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A25 Defuse Korean crisis with a phone call?

T
HE Education Minis-
try’s (MOE’s) decision
to set up 15 kindergar-
tens has drawn much
attention. Last week, it

gave details of the first five it will
open in January next year. It an-
nounced the locations of these
centres in the Housing Board
heartland, the number of places
and the much-awaited admission
criteria. Priority will be given to
children from disadvantaged
homes, as well as those who live
near the centres.

MOE also said it had started re-
cruiting the teachers – six to nine
for each centre. There will be a
mix of graduates and diploma
holders trained in early childhood
education, as well as some prima-
ry school teachers.

The kindergartens aim to use
the latest in early childhood educa-
tion research to develop effective
teaching methods and practices.
The methods developed will then
be shared across the sector.

The initiative by MOE to start
its own kindergartens comes after
years of debate on the pre-school
sector, which is privatised and
highly fragmented. At the top
end, there are established chains
like EtonHouse and Pat’s School-
house which charge well above
$1,000 a month for programmes.
Then there are the one-centre op-
erations at HDB void decks,

where fees are kept below $100.

Low pay for teachers

IN THE advertisements it has
been running, the ministry spells
out what the job of the kindergar-
ten teachers entails. They have to
be skilful teachers and provide the
children with enriched learning ex-
periences to nurture their social
skills and prepare them for life-
long learning.

They will also have to support
the development and implementa-
tion of teaching and learning ap-
proaches and resources. Parent
education will be part and parcel
of the job.

Those who take on the job are
promised civil service benefits.
But what is left unanswered is
whether they will enjoy the civil
service salaries paid to main-
stream school teachers.

When asked about the salaries,
MOE officials would only say that
these will be based on the appli-
cants’ qualifications and experience,
and “pegged to the market rate”.

They did not specify which
market they were referring to –
the market rate for graduates and
polytechnic diploma holders work-
ing in other fields, or what people
of such qualifications currently
get in the pre-school sector.

There is a wide gap between
the two, with those in the
pre-school sector getting less than
similarly qualified people in other
fields. Low remuneration is an en-
demic problem in the pre-school
sector and explains in part Singa-
pore’s laggard position when it
comes to quality in the sector.

Teacher quality was highlight-
ed as one of the key factors for Sin-
gapore being ranked 29th out of

45 countries in a worldwide com-
parison study of pre-school sys-
tems carried out by the Economic
Intelligence Unit last year.

One telling figure comes from
the Ministry of Manpower labour
report of 2011. The median pay for
pre-school teachers was $1,840,
while those at the 75th percentile
earned $2,040. This means that
75 per cent of them earn $2,040
or less. The increment from the
median to 75th percentile is only
$200 – a dismal pay progression.

Some have argued that these
figures are misleading as those
with higher qualifications – and
there is an increasing number of
diploma and degree holders –
draw much more.

There are indeed more diploma
and degree holders joining the sec-
tor, as minimum teacher require-
ments for kindergartens have
been raised. All new teachers
must now have at least an early
childhood education diploma.

But a look at the salaries adver-
tised for fresh degree holders
shows that their remuneration
lags behind that of other gradu-
ates. They are offered $2,400 to
$2,600, when the latest universi-
ty employment surveys show the
average starting salary for gradu-
ates at $3,000. That’s a shortfall
of 20 per cent for those in early
childhood education.

Worse, going by salary figures
quoted by those who have been in
the job for five years, they start low
and stay low – just about reaching
the $3,000 mark five years later.

Inadequate and unequal sala-
ries translate into less well-quali-
fied teachers and greater turnover.

An Education Services Union
survey of 5,000 pre-school teach-
ers in 2007 showed that 34 per

cent wanted to leave their jobs
within 12 months. Some 56 per
cent of those cited low pay as the
key reason.

Polytechnic students emerging
top of the class in early childhood
education courses have been
known to switch to psychology,
arts, or even business, which they
feel will give them better pay and
career prospects.

A national pay scale?

ONE long-standing recommenda-
tion is to establish a national pay
scale to match that of primary
school teachers.

MOE had previously acknow-
ledged that the quality of teachers
is key to raising the quality of
pre-school education, but also
said it could not set pre-school
teachers’ salaries as it did not run
pre-schools.

But now that MOE is going to
run its own kindergartens, it can-
not hide behind this excuse.

It should take the lead and pay
higher wages to the pre-school
teachers it recruits.

When it comes to remunera-
tion, the private sector tends to
take its lead from the Govern-
ment, so MOE would immediately
raise the benchmark salaries for
pre-school teachers.

Some would of course argue
that this would add to the cost
pressures on other pre-school op-
erators, and ultimately lead to
higher fees for parents.

But this is where the Govern-
ment should consider another sug-
gestion offered by kindergarten
operators – subsidising pre-
school teachers’ salaries.

One suggestion is for a direct
subsidy to be given to all

pre-school teachers who meet cer-
tain licensing benchmarks – such
as having the requisite qualifica-
tions and three years of teaching
experience. A direct wage subsidy
is, however, hard to justify in a
free market economy without
pressing reasons. It would lead to
calls for similar subsidies for peo-
ple in fields such as social work
and nursing, where pay scales are
also low.

But the problem of how to at-
tract and retain quality teachers
in this sector remains a real one.

One way is to give grants to en-
courage operators to hire and re-
tain qualified and experienced
staff.

The Government already gives
grants through the “anchor opera-
tor” scheme. It gives grants to
two “anchor” operators – the
PAP Community Foundation and
the National Trades Union Con-
gress’ My First Skool – so they
can employ and reward bet-
ter-qualified staff and yet keep
their fees affordable.

The Government is looking to
add more anchor operators who
qualify for these grants. This is a
necessary move to propel the en-
tire sector to raise the salaries and
prospects of pre-school teachers.

In return for getting these
grants, the anchor operators can
be made to account for how they
spend the money, to ensure that it
goes to pay for higher wages for
more qualified teachers and not to
boost profits.

More graduate teachers

RAISING salaries should come
with raising teacher qualifications.

Right now, primary school
teachers who teach children aged

seven and above are recruited and
trained by MOE. But the impor-
tant task of teaching younger chil-
dren is left to the private sector,
with its varying standards.

To be sure, the move to have a
minimum diploma qualification is
a good one. But the bar can be
raised further.

Research has found that the
most “effective” pre-school teach-
ers have at least a degree and spe-
cialised training in early child-
hood education. Studies have also
linked the language ability in chil-
dren at primary school entry age
to the level of education of their
pre-school teachers.

The next step is to aim to have
graduates form a majority of
pre-school teachers. This can be
done by helping existing teachers
improve their qualifications.

Singapore’s international suc-
cess in education – at the primary
and secondary school levels – has
been attributed to its quality
teaching staff. All students who
have been in classrooms know the
difference a good teacher makes
to the learning journey.

The stage is set for a major
transformation of the pre-school
sector, with the Government re-
cently stepping up with much
more generous subsidies to make
fees affordable for parents.

MOE has even taken the bold
step of running its own kindergar-
tens to set a benchmark for curric-
ulum development and quality in-
struction in the sector.

The next step is to raise teach-
er quality. Raising wages is an im-
portant component of that effort.

MOE has to do what it takes to
lift Singapore pre-school educa-
tion out of the 29th position.
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EYE ON
SINGAPORE

T
HE dissolution of Malaysia’s Parliament
yesterday, which paves the way for the
country’s general election, marked the
completion of a dramatic cycle in its
political history. That phase had begun
at the last elections of 2008, when the
Barisan Nasional (BN) coalition govern-
ment lost its two-thirds parliamentary
majority for the first time since the coun-
try’s independence in 1957. Thankfully,
both the government and the opposition
managed to renegotiate their relations
under markedly changed circumstances,
ensuring that Malaysia’s federal politics
pulled through without any debilitating
instability.

The recast political landscape saw
Prime Minister Najib Razak undertaking

economic and legal reforms to put the
country on a firmer footing. Simultane-
ously, the winds of change blew swiftly
through Malaysia’s wider political cul-
ture. An assertive population kept up
pressure on the ruling coalition to fulfil
its promises, and on opposition politi-
cians to repay voters’ trust.

Alongside the attention given to head-
line developments on the national stage
– like the proposed high-speed rail link
and the handling of the Sabah incursion
– all eyes were also on the states of Kel-
antan, Kedah, Selangor and Penang,
ruled by the opposition Pakatan Rakyat
(PR) coalition. Not only their residents
but also other Malaysians wanted to
know whether economic growth and

hopes of a better life would bear fruit un-
der the stewardship of the opposition.

Malaysia’s political culture has
evolved substantially over the past five
years. An increased expectation of good
governance, stable political structures,
and pro-growth policies combined with
pro-equity measures – yardsticks by
which both BN and PR are judged – is a
telling reflection of a maturing polity.

Stable politics that is in step with the
aspirations of Malaysians for a better fu-
ture is also what Singapore would want
for its closest neighbour, given the long
and deep economic and cultural ties
cultivated over the years, despite past
testy episodes. Bilateral ties are current-
ly excellent and it is hoped they will not

be held hostage by myopia, however the
campaigns progress and whatever the
outcome.

The stakes are high for BN, whose
share of parliamentary seats will be
treated as a barometer by investors. The
electorate will have to choose between
it and PR, whose left-leaning platform
focuses on achieving more balanced eco-
nomic development across the country
– a change that can be made only if PR
gains power at the federal level. Malay-
sia has made progress in poverty reduc-
tion and income gains. There is suffi-
cient momentum to reach its goal of
US$15,000 (S$18,600) per capita in-
come perhaps ahead of 2020, subject, as
always, to the vagaries of politics.

Want good
pre-school
teachers?
Pay more

Much at stake in Malaysia polls

Now that the Ministry of Education plans to run its own kindergartens, it should take the lead and raise the pay of pre-school teachers
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