
By KEZIA TOH

THE champion to raise the pro-
files of preschool teachers here
comes from an unlikely source – a
tall and strapping former military
man.

Twelve years ago, Mr Philip
Koh made the switch from train-
ing NSmen to teaching preschool-
ers their ABCs, after more than a
decade in the army.

Three weeks ago, the
49-year-old set up a network for
preschool teachers to talk about is-
sues close to their heart – from
salary issues to how best to moti-
vate and teach young children.

The informal group – believed
to be the first here – has a pres-
ence on Facebook, and has since
drawn close to 2,000 members.

Said Mr Koh: “The key objec-

tive is to create a platform for
teachers’ voices to band together
and be heard, so that we can im-
prove the quality of preschool edu-
cation through active discussion.”

While there is good preschool
leadership that listens to their
teachers’ concerns, there are also
those that do not have a voice –
and the group can help to address
that, said Mr Koh.

He was inspired to learn more
after the birth of his newborn son.
“I started off wanting to know
more about children so that I can
be a better parent, and in the
midst of that, I developed the love
of working with children,” he
said.

Mr Koh, who is divorced with a
16-year-old son, worked at a pri-
vate preschool for half a year, be-
fore moving on to start a private

centre with two other partners for
over four years.

He then became an early child-
hood freelance trainer, training
other preschool teachers at
UniSIM, Ngee Ann Polytechnic
and the National Trades Union
Congress-run Seed Institute,
which runs early childhood
education diploma and degree
courses.

Forming the group came hot on
the heels of a study commissioned
by philanthropic outfit Lien
Foundation which ranked Singa-
pore 29th out of 45 countries in
standards of early childhood edu-
cation.

The study, which was released
in June, was followed by two
other surveys of education ex-
perts and parents by the founda-
tion. Both called for the govern-
ment to take charge of the pre-
school sector, with an emphasis
on regulating fees and training pre-
school teachers the way it recruits
and trains mainstream school
teachers.

With such a preschool teachers
network in place, there will be a
ready pool of participants for

future research into the views of
preschool teachers, said Mr Koh.

He hopes to work with part-

ners such as the Association for
Early Childhood Educators (Singa-
pore) and Seed Institute.

Some topics the teachers in the
group are hotly debating: review-
ing salaries, the high teach-
er-child ratio, and raising the so-
cial status of teachers.

The network also provides the
teachers with another avenue to
interact with parents, who are
also welcome to join the group,
said Ms Yip Kwai Heng, 42, who
has joined the network.

Ms Yip, who is a centre supervi-
sor at a private childcare centre
along Upper East Coast Road, has
spent the past 10 years in the sec-
tor.

She said: “We may not be main-
stream teachers but we get the
child at their youngest – starting
from a stage where they barely
know anything.

“I hope that parents will under-
stand the challenges we are fac-
ing, so we can all focus on how
best to help a child.”
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Mr Philip Koh, who became a preschool teacher 12 years ago, set up the network
three weeks ago to talk about issues relating to salary, teacher-student ratio and
other early education concerns. PHOTO: DIOS VINCOY JR FOR THE STRAITS TIMES

UNDERGRADUATE Fazli Ahmad
did not get to do what he
normally does on the first day of
Hari Raya – visit friends and rela-
tives.

Yesterday, as Muslims celebrat-
ed the festive occasion this year,
the 25-year-old did something
more memorable – he performed
at the Istana for a crowd which in-
cluded President Tony Tan Keng
Yam and his wife.

The setting was the Istana’s
open house, and the National Uni-
versity of Singapore undergradu-
ate was there as part of a Malay
dance ensemble from People’s As-
sociation Talents.

“I feel it is an honour to per-
form for the President, and I think
I represent the Malay community
in that we don’t just want to cele-
brate the festival by ourselves.

“We want to celebrate it with

everybody around us,” said Mr
Fazli, a part-time stage actor.

He said, given that Hari Raya is
a 30-day celebration, there is still
time to visit the friends and rela-
tives whom he could not do so yes-
terday.

The open house drew more
than 10,000 people who were also
entertained by music and dance
performances by students from
Greenridge and Zhonghua second-
ary schools.

Dr Tan greeted and shook
hands with the visitors.

Among them was Mrs Esther
Anan, 33, a regional manager,
who was there with her husband
and two children – aged five and
three.

She said: “I was very surprised
by how personable the President
is.”
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President Tony Tan and Mrs Mary Tan enjoying a performance by People’s Association Talents’
Malay dance ensemble during an open house at the Istana, in celebration of Hari Raya Aidilfitri
yesterday. ST PHOTO: TED CHEN

Group gives about 2,000 members
a platform to discuss industry issues

Preschool teachers network launched

Memorable Hari Raya for
crowd at Istana open house
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