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In one PAP Community Founda-
tion kindergarten in Punggol, chil-
dren with special needs comprise
10 per cent of the students.

Its principal Lim Wei Ni, 33,
wants to take greater strides to-
wards helping these children –
and got some ideas from a centre
thousands of kilometres away.

Last week, she visited a
pre-school in the US, and was im-
pressed by how several teachers
there held a meeting just to dis-
cuss how to care for one single
child with special needs.

“I’ll try having such ‘team
meetings’ in Singapore,” she said.
“We can exchange ideas on how
to help the children with special
needs. If a teacher looks after a
child the entire day, she could easi-
ly run out of new strategies for
helping the child.”

Ms Lim is one of 24 heads from
different Singapore pre-schools,
who have been sent to the United
States to gain ideas on how to bet-
ter manage their organisations.

They are in the pioneer batch of
participants in a six-month leader-
ship programme, led by local phil-
anthropic organisation Lien Foun-
dation, called Principal Matters.

The $2.7 million programme
was launched in April to help prin-
cipals be more effective leaders
and improve the quality of
pre-school services. It includes
leadership seminars, mentorships
and a nine-day trip to Boston,
where Wheelock College, a top
pre-school training institute, is
based.

Overseas research has shown
that among factors that affect
learning outcomes, school leader-
ship is second only to teaching.

But in recent years, with the
pre-school sector in Singapore fac-
ing a manpower shortage, teach-
ers have had to rise up the ranks
more quickly to become princi-
pals. If a teacher has the required
paper qualifications, they can be
made principal with just two years
of work experience.

A total of 150 principals, or close
to a tenth of all pre-school princi-
pals, will be selected for the Princi-
pal Matters programme, based on
their openness to change, passion

for self-improvement and commit-
ment to a long-term career in ear-
ly childhood education.

Partners include Wheelock Col-
lege; the NTUC’s Seed Institute,
the largest pre-school training pro-
vider here; SIM University and hu-
man resources consultancy firm
Korn Ferry Hay Group.

In Boston, each of the principals
also spent three days attached to a
pre-school.

They have come up with a
project to initiate change in the
management of their pre-schools,
and will present them at a sympo-
sium in February next year.

Ms Tham Kum Fong, 61, princi-
pal of the Singapore Hokkien
Huay Kuan Pre-School, was in-
spired by her visit to Eliot-Pear-
son Children’s School in Medford,
and wants to instil a “researcher’s
mindset” in her team of teachers.

The Boston pre-school’s director
said this helped motivate teachers
to be diligent in documenting
children’s learning and responses,
to constantly observe and ask why
children respond the way they do,
and then refine lesson plans ac-
cordingly.

Said Ms Tham: “With such a
mindset, I think the teachers
would also look forward to doing
their best and see that they too are
developing professionally.”

Participants said they have ben-
efited from the Principal Matters
programme so far.

Said Ms Lim: “We’ve also be-
come friends. Some of us have
even agreed to visit one another’s
pre-schools in Singapore.”

One of the mentors, Ms Shai-
reen Selamat, 45, a doctoral re-
searcher in early childhood, said
the relationships built would help
make positive changes in the
pre-schools sustainable. “Building
this community among principals
is important. It can be lonely at
the top for a pre-school principal.
At the end of the day, no one
wants to be alone.”
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• Applications for the second
cohort of participants open on Nov
14 and close on Dec 31. Pre-school
principals with three to 10 years of
experience can apply for this and
later cohorts at
www.principalmatters.sg
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On weekends, an otherwise ob-
scure field in Tampines comes
alive. Scores of people troop in, set
up their gadgets and engage in their
favourite weekend activity.

What they are doing, though, is il-
licit. They are flying drones.

This is despite the fact that the

field in Tampines Avenue 10 is
off-limits to drones unless users
have permits. It is within 5km of
Paya Lebar Air Base and drones are
deemed a potential threat to aircraft.

On a recent Saturday, there were
about 30 people at the field. The
Sunday Times spoke to half of them
– and all admitted they did not have
the necessary approval.

But they argue that what they are

doing is safe as their drones are
light, fly at a low height and stay
within the confines of the field.

Aircraft mechanic Jackie Ho, 46,
said: “We fly at below 100m so it
won’t endanger any planes.”

The weekend bustle on the Tampi-
nes field underscores a conundrum
for the authorities, as the populari-
ty of drones soar with both hobby-
ists and commercial entities such as
wedding photographers who use
them to take panoramic snaps.

Since June last year, the Civil Avia-
tion Authority of Singapore (CAAS)
has received over 1,300 applica-

tions. It did not say how many per-
mits were granted.

Permits are granted when the au-
thorities assess that the activity will
not threaten air traffic, the public
and national security, said Dr
Foong Shaohui, a robotics special-
ist from Singapore University of
Technology and Design. Permits to
fly within 5km of Changi Airport
would not be granted easily, given
the heavy air traffic, he said. He is
unsure how often they are given for
spaces around Paya Lebar Air Base.

To govern the use of drones, a
new Bill was passed in Parliament
last May, with then Transport Min-
ister Lui Tuck Yew noting that
there had been more than 20 inci-
dents involving drones reported
here since April 2014. The website
www.onemap.sg can be used to
identify restricted areas.

However, incidents involving
drones have continued to arise.

In July, Hong Kong news agency
FactWire said it used a drone camera
to take photographs of SMRT trains
parked at the Jurong Port in a report
on China-made MRT trains being
shipped back to their manufacturer
after cracks were found on them.

Jurong Port said it “does not take
such intrusions lightly and (is)
working with the relevant authori-
ties to ensure that necessary securi-
ty measures are taken”.

This month, Transport Minister
Khaw Boon Wan said a drone dam-
aged a housing block roof in Bishan.
The operator has not been located,
he said.

Meanwhile, some users bemoan
the lack of spaces to fly in the east
because of airfields such as Seletar
Airport, Paya Lebar Air Base and
Changi Airport. “If you have this
hobby, the biggest problem is that
you have no place to fly,” said a user
who declined to be named.

However, drone experts cau-
tioned that such drones could
cause an air accident, although the
probability of this is low.

Dr Foong said that even a light re-
mote-controlled aircraft that is sup-
posed to fall to the ground when
out of a user’s line of sight, could
malfunction, continue flying and
pose a threat to aircraft.

Law academic Chen Siyuan from
Singapore Management University
said that for the authorities to meet
the needs of drone hobbyists, they
could conduct a study to see if it is
safe to allow lighter drones that are
less dangerous to planes to be
flown closer to air fields.

However, he said it is unlikely
rules will be relaxed. Countries
around the world generally do not
allow unmanned aircraft to fly with-
in 5km of an airfield, he noted.

CAAS said that flying drones at
the Tampines field “poses safety
hazards to manned aircraft opera-
tions, regardless of the height at
which (drones) are flown”.

A report has been lodged with re-
gard to three people and investiga-
tions are ongoing, it said. “Given
Singapore’s busy airspace and dense-
ly populated environment, there are
approved areas designated for recre-
ational aerial activities,” it said.
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With kids roaming around and no
“do not touch” signs, it is easy to
forget that Boston Children’s Mu-
seum is actually a museum.

Its activities and exhibits em-
phasise hands-on learning
through experience, using play to
develop foundational skills and
spark creativity and curiosity.

Last week, 24 Singapore
pre-school heads visited the muse-
um as part of Principal Matters, a
leadership programme led by the
Lien Foundation.

Boston Children’s Museum is
the second oldest such museum in
the world. Founded in 1913, it in-
spired similar museums in Bel-
gium and the Philippines.

It is mainly for children aged up
to eight and its exhibits across
three floors focus on science, per-
forming and visual arts. In one,
children learn the laws of motion
by rolling golf balls along tracks of
varied shapes and lengths.

Singapore has a smaller version
– the single-storey Children’s Cen-
tre for Creativity, run by non-prof-
it group Playeum. Sited at Gillman
Barracks in Telok Blangah, it ca-
ters to children aged up to 12 and
has activities that encourage
them to learn through play.

Boston Children’s Museum pres-
ident Carole Charnow said: “So
many museums are oriented
around content. Since our incep-
tion, it’s been about the audience.”

Ms Jeri Robinson, vice-presi-
dent for early childhood pro-
grammes at the museum, said it al-
so serves as a resource for parents.

Its highlights include a model
kindergarten classroom. Children
can practise skills such as sitting
in a group to listen to a story. Par-
ents can ask “teachers” about the
registration process and how to
prepare kids for kindergarten.

“We want to connect with fami-
lies whose children may be at risk
for not having what they need to
be ready for formal schooling,”
said Ms Robinson.

But with children spending
more time in front of screens and
more mothers working, the muse-
um has had fewer visitors in re-
cent years.

Ms Charnow said it has been
making activities more enjoyable
for families, such as holding more
programmes during holidays:
“Once here, they’ll have the rich-
ness of the education we provide.”
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PlaySpace in the Boston Children’s Museum, designed for the very young, was
created specifically to spark exploration and creativity. PHOTO: PRISCILLA GOY

When The
Sunday Times
visited this field
in Tampines
recently, some
people the
reporter spoke
to admitted they
were flying
drones without a
permit. Flying
drones at this
field along
Tampines
Avenue 10
requires a
permit as it is
within 5km of
Paya Lebar Air
Base.
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Go ahead and mess
with the museum exhibits

Some seen in Tampines within 5km of airbase;
gadgets may pose threat to planes, say experts

An Event

HOW TO SIGN UP:
Register online at
www.tnpbigwalk.sg

WHEN: Saturday, November 26, 2pm
WHERE: Singapore Zoo & Night Safari
REGISTRATION FEE: $42 WORTH
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No permit, but drones
are still flying high

Pre-school heads
get fresh ideas from
learning trip to US
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