have access
to resource-rich learning environ-
ments – an advantage that higher-
income students are more likely to
have.
This was not the case for their

less well-off peers.
Azilawati said this couldbe inter-

preted as lower-income students
having to face additional barriers.
“Apart from being intellectually

curious, there might be other fac-
tors they need to grapple with.
They might have strong cognitive
motivation and curiosity, yet they
do not experience equivalent aca-
demic returns as compared to their
higher SES peers,” she said.
Kenneth Poon, NIE’s dean of re-

search and centre director of the
Centre forResearch inChildDevel-
opment, who leads the DREAMS
study, said the research team
hopes to extend the study for an-
other three years.
Data collection for the current

study will end by late 2026, with
analyses to be completed by
end-2027.
As the study progresses, it will

examine whether intellectual curi-
osity influences students’ thinking
skills and development over time,
said Azilawati.
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The Singapore Police Force is tak-
ing advantage of technology such
as artificial intelligence to help fo-
rensic specialists and investigators
solve cases, and to optimise the use
of resources.
The officers are also using tools

like unmanned aerial vehicles
(UAVs) and 3D scanners to capture
precise spatial information to cre-
ate replicas of crime scenes.
Deputy Superintendent of Police

Tan BoonKok, the officer in charge
of the Criminal Investigation De-
partment’s Special Investigation
Section, said that with the scan-
ners, investigators need only a
quarter of the time they previously
took to recreate crime scenes.
“With current 3D scanning tech-

nologies, we can produce a digital
twin of the scene, which allows us
to revisit the scene any time to take
additional measurements,” he said.

Such scanners are also used for
road accidents so that traffic can
resume quickly while preserving
the scene virtually for investiga-
tions.
Tan added: “We also now have

UAV capabilities that we can de-
ploy to capture aerial views of a
scene, especially for large scenes.”
On June 8, the police gave a

media demonstration of how such
tools are being used to solve com-
plex cases and train forensic spe-
cialists.
With the Mixed Reality Training

System, trainees don mixed-reality
goggles that immerse them in a
world that combines virtual evi-
dence such as weapons with real-
world set-ups like a crime scene to
analyse bloodstain patterns.
The systemwas developed in col-

laboration with the Home Team
Science and Technology Agency.
Tan said processing a complex

crime scene takes significantly
longer without the tools.
He was part of the team that was

activated on Nov 25, 2016, to inves-

tigate a suspicious death. The body
of a woman was found in a drain at
Tanah Merah Ferry Terminal.
Police spent over seven hours

processing the scene, including
two hours of painstakingly taking
photos and measurements to cre-
ate a sketch they could refer to.
Tan said that they had to keep re-

turning to the scene over several
days to get more information.
They eventually solved the case –

the 54-year-old cleaning supervi-
sor had been stabbed and killed the
day before in the cleaner’s room at
the terminal, before her body was
dragged and hidden inside the
drain.
By then, the killer, who was the

woman’s subordinate, had already
escaped toMalaysia. Hewas arrest-
ed almost a month later, extradited
to Singapore, and eventually sen-
tenced to life imprisonment and 18
strokes of the cane.
Tan said with 3D scanners, they

could have processed the ferry ter-
minal scene in a quarter of the time.
He added that AI is useful for

processing large amounts of docu-
ments and evidence, noting that
what took him months previously
could now be done in a matter of
hours.
“AI is a powerful enabler that can

streamline administrative tasks,
accelerate data-driven insights,
and improve information-sharing
with the investigators and forensic
officers involved in the case,” Tan
said.
“However, the core investigative

craft – judgment, empathy, on-site
perception and strategic decision-
making – remains firmly in the
hands of human investigators.”
Senior crime scene specialist

Wong Jun Yan said investigators
and crime scene specialists are first
trained in the fundamentals and
taught to do things manually be-
fore being exposed to the technol-
ogies.
He said the new technologies are

there to assist, not replace, them.
“The fundamentals of suchmajor

investigation have remained the
same over the years,” Wong said.

“These include meticulous proc-
essing of the scene, proper recog-
nition of relevant exhibits, careful
recovery and preservation of evi-
dence, as well as thorough inter-
views and ground inquiries.
“New technologies donot replace

these... but allow us to work better
by enabling quicker and more in-
formation exchange, and newways
to appreciate the scene more holis-
tically.”
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Senior crime scene specialist Wong Jun Yan (left) demonstrating the use of the Mixed Reality Training System, in which trainees don mixed-reality goggles that
immerse them in a world that combines virtual evidence with real-world set-ups, at the Police Cantonment Complex on June 8. ST PHOTOS: JASEL POH

An unmanned aerial vehicle showcased on June 8. Officers are using tools like
UAVs to capture precise spatial information to create replicas of crime scenes.

The interior view of a room created with the Singapore Police Force’s 3D scanning
system, at a media demonstration of how such tools are being used.

(From left) Senior crime scene specialist Toh Ah Hong, Special Investigation
Section officer-in-charge Tan Boon Kok and Wong at the Criminal Investigation
Department on June 8. Wong said the new technologies are there to assist, not
replace, investigators and crime scene specialists.


