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A rising political star, a whisker or two short of his 40th
birthday, was promoted to head a new ministry reconfigur-
ing the place of culture in society.

On the one hand, it sounds like I am talking about the
soon-to-be Acting Minister of the Ministry of Culture, Com-
munity and Youth (MCCY) Lawrence Wong. But equally, I
could be referring to the appointment of Mr George Yeo as
head of the newly created Ministry of Information and the
Arts (Mita) back in 1990.

The similarities end there. The appointment of former
foreign minister Yeo to lead his first ministry, barely two
years after entering politics, came as a new prime minister,
Mr Goh Chok Tong, wanted to signal both continuity and
change in his leadership of an increasingly cosmopolitan
nation.

Change was signified by the inclusion of the sensitive,
philosophical Mr Yeo, then 36, in the Cabinet, and the
greater premium attached to culture – previously subsumed
under community development in a different ministry.

Then PM Goh said that the Government wanted to
“minimise” its heavy hand on culture. The Harvard-educat-
ed former brigadier- general seemed the perfect person for
the job, having made thoughtful and wide-ranging com-
ments on how culture could create awareness of history, a
more humane society and a fun atmosphere (“We need
more bubbles in the Singapore champagne”) well before his
new ministry was announced.

In comparison, as one of three men fast-tracked into
ministerial positions since entering politics in last year’s
general election, Mr Wong is a bit of an unknown quantity
where the arts, culture and heritage are concerned.

As commentators have noted, the 39-year-old former civ-
il servant made his name handling complex health-care fi-
nancing and energy market policies. Though one of his cur-
rent portfolios as Senior Minister of State is in Information,
Communications and the Arts, he had not made much of
an impression on the arts community before last Tuesday’s
announcement.

More importantly, the reintegration of culture with com-
munity development and youth affairs suggests a percepti-
ble shift in priorities for a government dealing with the fall-
out from the income gap and over-influx of foreigners. So-
cial cohesion appears to be the buzzword for Mr Wong’s
new ministry.

Some in the arts and sports communities have criticised
the dropping of the words “arts” and “sports” from MCCY,
even as Mr Wong has sought to reassure them that the two
remain important in their own right, and not just as a
means to building national identity.

Never mind the name. What he and the new ministry
should waste no time in doing is appreciating the diversity,
passion and ideas behind the various sectors under their
charge. It would be a mistake to overstate the synergies be-
tween the arts, community engagement and sports, be-
cause even as each can build bonds, they do so in very differ-
ent ways.

For example, a mass line-dancing activity organised by
the People’s Association and a contemporary dance per-
formance at the Esplanade have totally different objectives.
The former is about getting as many aunties and uncles as
possible to get out there, shake their booty, make friends
and in the process become more united as a community.
The value of the latter lies in how it pushes the human
body to the limits of skill, endurance and ingenuity and pro-
vokes a range of ideas and emotions that feeds back into the
creativity of society as a whole.

A lot of the impact of art is intangible; one may come
away from a good dance performance with a sense of pride
and gratification that “I saw it in Singapore”, or simply in
how far home-grown dance companies have come. But if
one consistently expects that outcome, and imposes that
outcome on artists, then art becomes distorted as nationalis-
tic propaganda.

Here is where all culture ministers can take a leaf from
the George Yeo book. He has been credited, in his eight
years at the helm of the then Mita, with being able to speak
the language of artists and intellectuals and to show them
that he understood their aspirations.

He walked the liberal-conservative tightrope with reason-
able success. Film ratings that allowed a greater range of
movies than ever, a surge in the number of television chan-
nels and a vibrant, professional arts scene all came about
during his term, even as his ministry also stepped in periodi-
cally as watchdog for public morals and the national inter-
est.

With the prevalence of the Internet and social media, Mr
Wong faces a far more vocal, fractured and fast-changing
cultural landscape than his predecessors ever did. Today’s
youth are simultaneously more discerning and more im-
pressionable. As a political communicator, the econom-
ics-trained technocrat will have to show a softer side, rising
to the intellectual demands of working with artists and cul-
tural leaders, yet also able to reach out in an accessible and
grounded way to the young.

In the cultural arena, one of his challenges is to ensure
that even as more resources are invested in bringing the arts
to the heartland, community arts do not pander only to the
lowest common denominator. His ministry has to think of
how to bridge the gap between mass and high-brow with-
out penalising artists who emphasise artistic excellence, so
that the result is a complete cultural ecosystem with some-
thing for everyone.

Another challenge is to stay in sync with developments
in the film, media and library sectors – arguably part of cul-
ture as well – even as these come under a separate ministry,
Communications and Information.

Interestingly, the burst of arts and cultural activity that
Mr Yeo started at Mita – with funds and scholarships for art-
ists, and the building of proper performance spaces and mu-
seums – is bearing fruit now, more than ever. The latest sta-
tistics show the number of arts companies and museums
has nearly doubled in the last decade. One in two Singapore-
ans attended an arts event last year, compared to one in
four a decade ago.

One hopes that the new ministry does not turn back the
clock on an increasingly dynamic and diverse cultural
scene.
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I
never went to kindergarten.

I spent the period between
ages three and six around my par-
ents’ hawker stall, trailing my
big brother and his friends as

they caught spiders, climbed trees and
played with kittens. In between, I
served plates of char kway teow,
washed dishes and played masak ma-
sak with the coffee-seller’s daughter.

I made it to university nevertheless.
Maybe I got all my socialisation and
cognitive development in the infor-
mal play.

Twenty years ago, I would have
laughed at the debate on early child-
hood education that has erupted after
a global ranking of pre-school educa-
tion by the Economist Intelligence
Unit, commissioned by the Lien Foun-
dation, placed Singapore 29th out of
45 countries and territories surveyed.
Singapore lagged behind not only the
industrialised West but also New Zea-
land, South Korea, Hong Kong, Japan
and Australia.

But I’ve come to realise that person-
al experience is not a good basis on
which to draw policy conclusions.
Hard data matters. And the evidence is
incontrovertible. It wasn’t always so.

For the benefit of readers too young

to remember, the Singapore Govern-
ment’s stand on pre-school education
has long been that “there was no con-
sensus on the benefit of such educa-
tion or how long the headstart would
last”, as a Straits Times report in 1998
put it. The Ministry of Education
(MOE) took charge of formal school-
ing from Primary 1, and kept “a watch-
ful eye on the curriculum and pro-
grammes offered at all private
pre-schools”.

So even as other countries ramped
up investment in early childhood edu-
cation, Singapore maintained its rath-
er head-in-the-sand position.

Fourteen years on, there is a grow-
ing consensus that quality pre-school
education improves not only chil-
dren’s cognitive abilities, but also their
learning disposition (perseverance,
willingness to learn, curiosity and the
ability to focus).

A quick search online will yield
plenty of studies indicating the above.
A comprehensive literature survey
commissioned by the New Zealand
Ministry of Education found consist-
ent evidence from international and
New Zealand studies that early child-
hood education is “positively associat-
ed” with gains in mathematics, litera-
cy, school achievement and intelli-
gence tests, as well as school readiness
and reduced grade retention.

In particular, when it came to “in-
tervention” studies in the United
States, where children from low-in-
come families were placed in quality
pre-school centres, medium to large ef-
fects were seen.

Other studies conclude that invest-
ment in early childhood education

pays for itself via workers who earn
more, lower drop-out rates and juve-
nile delinquency.

There’s a catch though: Do these
findings apply to Singapore?

We don’t really know, because
there is hardly any real data.

Back in 1999, The Straits Times re-
ported MOE as saying that it was work-
ing with the National Institute of Edu-
cation “to draw up details of an exten-
sive research project to study the im-
pact of early childhood education on
children”. Was the study done, and
what are the results?

Given Singapore’s emphasis on hu-
man capital, there must have been lon-
gitudinal studies to track the progress
of children from different pre-schools.
What are the results?

Without good data, the public dis-
cussion is just so much talk.

Since pre-school education has
been on the public radar for years,
MOE presumably has some good infor-
mation on the issue. Now would be a
good time to share it, even if the pic-
ture revealed is not pretty. More heads
in the sand means another generation
deprived of the benefits from quality
early childhood education.

Now is also a good time for the Gov-
ernment to take concrete steps to
boost the quality of pre-school educa-
tion, beyond efforts to raise teacher
qualifications.

What needs to be done?
For starters, rectify the anomaly of

pre-school education falling in be-
tween MOE and the Ministry of Com-
munity Development, Youth and
Sports (now the reorganised Ministry
of Social and Family Development).

Park it under MOE. This is about

educating a child, not family develop-
ment. Having MOE take charge will
give legitimacy and clout to this
long-standing stepchild of education.

Next, nationalise teacher training
and set up a national curriculum.

I don’t agree with those who want
the Government to nationalise and
run pre-school education, because
there is value in diversity. Rather than
take over pre-schools and reduce
choice for parents, the Government
can take charge of teacher training to
raise and enforce standards.

It can do like New Zealand did and
develop a national curriculum with
sufficient pathways and diversity for
pre-schools to adapt to the needs of
their charges. This way, curriculum de-
velopment cost is centralised and fund-
ed by the state.

Third, review pre-school subsidies.
These are now given to parents whose
children go to childcare centres, and al-
so to some pre-school operators. But
only non-profit, secular groups are eli-
gible for the latter type of subsidies –
and right now, only the People’s Ac-
tion Party Community Foundation
and the labour movement’s NTUC
First Campus qualify.

The subsidy system should be
changed into a grant per child system
that all operators can apply for, if they
meet quality standards determined by
the ministry, and if they are willing to
accept fee caps. This way, state money
is used to spur any operator who can
deliver quality, affordable pre-school
education.

The wasted years since 1998, when
the issue was last extensively debated,
cannot be recovered. To be fair, efforts
have been made since then to boost
teacher qualifications, but so much
more could have been done.

It is now more urgent than ever for
action. This is because income inequal-
ity and slowing social mobility will
make it harder for children from low
socio-economic backgrounds to suc-
ceed in school and at work in Singa-
pore.

As sociologists know, when a socie-
ty matures, the accretion of cultural
capital hardens. Children from well-
off families go to school already speak-
ing well, and develop good cognitive
habits and good social skills. Poor chil-
dren who speak broken English may
not know how to seek help when they
need it, or how to cooperate with oth-
ers.

Status difference is passed on to the
next generation – so parents with mon-
ey, good jobs and membership in
high-status groups send their children
to good schools, and provide resources
and connections to give them a head-
start in life.

Whether it is on the grounds of
equity or efficiency, the evidence is
surely strong enough for state action
this time.

Catching spiders might not have
done me harm 40 years ago, but it is a
certainty that a poor child with lowly
educated parents today will find it
much tougher to break out of the pov-
erty cycle.

muihoong@sph.com.sg

Lee Wei Ling

I grew up in a middle-class family.
Though they were well-off, my par-
ents trained my brothers and me to be
frugal from young.

We had to turn off water taps com-
pletely. If my parents found a dripping
tap, we would get a ticking off. And
when we left a room, we had to switch
off lights and air-conditioners.

My father’s frugality extends be-
yond lights and air-conditioners.
When he travelled abroad, he would
wash his own underwear, or my moth-
er did so when she was alive. He would
complain that the cost of laundry at
five-star hotels was so high he could
buy new underwear for the price of
the laundry service.

One day in 2003, the elastic band
on my father’s old running shorts
gave way. My mother had mended
that pair of shorts many times before,
so my father asked her to change the
band.

But my mother had just had a
stroke and her vision was impaired. So
she told my father: “If you want me to
prove my love for you, I will try.”

I quickly intervened to say: “My sec-
retary’s mother can sew very well. I
will ask her to do it.”

My parents and I prefer things we
are used to. For instance, the house we
have lived in all my life is more than
100 years old. When we first em-
ployed a contractor-cum-housekeeper,
Mr Teow Seng Hua, more than 10
years ago, he asked me: “Your father
has worked so hard for so many years.
Why doesn’t he enjoy some luxuries?”

I explained we were perfectly com-
fortable with our old house and our
old furniture. Luxury is not a priority.

Mr Teow has since become a family
friend, so he now understands we are
happy with our simple lifestyle.

For instance, my room has a win-
dow model air-conditioner. Most hous-
es now have more sophisticated
air-conditioning systems. So Mr Teow
shopped for a window unit in Malay-
sia, so I would have a spare unit if my
current one broke down.

All the bathrooms in our house
have mosaic tiles. It is more practical
than marble which can be slippery if
wet. But it is now difficult to buy mosa-
ic in Singapore. So again, Mr Teow
bought mosaic tiles from Malaysia to
keep in reserve in case some of our cur-
rent tiles broke or were chipped.

I have three Casio watches, but use
only one. Recently, when I woke up in
the middle of the night and could not
find the Casio I usually wore, I looked
around for the other two. I found
them in a drawer, together with two
Tag Heuer watches that my brother
Hsien Yang had given me recently, as
well as a Seiko that my father had giv-
en me decades ago but which is still
working fine.

My instinct had first led me to look
frantically around for the original Ca-
sio. After 30 minutes, I knew that I was
not going to find it that night. So I

strapped on another of my Casios,
comforting myself that I would not
have got round to wearing my other
watches if I had not misplaced my usu-
al one.

I am frugal about my clothing too. I
had only two batik wrap-around skirts
that I bought in Indonesia more than
20 years ago. My girlfriends and my sis-
ter-in-law Ho Ching noticed that I
wore the same two skirts almost all the
time, and probably thought I looked
scruffy. So they bought me more than
20 new skirts.

I have begun using three of the 20,
and plan to wear them out before us-
ing the rest. And I have not discarded
my two original wrap-arounds.

I have stuffed one into my back-
pack so I can whip it out as and when
the occasion demands and I have to
appear somewhat more respectable
than in my usual shorts and T-shirt.

Frugality is a virtue that my parents
inculcated in me. In addition to their
influence, I try to lead a simple life
partly because I have adopted some
Buddhist practices and partly because
I want to be able to live simply if for
some reason I lose all that I have one
day.

It is easy to become accustomed to
a luxurious lifestyle. Some people be-
lieve that they will not miss their luxu-
ries if for some reason they were to
lose them, I think they are mistaken. I
think they will miss them and be una-
ble to reconcile themselves to a sim-
pler lifestyle.

So I have trained myself to be satis-
fied with necessities and forgo luxu-
ries.

The writer is director of the
National Neuroscience Institute.
Send your comments to
suntimes@sph.com.sg
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Mr Lee Kuan Yew and his wife, Madam Kwa Geok Choo, at their home at Oxley Road with their three children, (from left) sons
Hsien Loong and Hsien Yang and daughter Wei Ling, the writer. The children were taught to be frugal from young.

MOE can take charge of
teacher training and
set up curriculum
to give it legitimacy

Taking a leaf
from George
Yeo’s book

At Oxley Road, we value the frugal life

Act now on
pre-school
education

Kids from well-off families get a headstart

Income inequality and slowing social mobility will make it
harder for children from low socio-economic backgrounds
to succeed in school and at work in Singapore. As
sociologists know, when a society matures, the accretion
of cultural capital hardens. Children from well-off families
go to school already speaking well, and develop good
cognitive habits and good social skills. Poor children who
speak broken English may not know how to seek help
when they need it, or how to cooperate with others.
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