
FANCY a cupcake, Mr Presi-
dent?

Aspiring chefs looked
dressed to impress as they
showed off their baking skills
during an event at Assumption
Pathway School.

The students, aged 13 to 16,
whipped up the treats before
presenting them to President
Tony Tan Keng Yam yester-
day.

Meanwhile, their class-
mates served their guests fruit
juice, pastries and finger food.
All of the children are on the
food preparation and services
course at the school for less
academically inclined young-
sters.

Yesterday’s event was to
officially mark the completion
of its new facilities, which
include workshops and kitch-
ens. It followed a major renova-
tion of the school’s campus in
Cashew Road.

President Tan also unveiled
a plaque marking the occasion
– using a special mechanism

designed by students. As he
pressed a button, curtains
were drawn back, balloons
were released into the air and a
spotlight fell on the engraved
message.

“I was excited, but afraid
the balloons would get stuck,”
said 17-year-old Kenneth Ong

Yu Xiang, who helped with the
design.

Assumption Pathway,
which opened in 2009, takes in
children who have failed their
Primary School Leaving
Examination or left secondary
school early. Its first batch of
students graduated last year

and 575 youngsters are current-
ly enrolled.

Principal Wee Tat Chuen
said: “We need to keep think-
ing creatively and innovatively
to come up with paths for
students to improve their
skills.”
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MR JASON Gan, 34, is a rare speci-
men in the preschool industry. It
isn’t just that he’s male – he also
has a bachelor’s degree, and is cur-
rently studying for a Master’s.

Even though the quality of pre-
school teachers has improved, pre-
school principals say well-qualified
teachers like Mr Gan are hard to
hire and retain.

Mr Gan, who has a degree in in-
formation systems from Singapore
Institute of Management, quit his
marketing job and joined a PAP
Community Foundation (PCF) kin-
dergarten in Moulmein more than
two years ago. The teacher, who
has a one-year-old son, made the
switch because he has always en-
joyed interacting with children.

The quality of teachers has im-
proved – with a requirement in
2009, new preschool teachers must
have five O-level passes and a
two-year diploma in preschool edu-
cation. Currently, more than 90 per
cent of childcare teachers for the
four to six age group are diploma
trained or undergoing the diploma
in early childhood.

But it is still hard to attract those
with higher qualifications, said pre-
school operators.

One key reason: Pay.
The median gross monthly pay

of preschool teachers was $1,840

last year – considered low, especial-
ly for those holding bachelor’s de-
grees.

One way is to peg the salaries of
preschool teachers to that of prima-
ry school teachers, said Madam San-
ti Devi, principal at Khalsa Kinder-
garten in Serangoon. For instance,
a primary or secondary school
teacher earns a starting salary of
$2,880.

But that means that parents will
need to pay more, unless the Gov-
ernment can give funding help to
the preschools.

Another challenge: Getting teach-
ers to stay long enough.

Some tire quickly of teaching
young children, said Ms Geraldine
Zuzarte, centre director of The Cat-
erpillar’s Cove preschool. “There
may be a gap between reality and
theory – some come in saying they
love working with children as they
are very cute,” she said.

Some preschool teachers also
tend to be better in taking care of
children than teaching them, said
Mrs Lorna Whiston, founder of her
namesake language centre, which
runs two preschools here.

She said: “We are, after all, pre-
paring children for Primary 1, and
we expect them to be well-versed
in reading and writing.”
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A DENTIST who caused “irre-
versible” damage to a woman’s
teeth has been suspended for
six months.

Dr Lee Wai Han, 49, plead-
ed guilty to professional
misconduct after carrying out
the inappropriate treatment.

This included using the
wrong method to close two
gaps in the patient’s lower jaw,
the Singapore Dental Council

said yesterday. Dr Lee fitted
the woman with 18 veneers, or
thin layers of porcelain or
resin, even though she did not
need them.

This meant that her natural
teeth had to be “trimmed” and
made her existing gum disease
worse.

A disciplinary inquiry found
that these complex procedures
should not have been attempt-
ed by a general dental practi-
tioner.

“The treatment which Dr
Lee had carried out was inap-
propriate and not in accord-
ance with what a practising
dentist would do,” said the
council. It added that she
should have referred the pa-
tient to an orthodontist or spe-
cialist, or at least offered this
option.

Dr Lee saw the woman, who
was suffering from crooked
teeth, between 2004 and 2008
at The Smile Cliniques in Bukit

Timah Plaza. She went before
the disciplinary inquiry after
the patient filed a complaint.

After taking into account
the circumstances of the case
and the mitigating factors, the
committee ordered the dentist
be suspended.

Dr Lee now faces a bill of
about $40,000 in expenses
and legal costs.

The patient is seeking cor-
rective treatment.
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SENIOR Minister of State for Educa-
tion Lawrence Wong yesterday
warned against “prematurely for-
malising” learning in preschools,
which could have a negative impact
on the young.

“Many studies around the world
have shown that there is a risk of
prematurely formalising learning in
preschool, and it may lead to nega-
tive outcomes for the children,” he
said on the sidelines of a heritage
event.

“(It is) not just about academic
preparation but also about develop-
ing their children in a broader

play-based environment.”
His remarks came even as an on-

line survey of parents showed that
72 per cent of the respondents want-
ed kindergarten classes to be made
part of the public education sys-
tem.

The survey, released yesterday
by philanthropic outfit Lien Founda-
tion, polled nearly 1,400 parents
last month. It followed two reports
commissioned by the foundation on
early childhood education.

A parent who took part in the lat-
est survey said preschool education
should be a “public good”, adding:
“Teachers who teach the lower age
group should be properly trained,

get the pay and status they de-
serve... It should be a holistic sec-
tor and not fragmented.”

The poll found that 73 per cent
of the respondents were happy with
their children’s preschool educa-
tion. But when asked to comment
on the overall standards of the pre-
school sector, only 28 per cent gave
the thumbs up.

They pointed out that more
could be done to improve the afford-
ability, accessibility and quality of
the preschool sector here.

At the top of the parents’ wish
list: more government subsidies,
more qualified teachers with better
pay and status, and better regula-
tion of fees.

In picking a preschool, parents
rated the quality of its teachers
first, followed by its location and af-
fordability.

But parents also feel the burn
when looking at the fees: 88 per
cent said preschool education is
“costly” or “very costly”.

After subsidies, about half the
parents with children in childcare
paid less than $600 monthly, while
about half the respondents with
children in kindergartens paid less
than $300 monthly.

A parent noted that lowering
fees would affect the quality the
schools are able to provide, asking
if the Government would consider
subsidising schools directly, as it
does for primary education.

Another parent suggested that

there should be a framework or min-
imum guidelines on what a stand-
ard preschool should offer for its
fee structure. “Right now, I have no
idea if what I am paying is value for
money,” said the parent.

The respondents are parents of
children in childcare and kindergar-
tens. Half the children are enrolled
in privately operated schools, and
the rest are from those run by
NTUC First Campus, PAP Commu-
nity Foundation, and those linked
to faith-based organisations or run
by non-profit organisations.
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A LAWYER who made unauthorised withdrawals of
more than $400,000 from his firm was disbarred
yesterday.

The money was in a bank account used to hold
the firm’s clients’ funds for use in ongoing transac-
tions. By withdrawing the money without permis-
sion, Mr Tan Tiong Hian, Raymond, 44, had
breached the rules governing how lawyers may han-
dle money belonging to their clients.

The decision yesterday followed an application
by the Law Society to a Court of Three Judges for
Mr Tan, a lawyer of 17 years, to be struck off the
rolls for professional misconduct.

The Court of Three Judges is the highest discipli-
nary body in the legal profession here. Mr Tan, the
sole proprietor of the firm, T H Tan Raymond & Co,
did not attend the hearing yesterday.

The society had been tipped off by the Commer-
cial Affairs Department in November 2010 that Mr
Tan was being investigated for possible misappro-
priation of money from his firm’s client account.

It then asked to examine the firm’s accounts, but
Mr Tan asked for more time.

Separately, the same month, a disciplinary tribu-
nal appointed by the Chief Justice found that Mr
Tan had failed to account for $4,000 he received on
behalf of another client, Mr David Peh.

The lawyer had received the money that was
meant to pay a debt owed to Mr Peh.

Mr Peh then complained to the Law Society as
he did not get the money.

In December 2010, the society intervened by tak-
ing over the client account of Mr Tan’s law firm.

After inspecting the records, it believed the ac-
count did not have the funds it was supposed to: A
January 2011 report noted a shortfall of
$412,690.85.

The society then brought four professional mis-
conduct charges against Mr Tan, including for mak-
ing unauthorised withdrawals and failing to keep
proper accounting records.

Another disciplinary tribunal, convened to look
into this matter, found him guilty and referred the
case to be dealt with by the Court of Three Judges.

No criminal charges have been formally brought
against Mr Tan so far.
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President Tony Tan talking to Ms Charlotte Lee, 31, a teacher at Assumption Pathway School. Students showed
off their baking skills with several treats, including prettily decorated cupcakes, at an event to mark the
completion of the school’s new facilities at its Cashew Road campus. PHOTO: KUA CHEE SIONG

Hard to hire and keep
such fine teachers

Icing on the
cake as
students bake
for special guest

WHAT PARENTS WANT

ST GRAPHICS

Increase in government 
subsidies to help parents
Raise qualifications, pay and 
status of preschool teachers
Regulate preschool fees
Provide free preschool 
education for all
Increase awareness of what 
preschool is about
Provide free preschool 
education for the needy
More parental education 
programmes
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Mr Gan, a bachelor’s degree holder who is currently studying for a Master’s, has been with a PCF kindergarten for more than two
years. Preschool principals say well-qualified teachers like Mr Gan are hard to hire and retain. ST PHOTO: SEAH KWANG PENG

Dentist suspended for damaging teeth

Minister warns of negative impact; poll
shows most parents want govt involved

‘Risky’ to formalise
preschool learning

Lawyer disbarred
over unauthorised
fund withdrawals
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