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A four-year-old programme to help
underprivileged children in pre-
schools has reaped benefits, and is
now being extended to ensure that
the beneficiaries transition smooth-
ly into Primary 1.

The Circle of Care (COC) pro-
gramme, involving 140 children at
10 pre-schools, has social workers
and educational therapists working
alongside pre-school teachers.
They identify the causes of a child’s
difficulties and provide help on dif-
ferent fronts.

The scheme, piloted by philan-
thropic group Lien Foundation and
welfare organisation Care Corner,
has led to higher rates of school at-
tendance and learning gains among
the at-risk children receiving help.

Now, to ensure that the gains do
not fade out, the pre-school teach-
ers and social workers who worked
with the children will collaborate

with primary school teachers and
counsellors to continue supporting
them until they reach Primary 3.

COC programme manager Lynn
Heng said 39 of the 140 children re-
ceiving help are heading to Primary
1 next year. All the children have
progress reports prepared by the
pre-school teachers, educational
therapists and social workers,
which will be shared with the prima-
ry schools they are going to.

Besides detailing the gains that
the children made in literacy and nu-
meracy skills, the reports give infor-
mation on other skills that are im-
portant for learning, such as the abil-
ity to pay attention. Prepared with
the children’s parents, the reports al-
so provide information on how the
parents can be helped to support
their children’s learning at home.

At two primary schools, Lakeside
Primary and Gan Eng Seng Prima-
ry, which are receiving 12 of the chil-
dren next year, the collaboration
will be more structured and deeper.

COC teachers and social workers
have been meeting the teachers
and school heads of the two schools
since September to share informa-
tion about the children and look at
how various kinds of support can be
given to them and their families.

Mrs Heng said: “Some of them
come from difficult home circum-
stances. It is important that there
are various kinds of support in
place to enable the family to help
the child. I have seen some children
make good progress in pre-school,
only to slide back when they enter
Primary 1.”

Mrs Wang-Tan Sun Sun, princi-
pal of Lakeside Primary, said the
meetings have been useful for the
Primary 1 teachers who will be re-
ceiving five children from the COC
programme.

“We get a head start in addressing
the specific needs of these children
and their families,” she said, adding
that the school staff already hold
regular meetings to discuss how
children with learning or emotional

needs can be given extra support.
“Now, we have input from the

pre-school teachers and social
workers who have worked with
these children and their families,
and together we can come up with
ways in which we can help these
children progress.”

Madam S. Khafifah, 46, a single
mum whose daughter is on the COC
programme, is glad she got to meet
a school teacher and the principal
of Gan Eng Seng Primary last week.

“As a hawker assistant, I don’t
make much and I work until 9pm
every night. So I was glad to hear
about all the financial help I can get.
The books alone add up to a lot. I am
also happy that my daughter can go
to the student care centre after
school hours.”

Lien Foundation chief executive
officer Lee Poh Wah said the exten-
sion of COC to primary schools en-
sures continuity of support and
builds on the children’s hard-won
progress made in pre-schools.

For instance, the teacher may no-
tice that a child is unable to pay at-
tention in class because she is over-
ly anxious. The social worker, after
investigating the cause of the
child’s anxiety, will then bring to-
gether different aspects of care –
ranging from educational therapy
to nutrition to parental counselling
– to help the child.

Mr Lee said: “While pre-schools
may do their best to prepare at-risk
children for Primary 1, the primary
school system must be... ready to
better support their needs.”

He stressed that primary school
education must be “a more effec-
tive equaliser – where all children
gain equal opportunities to achieve
their true potential”.

“For education to make a differ-
ence, we also need to pay attention
to what goes on outside the schools,
be it a poor living environment or
toxic stress of families under
strain,” he said.
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Average amount of top-up needed by Medifund
applicants for outpatient bills in last financial year,
down from $95 the previous year.

The number of Medifund applicationsapproved,
which showed an increase of 9 per cent.

$77

Pre-school and primary school staff to collaborate,
ensuring smooth transition into Primary 1 for the children

(From left) Pre-school teacher Shannon Lim, social worker Zoelynn Leow from Circle of Care Child Services and Lakeside Primary School teacher Kelly Leung-Law will work together to help
the children under the COC programme who are entering Lakeside Primary. ST PHOTO: KEVIN LIM

LONDON • Britain’s economic
growth will slow sharply next year,
Chancellor of the Exchequer Philip
Hammond told Parliament yester-
day in the government’s first Budg-
et statement since the nation voted
to exit the European Union.

The shock June 23 referendum re-
sult will “change the course of
Britain’s history”, he said in his first
Autumn Statement yesterday.

As part of his statement, which in-
cluded a slew of changes to busi-
ness and personal taxes, he an-
nounced that Britain would lower
its corporate tax rate to 17 per cent,
making it the lowest among the
world’s top 20 economies and on a
par with Singapore’s tax rate.

The new, business-friendly rate
comes ahead of US President-elect
Donald Trump’s promise to slash
his country’s corporate tax rate
from 35 per cent – among the high-
est in the world – to 15 per cent.

By comparison, Britain’s neigh-
bour, Ireland, has a favourable 12.5
per cent tax rate while Singapore’s
close competitor, Hong Kong, has a
tax rate of 16.5 per cent.

The new corporate tax rate is one

of several measures to prop up the
British economy post-Brexit,
which Mr Hammond said has given
urgency “to tackle our economy’s
long-term weaknesses”.

Gross domestic product is expect-
ed to grow by only 1.4 per cent next
year – sharply down from the prior
estimate of 2.2 per cent given in
March.

“That is slower, of course, than
we would wish but still equivalent
to the IMF’s (International Mone-
tary Fund) forecast for Germany,
and higher than the forecast for
growth in many of our European
neighbours, including France and It-
aly,” Mr Hammond said.

He noted, however, that Britain’s
economy was predicted to have ex-
panded by 2.1 per cent this year, up
from the government’s previous es-
timate of 2 per cent.

In a keenly awaited Budget, he un-
veiled a package of United King-
dom-wide investment projects, in-
cluding the building of homes and
road improvements. He also raised
the country’s minimum wage level
and hiked tax thresholds to give
workers more take-home pay.

While the move is viewed as a gov-
ernment attempt to trim years of aus-
terity triggered by the 2008 global fi-
nancial crisis, Mr Hammond con-
firmed that he had abandoned prede-
cessor George Osborne’s target of a
Budget surplus by 2019/2020.

“In view of the uncertainty facing
the economy and, in the face of
slower growth forecasts, we no
longer seek to deliver a surplus in
2019-20,” he said.

The British economy has re-
mained resilient since the referen-
dum, even as a cut in the Bank of
England’s main interest rate to a
record low of 0.25 per cent has con-
tributed to a slump in the pound.

Mr Hammond said the projected
growth slowdown was due to “low-
er investment and weaker consum-
er demand, driven... by greater un-
certainty and by higher inflation re-
sulting from sterling depreciation”.

Some experts have warned that a
heavy blow could fall on Britain’s
economy once divorce proceedings
with the rest of Europe begin.
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The introduction of MediShield Life and extra subsi-
dies for the pioneer generation has led to poorer pa-
tients relying less on the Medifund scheme.

Set up in 1993 to help the needy pay for hospital
and long-term care, Medifund paid out $155.2 mil-
lion in its last financial year ending March 31 – down
from $159.3 million the previous year.

This was despite more people seeking help,
with applications approved rising 9 per cent to
nearly 1.1 million.

Dr Chia Shi Lu, head of the Government Parliamen-
tary Committee for Health, said the fall in total pay-
outs was anticipated.

Since last November, everyone has come under na-
tional health insurance scheme MediShield Life,
which subsidises big hospital bills, even for pre-
existing conditions. The Ministry of Health (MOH)
also put in additional subsidies for pioneer genera-
tion patients – on top of the normal subsidies provid-
ed at polyclinics and specialist outpatient clinics.

These, said Dr Chia, “act in concert to reduce the
remaining amount that patients will have to pay
on their own, and this is the part that is covered
by Medifund”.

MOH added that changes allowing for more funds
from Medisave, which is the portion of Central Provi-
dent Fund money reserved for medical needs, to be
used for chronic conditions and diagnostic scans
have also resulted in less need to rely on Medifund.

From $95 the previous year, Medifund applicants
needed only an average top-up of $77 for outpa-
tient bills, according to the latest Medifund annual
report.

But Medifund, which last year approved 99.9 per
cent of applications, although not all received full as-
sistance, did see one substantial rise: The amount
given to patients in long-term care, such as those in
nursing homes, went up by 10 per cent to $26 mil-
lion last year.

In this sector, only community hospitals are cov-
ered by MediShield Life, and only if the patient had
moved from a general hospital. So little has changed
in terms of healthcare financing for this sector.

Medifund has a capital sum of $4 billion from the
Government. As it is an endowment fund, only in-
come generated can be used.

Even though the increase in payouts each year
was more than 20 per cent in 2013 and 2014, fuelled
by higher healthcare costs and patient numbers, the
fund has another $120.3 million.

Dr Chia is happy with the shift in healthcare fi-
nancing, as help from Medifund “may depend on the
available coffers and the largesse of the government
of the day”, he said.

MediShield Life, on the other hand, “works on risk
pooling and is inherently more stable and sustaina-
ble, he said. “Certainly, we should still be wary of
overconsumption, but the current data does not
point to this at present.”
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Britain will cut its corporate tax rate to 17 per cent, Mr Hammond said in the government’s first Budget statement since the
Brexit vote. He also raised Britain’s minimum wage level and hiked tax thresholds. PHOTO: AGENCE FRANCE-PRESSE

Britain’s economic growth expected to slow sharply next year

Less reliance on
Medifund after
extra subsidies,
MediShield Life

Care for at-risk
kids to go on
after pre-school
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Some of them come from difficult home
circumstances. It is important that there are various
kinds of support in place to enable the family to help
the child. I have seen some children make good
progress in pre-school, only to slide back when they
enter Primary 1.

’’CIRCLEOF CARE PROGRAMME MANAGER LYNN HENG, on the
collaborationbetween those who worked with the at-risk children
during pre-school, and primary school teachers and counsellors.
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