New pre-school
scheme to help
the disadvantaged

By SANDRA DAVIE
SENIOR WRITER

CHILDREN of disadvantaged fami-
lies will have access to high-quali-
ty pre-schooling under a scheme
that aims to close the gap be-
tween them and better-off pupils.

They will be monitored by a
social worker and educational
therapist as part of the Circle of
Care programme, started by a lo-
cal philanthropic group and a wel-
fare organisation.

This will allow staff to identify
problems and address them quick-
ly - meaning families who need
help are spared the lengthy pro-
cess of dealing with various organ-
isations and agencies.

The programme will be run at
two centres operated by Care Cor-
ner, with the help of $1.8 million
pledged over four years by the
Lien Foundation. It aims to be up
and running by next month.

At the moment, children and
families who need additional help
sometimes face an uphill struggle.

Problems that are often multi-
faceted have to be identified by a
social worker or pre-school teach-
er. The family will then be direct-
ed to various centres run by gov-

ernment agencies and welfare or-
ganisations.

Care Corner chief executive
officer Yap Poh Kheng said the
new scheme will streamline the
process by making help available
at the project, which will be run in
Leng Kee and Admiralty.

“Let’s say a pre-school teacher
notices that a child is overly anx-
ious,” he said. “She can bring in
the social worker who will go and
meet the families, investigate the
matter further and bring together
different aspects of help and care.
These could range from education-
al therapy to nutrition, counsel-
ling and financial aid.”

Lien Foundation officials said
various studies show high-quality
early education provides a good
foundation for academic achieve-
ment later on.

Early childhood expert Khoo
Kim Choo will review the centres’
curriculum to make sure it boosts
the children’s holistic develop-
ment. Talks, workshops and sup-
port groups will also be set up to
enhance parents’ skills.

“Research has shown chil-
dren’s sustained gains in develop-
ment are closely associated with
parental involvement,” said Dr
Khoo.

Lien Foundation chief execu-
tive Lee Poh Wah said: “Young
children are most vulnerable to
the harmful effects of poverty.
They often lag behind their peers
in social and intellectual develop-
ment as they do not have access
to the same educational and devel-
opmental resources.”

The Government has taken sev-
eral steps to raise the quality of

ENABLING
ELVIS

Elvis Lim, five, was lagging behind in
reading, writing and counting when
he joined a childcare centre in Leng
Kee. Was it just because he comes
from a single-parent, low-income
family? How can Singapore help
children like Elvis catch up?
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pre-schooling and is looking into
how it can be made more accessi-
ble to children from low-income
families. Mr Lee said more help
such as counselling and education-
al therapy must be made available
within easy reach.

One mother, whose husband is
a lorry driver, said she hopes that
an educational therapist can help
her four-year-old. “I cannot get
my son to do his homework,” said
the 34-year-old housewife, who
asked not to be named. “I really
don’t know what to do.”
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Is it nature or nurture that leads to children school? Sandra Davie delves into research to look
from poor homes lagging behind in at the causes and solutions.

Children’s learning gap:
A study in contrasts

Early intervention before Primary 1
can help low-income kids to level up

PRE-SCHOOL teacher Daphne
Teo smiles as she looks through
five-year-old Elvis Lim’s work-
book.

The talkative, curious boy has
improved by leaps and bounds. A
year ago, he could not even count
from one to 10 or recite the alpha-
bet.

But like many of the children at
the Care Corner childcare centre
in Leng Kee, Elvis still lags behind
the rest of his age group in read-
ing, writing and numeracy skills.

Mrs Teo, who is in her 50s and
used to teach at Nanyang Kinder-
garten in Bukit Timah, says she
was shocked when she started
work at Care Corner last year.

“My Kl kids at Nanyang were
reading simple story books and
could do addition and subtrac-
tion. Here, I worry because many
of them can’t count from one to
10.”

But she is also aware that many
of the children have home circum-
stances that are less than ideal.

Elvis’ single-parent father is a
22-year-old hawker assistant who
works nights and fathered him at
the age of 16, while awaiting his
N-level results. The boy is now
cared for by his 56-year-old
grandmother Chua Lee Kwee in
the family’s cluttered one-room
rental flat in Lengkok Bahru.

Shaking her head, she says it is

not a good area for children. “I
see police every day.” Madam
Chua realises that education is
important and tries her best to get
Elvis to watch English TV shows
and learn his alphabet and num-
bers. But she is unable to help him
because of her own limited com-
mand of the language.

“Elvis always tells me... Nai
Nai (grandma in Chinese), your
English wrong,” she says in her
halting English.

With her son’s meagre earn-
ings of about $1,000 a month, she
is unable to afford tuition for
Elvis. But the childcare subsidy
given to low-income families al-
lows her to pay only $5 a month
for him to attend Care Corner.

Nature or nurture?

SHE hopes that the teachers at
the centre will be able to prepare
her grandson well for primary
school in two years. With the addi-
tional funding from philanthropic
organisation Lien Foundation,
Care Corner also hopes to close
the gap for children such as Elvis,
before they enter Primary 1.
Emerging research is starting
to shed light on why poor children
quickly fall behind rich and mid-
dle-class children, and stay there.
Is it nature - for example, the
parents’ IQ - or nurture?

Or is it because rich parents
place more importance on educa-
tion and provide their children
with more books and educational
toys?

What about the massive doses
of early enrichment activities that
children from richer homes
receive, such as speech and dra-
ma, phonics and art classes?

Studies around the world have
highlighted some possible reasons
for the learning gap. Much of the
evidence points to the quality of
the nurturing environment.

For example, a 1995 study of
42 American families showed that
by the age of three, children of
professionals had vocabularies of
about 1,100 words, compared to
525 words for those whose parents
were on welfare.

The study also found differenc-
es in the kinds of words and state-
ments that children heard. By age
three, the average child of a pro-
fessional had heard 500,000 en-
couragements and 80,000 discour-
agements. For the welfare chil-
dren, the situation was reversed.
They had heard an average of
75,000 encouraging phrases and
200,000 discouraging ones.

The researchers Betty Hart and
Todd Risley concluded that profes-
sional parents were giving their
children an advantage with every
word they spoke, and the advan-
tage just kept building.

Another researcher, American
sociologist  Annette Lareau,
peered into the homes of poor and
rich children, and found that mid-

dle-class parents practised a dif-
ferent kind of child-rearing — one
she termed “concerted cultiva-
tion” and which built various abili-
ties and skills.

Middle-class children grow up
with a sense of entitlement. They
expect people to take their con-
cerns seriously. This builds a con-
fidence that less wealthy children
lack. According to Professor Lar-
eau, the differences translate into
a distinct advantage in school,
and, later in life, in the workplace.

All these studies suggest the
disadvantages that poverty impos-
es on children are not primarily
about a lack of books or the
absence of speech and drama
classes.

Overcoming disadvantages

THE real advantages that mid-
dle-class children gain come from
something far less tangible — the
language that their parents use
and the social skills and confi-
dence they build in their children.

“The research is quite clear,”
says pre-school operator Denise
Lai, 42, who is enrolled in the Na-
tional Institute of Education’s doc-
torate in education programme.

“Middle-class parents bring up
their kids differently - and they
give their children a definite
edge.”

The question then arises — can
these disadvantages be overcome
and, if so, how? Can poor families
be taught to bring up their chil-
dren differently? If so, how can
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this be done and who should take
on the responsibility?

Many countries, including Sin-
gapore, have schemes to help chil-
dren who lag behind. Every year,
about 10 per cent of the Primary 1
cohort in Singapore attend an Eng-
lish learning support programme

and 5 per cent attend a maths one.
The results have been positive.
About 65 per cent of pupils
who have gone through the Eng-
lish programme in the past few
years are able to read at their age
level and pass their end-of-year
school examinations, said the Min-

66

LAGGING BEHIND

My K1 kids at Nanyang were reading simple story books and could do
addition and subtraction. Here, I worry because many of them can’t count
from one to 10.

- Care Corner teacher Daphne Teo, who is in her 50s and used to teach at Nanyang
Kindergarten in Bukit Timah

MIDDLE-CLASS ADVANTAGE

The research is quite clear... Middle-class parents bring up their kids
differently - and they give their children a definite edge.

- Pre-school operator Denise Lai, 42, who is enrolled in the National Institute of

Education’s doctorate in education programme

OVERCOMING DISADVANTAGE

Many children begin life at a disadvantage. Unfortunately, we can’t change
that. But we can change other things, such as providing quality pre-school
education and helping poor families provide a more nurturing environment.

- Lien Foundation chief executive Lee Poh Wah, an advocate of early intervention

%

istry of Education.

But does it come too late?

Many child experts looking at
the wealth of research overseas
would argue that the gap has to be
closed much earlier.

Various studies in the United
States and Britain show that early
intervention - at pre-school level
- produces more positive and last-
ing effects on children from disad-
vantaged families.

The most reliable data comes
from two experiments carried out
in the US - the Perry Pre-school
Project in Michigan in the 1960s

and the Abecedarian experiment
performed in North Carolina in
the early 1970s. They are particu-
larly revealing as they follow chil-
dren into their adult years.

The Perry Pre-school Project
involved providing high-quality
pre-school education to a group
of three- and four-year-olds liv-
ing in poverty and assessed to be
at high risk of school failure.

The pupils were taught by certi-
fied public school teachers with at
least a bachelor’s degree. The aver-
age child-teacher ratio was 6:1
and the curriculum emphasised

active learning.

These children were tracked
for decades after leaving pre-
school. Not only did more of them
go on to complete high school and
enter college, they also had better
jobs and earned higher salaries.

Renowned American econo-
mist James Heckman said every
dollar invested in the programme
produced a 7 to 12 per cent return.

He has argued that early inter-
vention programmes have a much
greater economic and social
impact than the later interven-
tions being carried out in school

Left: Five-year-old Elvis Lim with his pre-school teacher Daphne Teo. Elvis comes from a low-income background and lags
behind the rest of his age group in reading, writing and numeracy skills. Above: Lien Foundation chief executive Lee Poh
Wah and Care Corner CEO Yap Poh Kheng (left). With the additional funding from Lien Foundation, Care Corner hopes to
close the gap for children such as Elvis, before they enter Primary 1. ST PHOTOS: AZIZ HUSSIN, DESMOND FOO

systems, such as
pupil-teacher ratios.

Advocates of early intervention
such as Lien Foundation chief
executive Lee Poh Wah acknow-
ledge that in recent years, the Gov-
ernment has taken steps to
improve the quality, accessibility
and affordability of pre-school ed-
ucation here. But Mr Lee argues
that high-quality childcare and
pre-school are still not available
to children from low-income fami-
lies.

These children and their par-
ents also need help in many other

reducing

areas, and at the moment, they
have to go to various agencies and
welfare organisations.

“I feel there is currently a cer-
tain poverty of ambition on the is-
sue,” he says. “We cannot afford
to be stingy or short-sighted to de-
liver on greater equality of oppor-
tunity, as persistent poverty and
social immobility are ultimately
extremely expensive for society.”

Different schemes can be tried
out by philanthropic groups and
welfare organisations working
hand in hand.

Says Mr Lee: “Early childhood

poverty is a complicated issue and
we must try new approaches. If it
is shown to work, then the Gov-
ernment can come in and scale it
up to make it available to more
children.”

He adds: “Many children begin
life at a disadvantage. Unfortu-
nately, we can’t change that. But
we can change other things, such
as providing quality pre-school
education and helping poor fami-
lies provide a more nurturing envi-
ronment. That would change the
equation for children like Elvis.”
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