
Mr Toh Phee Seng is
illiterate but his

children are
graduates. His

family’s success
story was related by
PM Lee Hsien Loong

yesterday.
ST PHOTO: ALPHONSUS

CHERN

‘

‘

By SANDRA DAVIE
SENIOR WRITER

SINGAPORE will soon have six
universities offering full-time
degree programmes, giving 40 per
cent of each school cohort a shot
at university education right here
at home by 2020.

That is up from the current
cohort participation rate of 27 per
cent. It translates to 16,000 under-
graduate places yearly, up from
this year’s 13,000.

Prime Minister Lee Hsien
Loong announced the increase at
the National Day Rally last night.
The additional places will be pro-
vided through the Singapore Insti-
tute of Technology (SIT) and SIM
University (UniSIM) which will be-
come Singapore’s fifth and sixth
universities.

He said SIT, which offers niche
degree programmes in partner-
ship with overseas universities,
will increase its yearly intake
beyond the projected 2,000 in
2015, and offer its own degrees.

UniSIM which offers part-time
degree courses for working adults
will start running full-time degree
programmes but remain a private
university.

The Ministry of Education will
give out more details tomorrow.

Mr Lee’s announcement on the
increase in university places
comes one year after he launched
a review of the university sector
to look into how more undergradu-
ate places can be opened up for
Singaporeans.

The 15-member review panel,
led by Senior Minister of State for
Education Lawrence Wong, con-
cluded that any new university
must not be another research-in-
tensive university like the Nation-
al University of Singapore or the
Nanyang Technological Universi-
ty.

Instead it should have a more
applied, practice-oriented focus
and produce a different type of
graduate.

Mr Lee acknowledged the ris-
ing aspirations of Singaporeans
for a university degree.

“Every parent wants his or her
child to do as well as possible, go
to university. And many ITE (Insti-
tute of Technical Education) stu-
dents hope to go on to the poly

and most poly students aspire to
get a degree,” he said.

Mr Lee agreed with the review
committee that it is important to
produce graduates with skills
which are useful and in demand.
He warned against churning out
graduates regardless of quality or
employment opportunities.

Noting the experience of a few
other countries, including Britain
and the United States, and even
China, where there is unemploy-
ment or underemployment of
graduates, he said: “Singapore
must avoid leading people up the
wrong path, misleading them that
if you spend three years of your
life doing this, at the end you will
have a happy outcome.

“We must make sure that if we
encourage people to go that way,
that at the end, the prospects are
good.”

He did not forget working
adults aiming to pursue degrees.

He recognised that it took tre-
mendous commitment to juggle
work and study and said the Gov-
ernment will look into extending
bursaries and loans to those study-
ing part-time at UniSIM.

Junior college and polytechnic
students eyeing a place in the
local universities as well as their
parents welcomed the announce-
ment on more university places,
which two parents described as
“generous”.

Previous increases in the uni-
versity cohort participation rate
did not go beyond 5 percentage
points.

Parents like Mr R. Murugiah,
46, a shop manager, who has two
sons enrolled in polytechnic, said
it was a nice National Day present
for parents like him.

He added: “I have been wor-
ried because there is no way I can
afford to send my two sons over-
seas, so I am relieved that they are
making more places available.”

SIT’s president Tan Chin Tiong
said SIT will look into offering its
own degrees as well as dual
degrees with its foreign university
partners.

UniSIM president Cheong Hee
Kiat said his university, which
already has a strong industry ori-
entation, will add diversity to the
higher education landscape.
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MR TOH Phee Seng is illiterate and
had to rely on a computer to read out
the questions when he sat and passed
a recent construction safety exam.

His family had been too poor to
send him to school, and for more
than four decades, the 59-year-old
slogged as a construction worker
while nursing the hope of giving his
children a better life.

“I did not have the chance to go
to school; I wanted to make sure it
did not happen to my children,” he
said in Hokkien yesterday, after his
family’s success story was related by
Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong.

Mr Toh’s son Wei Seong, 33, is a
research scientist at the Institute of
Bioengineering and Nanotechnology.

He first graduated from Singapore
Polytechnic; his family then poured
their life savings of around $40,000
for him to get a bachelor’s degree in
microbiology and immunology from
the University of Melbourne.

He then earned a PhD from the
National University of Singapore,

and was awarded an Agency for
Science, Technology and Research
international fellowship for a
post-doctoral fellowship at Harvard
University. His sister Huey Sun, 24,
is also a graduate and works as an
accountant at the Inland Revenue
Authority of Singapore.

Said Mr Lee: “So Mr Toh was hap-
py that his children had done much
better than himself. His family
reflects the experiences of so many
other families in Singapore, and epit-
omises Singapore’s transformation
in one generation from Third World
to First – from somebody illiterate
who never had a chance to learn to
read but brought up children, been to
Harvard, doing well.”

Singapore, he added, must
always offer hope of a better
future, and be a nation
“where our children will live
better lives than us, as we
did our parents”.
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A NEW statutory board will be set
up to oversee pre-school educa-
tion, in response to growing calls
for the Government to devote
more attention to this area.

And in a further signal that it is
heeding these calls, the Govern-
ment will also run a few
pre-school centres under a pilot
scheme. These centres will test
new concepts in kindergarten edu-
cation.

To keep pre-school – especial-
ly kindergarten education – af-
fordable, more operators will also
be roped in to provide pro-
grammes targeted at the mass
market.

These were some measures an-
nounced by Prime Minister Lee
Hsien Loong yesterday to address
a hot-button issue: how to bridge
gaps in a sector of uneven stand-
ards, while keeping pre-schools af-
fordable for the less well-off and
disadvantaged. More details will
be announced this week.

The state of the pre-school sec-
tor here came under the spotlight
following a recent study commis-
sioned by the Lien Foundation
which ranked Singapore 29th out
of 45 countries in standards of ear-
ly childhood education. Affordabil-
ity and quality were highlighted
as weak areas.

There are some 500 kindergar-

tens and 950 childcare centres
here.

Mr Lee acknowledged that
more needs to be done despite the
great strides Singapore has made
in promoting learning from a
young age.

Education used to start only at
Primary 1 “once upon a time”, he
noted. “My mother only learned
to read when she went to school,
and it wasn’t because she was dis-
advantaged or deprived, it was
the norm,” he said. “But when it
came to my turn, she sent me at a
young age to Nanyang Kindergar-
ten to learn Mandarin.”

Nowadays, more than 99 per
cent of all children here attend
pre-school, he pointed out, even
though it is not compulsory.

The Government will help by
investing “substantial resources”
in pre-school.

One key priority he identified:
raising the quality of programmes
for children aged five and six, es-
pecially those offered by mass
market operators such as the PAP
Community Foundation and the
National Trades Union Congress.

To boost this segment of the
market, more such operators will
be roped in, he said, without nam-
ing the operators.

Besides quality, affordability is
important. More support will be
given to those from the middle-
and lower-income families, and
those from disadvantaged back-
grounds, he said.

Other areas that need more
work include better training for
teachers.

But even as the Government
takes on a bigger role, it will not
nationalise the sector, as suggest-
ed by some, stressed Mr Lee.

“Some people want the Govern-
ment to pao ka liao,” he said, us-
ing the Hokkien slang for “do
everything”. “I think the Govern-
ment has a role to play but the
Government’s role is not to do
everything.”

Parents should be free to
choose from different pro-
grammes offered by a mix of oper-
ators.

“We should instead emphasise
on raising the base,” he said.

The Education Ministry and
the Ministry for Community De-
velopment, Youth and Sports will
be in charge of improving the sec-
tor and this will take some time.
“But I am confident we will see re-
sults in five to seven years.”

Pre-school experts welcomed
the announcements.

Of the statutory board, Mr Lee
Poh Wah, chief executive officer
of the Lien Foundation, said: “It’s
a good first move to indicate a seri-
ous and long-term commitment
to educational equity.”

Logistic supervisor Kenny Neo,
35, who has two daughters aged
four and five months, said of the
news: “It shows that parents’
views are taken seriously.”
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I think we should encourage more experimentation to dream,
design and deliver Pre-school 2.0... The Government should
explore purpose-built pre-schools, reconfigure work of pre-school
teachers and harness technology to enhance their productivity.
– Mr Lee Poh Wah, chief executive of the Lien Foundation, on the Government playing a bigger role
in the pre-school sector

LET your children enjoy their
childhood. And there’s no need to
send your pre-schooler for tuition
to prepare him for Primary 1.

Prime Minister Lee Hsien
Loong had this advice for over-
zealous parents last night.

While some parents want their
children to get a head start, it is
important not to “over-teach”
them.

“Pre-school is to teach the kids
certain skills which are best learnt
at that age – languages, social
skills, basic motor skills.

“It’s not meant for you to pre-
pare with a P1, P2 textbook and to
drill the kid at three or four years
old so that by the time he goes to

P1, he already knows what the
teacher’s supposed to teach him.”

He said research by child devel-
opment experts have found that
hothousing pre-schoolers may
lead to harmful “over-teaching”.

“You do harm. You turn the
kid off, you make his life misera-
ble,” he said.

“Instead of growing up bal-
anced and happy, he grows up nar-
row and neurotic. No homework
is not a bad thing. It’s good for
young children to play, and to
learn through play.”

And to parents who send their
children to two pre-schools or tui-
tion, he had this to say: Don’t.

“I’ve heard of parents who

send their children to two kinder-
gartens. I read of parents who
send their kindergarten-age chil-
dren to tuition,” he said. “Please
don’t do that.”

Housewife Pamelia Tng, 31,
said she agreed with the Prime
Minister, but it’s easier said than
done.

She sends her three children –
aged seven, six and two – for en-
richment classes but she “slows
down at home”.

“You want your kids to enjoy
their childhood but you have to
make sure they can catch up with
their peers. That’s always a strug-
gle for parents,” she said.
ONG HWEE HWEE

‘BRIGHTER HOPES’

No homework is not a bad thing. It's good for young children to play, and to
learn through play. So please, I've heard of parents who send their children to
two kindergartens. I read of parents who send their kindergarten-aged children
to tuition. Please don't do that.
– PM Lee Hsien Loong, warning against what he called ‘over-teaching’

On pre-schools

“The Government should look
into the training of
teachers...you can have all the
hardware and state-of-the-art
schools. But without teachers
who have the knowledge and
professionalism, it’s money
wasted.”

– Dr Christine Chen, president of the
Association for Early Childhood
Educators

“While the lower income would
be targeted, we should also
include kids from the general
population.”

– Pre-school education consultant
Khoo Kim Choo, on the pilot
programme where the Government
will run a few pre-schools

On university places

“Some will wonder if a 40 per
cent cohort participation rate is
too high and worry that it may
lead to jobless graduates or
graduates doing non-graduate
level jobs. But I am assured by
the PM saying that we will aim
to produce a different type of
graduate with degrees in areas
in demand by employers.”

– Mr Adrian Chia, 40, father of three
teenagers

16,000 places yearly by 2020 at six
institutions offering full-time courses

Family that goes from Third World to First

TOWARDS PRE-SCHOOL 2.0: A new statutory board will be set up to oversee pre-school education. The Government will also run a few
pre-school centres under a pilot scheme. These centres will test new concepts in kindergarten education. PHOTO: LIM YAOHUI FOR THE STRAITS TIMES

Pre-school stat board to be set up

‘It’s good for young children to play’

40% of each
cohort to get
shot at local
universities
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