
EXPERTS’
TAKE

HOLISTIC APPROACH

“The early childhood
development agency
should be more effective
than having the sector
under two different
ministries as it
encompasses children
from infancy to six years
old.

“It should address
health, nutrition, and
social-emotional,
cognitive and educational
development.

“Funding of teachers’
salaries should not be
given only to anchor
operators but also across
the board to voluntary
welfare organisations and
private operators as they
also provide services to
the masses.

“Voluntary welfare
organisations and private
operators should be given
a level playing field to
benefit all children.”

– Pre-school education
consultant Khoo Kim Choo.
She was commenting on a
new agency to be set up to
drive improvements in the
pre-school sector, and on
government grants to help
anchor operators pay the
salaries of their teachers.

BOOSTING STANDARDS

“Extending the Learning
Support Programme is a
good move, but if
learning intervention
could start even earlier at
the pre-school level,
disadvantaged children
would be better prepared
for Primary 1.

“Some children just
attend K2 – skipping K1
and nursery – so they
don’t receive adequate
support and are at a
disadvantage when they
get to Primary 1.

“The salary grants will
address the problem of
teachers not being
motivated to pursue
higher education,
considering there is not
much incentive in terms
of salary.

“Hopefully, the grant is
attractive enough. If not,
the sector is still going to
face a teacher shortage
problem.”

– Founder of Pre-school
Teachers Network Singapore
Philip Koh

By KEZIA TOH

THE Education Ministry will set
up a few government-run kinder-
gartens to catalyse change for the
better in the pre-school sector,
the Government said yesterday.

Last year, it set out what these
public pre-schools are meant to
do – namely, apply research find-
ings in effective teaching and
learning to develop teaching
resources and “best practices”.

These would then be shared
with other industry operators to
spur quality improvements,
according to a joint release last
year by the Ministry of Education
(MOE) and the then Ministry of
Community Development, Youth
and Sports.

MOE would decide on the loca-
tion and number of pilot centres
to be set up, and when these cen-
tres will be ready to take in pupils.

These moves by the authorities
came after studies – such as one
commissioned by the Lien Founda-
tion ranking Singapore 29th out
of 45 countries in early childhood
education standards – turned the
spotlight on the industry.

They hark back to a discontin-
ued pre-primary programme
which the Government started in
1979 to help children from dia-
lect-speaking homes learn English
and Mandarin.

About 2,500 children across 31
schools in Kindergarten 2 spent a
year on the programme, which
was scrapped in 1990.

Yesterday, Deputy Prime Minis-
ter Tharman Shanmugaratnam
said more details on the new pub-
lic kindergartens will be provided
during the upcoming Budget
debates.

The Government is more than
doubling its spending on the
pre-school sector to over $3 bil-
lion over the next five years, to
provide more places, and ensure
quality and affordability.

It will also set up an early child-
hood development agency.

Parents who spoke to The
Straits Times applauded the move
as a commitment to raising stand-
ards in the sector, but worried
about high fees and an overempha-
sis on the academic.

Government-run kindergar-
tens could make formal schooling
easier as it might be more geared
to what a child needs to learn in
Primary 1, said assistant engineer
Alexia Loh, 33.

Her two children aged two and
five could learn the ropes faster,
she said.

“They will eventually go into a
formal school system, so letting
them learn earlier gives them a
head start,” she added.

But high fees are a worry: As
the kindergarten is likely to be a
half-day programme, there is still
a need for working couples to fork
out money for childcare, said Ms
Loh, whose husband is also an
assistant engineer.

Given the emphasis on learning
through play touted by many
pre-schools and education
experts, the government-run kin-
dergarten is unlikely to be too aca-
demic, said logistics supervisor
Kenny Neo, 35, who has two
daughters aged one and four.
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THANKS to early coaching in Eng-
lish, 10-year-old Dylan Kang
from Greenridge Primary is now a
more confident speaker.

But the youngest son of a tech-
nician and housewife still grap-
ples with long sentences – affect-
ing his ability to understand math-
ematics problem sums.

He is one of those who would
stand to benefit from an extended
Learning Support Programme, an-
nounced by Deputy Prime Minis-
ter Tharman Shanmugaratnam
yesterday.

The Learning Support Pro-
gramme – an early intervention
programme that helps pupils who
enter Primary 1 with weak literacy
and numeracy skills to catch up
with their peers – currently caters
to Primary 1 and 2 pupils.

Dylan’s mother, Madam
Yvonne Lim, 39, told The Straits
Times: “If there is more help –
even till Primary 6 – it is always a
good thing because it would im-
prove his confidence as he moves
up in primary school.”

The measure is part of moves
to further oil the wheels of social
mobility by supporting opportuni-
ties for pupils from low- and mid-
dle-income families.

“Our experience has shown
that early intervention helps but
also that continuous intervention

is necessary to reinforce what has
been achieved,” Mr Tharman
said.

Conducting the Learning Sup-
port Programme is resource-inten-
sive as classes are conducted in
small groups of fewer than 10 pu-
pils. Some 600 more “specially
trained” teachers will be needed
to extend the programme “be-
yond the early primary school
years”, he added.

Every year, about 10 per cent
of the Primary 1 cohort in Singa-
pore attend an English Learning
Support Programme and 5 per
cent attend a maths one.

Other moves to help disadvan-
taged students in this year’s Budg-
et include a $300 million top-up
to the Edusave Endowment Fund,
which provides funds, bursaries
and awards to schools and stu-
dents.

Another $72 million will also be
pumped into the Opportunity
Fund, which grants schools mon-
ey that they can use to give stu-
dents opportunities to learn be-
yond the classroom, such as fund-
ing overseas study trips.

Schools with more students
from less-advantaged back-
grounds will receive up to 40 per
cent more: Secondary schools will
get up to $275,000, while primary
schools will get up to $150,000.

The fund will also be extended to
polytechnics for the first time.

Mr Tharman said: “They will
help students with a disadvantage
to catch up and better build a
foundation to do well later in
life.”
KEZIA TOH

Ms Alexia Loh, with her husband Lim Cheng Siang, 33, and children Jacinta, five, and Jarrel, two. Ms Loh is in favour of the
move to set up government-run kindergartens but is worried about high fees. ST PHOTO: WONG KWAI CHOW

Conducting the Learning Support Programme is resource-intensive as classes are conducted in small groups of fewer than 10 pupils. Some 600 more “specially
trained” teachers will be needed to extend the programme “beyond the early primary school years”, said Mr Tharman yesterday. ST PHOTO: SEAH KWANG PENG

$300m
Top-up to Edusave Endowment Fund for funds,
bursaries and awards to schools and students

 

SINGAPORE SHIFTS GEARS

Govt-run
pre-schools
to boost
quality
Parents laud move but fear high fees
and overemphasis on the academic

$72m
Opportunity Fund for learning beyond the
classroom, such as overseas study trips

CONFIDENCE IN NEW SYSTEM

The Government will do the necessary
preparation; they will not repeat the
same mistake.
– Logistics supervisor Kenny Neo, who has two children of
pre-school age, on an overly academic pre-school system

LEARNING SUPPORT A BOON

If there is more help – even till Primary 6 – it is
always a good thing because it would improve his
confidence as he moves up in primary school.
– Madam Yvonne Lim, whose 10-year-old son Dylan Kang is
on the Learning Support Programme

Extending learning
support to upper
primary pupils
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