
BY LOW WEI XIANG

PARENTS, imagine a digital
portfolio that lets you follow
your pre-school kids ’
progress, with memorable
moments captured on cam-
era. When they “graduate”,
the portfolio will be theirs to
keep as a CD-ROM.

That, and more, will be
possible with a US$2-million
(S$2.8-million) initiative to
boost standards at non-profit
pre-school centres.

The effort involves the
Lien Foundation and the
philanthropic arm of Sales-
force.com, which makes ap-
plications to manage informa-
tion or data.

The Salesforce.com Foun-
dation will donate US$1 mil-
lion in licences so pre-school
centres can use the compa-
ny’s online applications for
free, said Ms Lindsey Arm-
strong, executive vice-presi-
dent of Salesforce.com.

The other US$1 million,
from the Lien Foundation,
will pay for hardware and IT
support, such as software
training for teachers.

Mr Lee Poh Wah, chief ex-
ecutive of Lien Foundation,
hopes the initiative will grow
to involve a wide range of ap-

plications, so that centres can
choose and customise them to
their needs.

For example, Persatuan
Pemudi Islam Singapura
(PPIS), a Malay-Muslim wom-
en’s association, is in talks with
the foundations for a platform
to let pre-school attendance be
taken and submitted online.

Currently, attendance at its
five pre-school centres is record-
ed in booklets, which are then
sent to the main office by couri-
er, said Ms Nadhira Koyakutty,
head of early-childhood educa-
tion at PPIS.

She is also negotiating for
laptops for all teachers in a
PPIS centre. It is among five
non-profit centres that will pi-
lot the initiative, which will be
launched next month.

Another centre taking part
is run by the Presbyterian Com-
munity Services (PCS). Three
more have yet to be selected.
Another 55 other centres will
be included within 16 months.

The goal is to free teachers to
focus on the kids, Mr Lee said.

Ms Zurianee Zainal, 34, a
teacher, felt that the digital
portfolio will let her identify ar-
eas her five-year-old daughter,
who is at a PPIS centre, needs
more help in.

Mr Laurence Wee, PCS’ ex-
ecutive director, said: “Pre-
schools from the non-profit
sector often face intense com-
petition for resources, have
minimal IT infrastructure and
limited funds. This initiative
can help empower our staff
and children and maximise
their potential.”
weixiang@sph.com.sg

BY ANNABELLE LIANG

BEFORE she started working as
a nurse at Tan Tock Seng Hospi-
tal (TTSH) seven years ago, the
fresh graduate from Nanyang
Polytechnic was easily trilingual
– in English, Mandarin and her
dialect, Hokkien.

But Miss Peggy Oh soon real-
ised this was not enough – if she
wanted to connect with elderly
patients.

Now a senior staff nurse, the
26-year-old diligently picked up
colloquial Cantonese and Teo-
chew phrases from friends and
colleagues.

“By just taking the initiative
to converse with the elderly in
their dialects, you get what
they’re trying to say,” she said.

For her dedication, she,
along with 60 other recipients
of the Healthcare Humanity
Awards, was recognised for her
exemplary service at a ceremony
yesterday. Winners received a
silver medallion and $1,500
cash each.

First given out in 2004, the
awards are disbursed from the
Courage Fund which was set up
by the National Healthcare
Group, Singapore Health Servic-
es, Singapore Medical Associa-
tion, Singapore Nurses Associa-
tion and Singapore Press Hold-
ings.

Miss Oh’s motivation to bet-

ter understand the elderly has
even led her to take an advanced
diploma in gerontology, the
study of ageing.

“She has gone the extra mile.
She’s always very cheerful and
has a smile (on), even in the
presence of difficult patients,”
said Ms Leong Yoke Yin, the
deputy director of nursing serv-
ice at TTSH, who nominated
Miss Oh for the award.

Once, after a former patient
with multiple ailments fell ill at

home last November, Miss Oh
took it upon herself to get the
prescribed medicine from the
hospital’s pharmacy, and went
to his home after she had fin-
ished work.

So committed is she to her
calling that she said she would
be a nurse “forever”.

“Though there are nursing
staff younger than me, I look for-
ward to learning from them and
picking up skills,” she said.
aliang@sph.com.sg

Pre-school
education
gets digital
boost

Multilingual nurse Peggy Oh
connects with elderly patients

BY LEONA BOEY

T O FIND out what Singa-
poreans are really made
of, plan a children’s

party.
That is what I came to realise

after an eye-opening experience
organising my son’s recent birth-
day celebration.

The little one had innocently
decided to hold a party at home
for his school friends.

So, with much excitement
and a little help with spelling,
he carefully wrote out invitation
letters and sent them to his in-
tended guests.

Then, the fun began. Of the
six invitees, only two of their
mothers responded with text
messages, confirming that their
children would attend.

Another two children replied
to my son at school.

The fifth child’s father had to
be contacted by telephone. He
said that he would drop the boy
off, before curtly ending the call
without a word of thanks.

The last child… Well, suffice
to say that, in the end, we lost
all hope of getting any kind of re-
ply from him or his parents.

As the day drew near, games
were planned, goodie bags were
assembled, food was prepared, a
super-duper cake was ordered,
balloons were blown and ban-
ners strung up.

But on the night before the
party, my mobile phone went
mad.

One of the mothers who had
replied earlier that her son
would attend said that he would
turn up late – practically at the
end of the party.

She explained that he had an
enrichment class to attend – a
fact that she should have known
when she replied previously.

Another child said that he
would not be coming after all be-
cause his mother did not know
the way.

She presumably could not be
bothered to look up directions,
despite the fact that a map had
been included with the invita-
tion.

Yet another parent messaged
to boldly ask me – without even
a “please” or “thank you” – to
drive across the island to ferry
her child to and from the party,
because she could not be both-
ered to do so.

Apparently, I was to find
some time in between getting
ready for the party and attend-
ing to my own children in order
to look after her child.

If not for my son, I would
have cancelled the party out of
frustration at the other parents’
lack of consideration.

The big day dawned and the
guests started arriving.

Without exception, each par-
ent thrust a child at me and
quickly turned to carry out the
next item on their agendas, with-
out even greeting us or asking
our names, let alone wishing my
son a happy birthday.

In one case, I even had to run
after a father, shouting for his

name and mobile number in
case of an emergency.

I could have sold off all their
children for all they knew (and I
was tempted to do so at one
point, when the little darlings
were running around and
screaming like wild animals).

None of the birthday
presents came with a card or
even a hastily scribbled message
to the birthday boy.

I doubt that the parents who
purchased the gifts even knew
the recipient’s name.

After the party, predictably,
not a single parent or child
wrote, called or messaged to say
“thank you”.

My conclusion? Singapore-
ans are, on the surface,
well-trained to survive the rat
race at school and in the work-
ing world.

But scratch the surface and
we may find a nation shockingly
deficient in the finer arts of
civility, hospitality, social inter-
course and politesse.

In case you’re thinking that
this is a problem of the dia-
lect-speaking, less-educated seg-

ment of the population, let me
tell you that this is not the case.

These children and their par-
ents are firmly located in the up-
per middle-class, Lexus-driving,
condo-living, “successful” end of
the demographic.

Therein, perhaps, lies the
problem.

To paraphrase a good teach-
er, how does it benefit Singapo-
reans to gain the world if we
lose our ability to relate to each
other as human beings?
myp@sph.com.sg

The writer is a part-time
communications executive and
a full-time mother to two boys.
She lives with her family in
central Singapore.

VIEWPOINT

Upper middle-class... and lacking in civility

DEDICATED: Tan Tock Seng Hospital’s senior staff nurse, Miss
Peggy Oh, was given the Healthcare Humanity Award for going
the extra mile for patients. (PHOTO: ONG WEE JIN)
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