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As the Covid-19 pandemic drags 
on, several pre-schools are mov-
ing to help families in need.

NTUC  First  Campus  (NFC)  is  
starting a mental well-being initia-
tive catering to low-income fami-
lies from next year. 

Ms  Louisa  Chng,  NFC’s  chief  
child support officer, said it plans 
to engage a consultant to design 
the programme, that will include 
counselling sessions for parents. 

The group will also be starting 
parenting workshops next year in 
health and nutrition, mental well-
being  and  supporting  children  
with developmental needs. 

Its team of learning support edu-
cators will curate digital resources 
like videos and activities for par-
ents to know how to help their chil-
dren with learning needs at home. 

These efforts build on NFC’s ex-
isting work that  has  intensified 
due to Covid-19. 

The group’s child enabling exec-
utives – whose role is to support 
children and their needy families 
– have been even more active in
supporting their emotional needs
and connecting them to social ser-
vices, said Ms Chng. “As a result of 
the rapport built with these fami-
lies, many of them have reached
out to our child enabling execu-
tives during this crucial period.”

Ms Chng said NFC noticed a dip 
in  attendance  of  children  from  
needy families. Some 63 per cent 
and 51 per cent of them were in 
school in August and September re-
spectively, down from 81 per cent 
in January and 74 per cent in April. 

She said: “These children are the 
most  vulnerable,  therefore  we  
track attendance very closely to 
ensure that we can work with com-
munity partners such as Family 
Service Centres and Child Protec-
tive Services to render support to 
these families when necessary.”

To this end, NFC’s Bright Hori-
zons Fund has channelled about 
$2.4 million this year to bridge the 
income and learning gaps made 
worse by the disruptions of the 
past two years. For instance, more 
than  4,200  children  attending  
NTUC pre-schools have received a 
one-time top-up of $400 to their 
Child  Development  Account
(CDA) this year. 

Nearly  3,000  families  whose  
children are in NTUC pre-schools 
have  also  received  sponsored
NTUC membership, which allows 
them to benefit from financial and 
employment support. 

Other pre-schools have also pro-
vided more financial  support to 
families in need. 

Global EduHub, which runs pre-
schools  Mulberry  Learning  and  

Little Green House, has handed 
out more than $120,000 in fee re-
bates  to  needy  families  under  
their care this year. 

Ms Marini Khamis, senior direc-
tor of the PAP Community Foun-
dation’s (PCF’s) pre-school man-
agement division, said it will con-
tinue  to  help  defray  pre-school  
fees for those in need. 

Under its PCF Enhanced Head-
start  Fund,  eligible  families  pay 
monthly  fees  of  no  more  than  
about $5 for kindergarten, about 
$10 for childcare and about $100 
for infant care. About 10,000 fami-
lies benefit each year. 

Apart from financial aid, Eton-
House  Community  Fund  (ECF)  
has sent hundreds of home-learn-
ing kits and fun packs with books 
and learning materials to needy 
children in the past two years. 

Ms  Bipasha  Minocha,  group
brand and marketing director of 
the  EtonHouse  Group,  said  the  
ECF has also  provided  children 
from over 200 families with 121 
laptops and almost 200 Wi-Fi de-
vices to access home-based learn-
ing and connect with social work-
ers during this pandemic.

Last  year,  the  ECF  also  part-
nered the Education Ministry and 
the Community Foundation of Sin-
gapore to top up the CDA of about 
1,300 pre-schoolers. 

The pandemic has been disrup-
tive for Madam Zhu Su Qing, 36, 
and her husband, who are both 
hawker assistants. 

Their monthly income was cut 
several times when they had to 
stop  work  –  twice  when  their  
nine-year-old daughter’s school-
mates tested positive for Covid-19, 
and another time when the owner 
of the hawker stall they work at 
contracted the virus. 

Their youngest daughter, six, at-
tends NFC’s My First Skool centre 
in Boon Lay, and their older chil-
dren are in primary school. 

But with help from NFC, Madam 
Zhu said she does not worry about 
her  daughter’s  school  fees.  She  
has  also  applied  for  sponsored  
NTUC membership and can get 
discounts when buying groceries. 

“The school has helped us a lot. 
So I only worry about their home-
work and meals when no one is su-
pervising them at home,” she said. 

NFC  child  enabling  executive  
Syuhada  Mohamed  Hassan  said  
most of the 35 to 40 families she 
helps face financial difficulties due 
to job losses, and they have trouble 
engaging children meaningfully at 
home without digital devices. 

“Some  of  them  worry  (about  
their  children  getting  Covid-19)  
but  still  need  to  send  them  to  
school  because  they  need  to
work… But they also worry that 
when they’re not in school, it af-
fects  their  development  and
they’re not  getting the learning 
they need,” she said. 

“So it’s a dilemma for them and 
that’s where the stress comes in.” 

ateng@sph.com.sg

Ng Wei Kai

People curious about studying in the United States 
can now get free help with application procedures 
and  other  details  at  a  new  education  centre  in  
Yishun.

Located inside international school XCL World 
Academy in Yishun Street 42, Singapore’s first Edu-
cationUSA Advising Centre offers individuals and 
school counsellors information about US universi-
ties.

EducationUSA is a global network supported by 
the US State Department.

The centre was officially opened by US Embassy 
Charge d’Affaires Rafik Mansour, XCL Education 
chief executive Brian Rogove and American Cham-
ber of Commerce in Singapore CEO Hsien-Hsien 
Lei last Friday.

Mr Mansour said the US remains open to interna-
tional students,  despite the global  effects of  the 
Covid-19 pandemic on international educational ex-
change and student mobility.

“We’re committed to assisting international stu-
dents gain new perspectives in global classrooms, 
learn how to adapt to unfamiliar circumstances,  
work with diverse peers, and communicate across 
cultures and languages,” he said.

“Building lifelong connections also creates a plat-
form for future leaders to work together to solve the 
world’s toughest challenges. This centre is here to 
help people have those experiences and build those 
life-long friendships.”

Sessions with a centre adviser can be booked at 
https://educationusa.state.gov/centers/education 
usa-singapore-advising-center, and individuals can 
get information on the necessary steps, including 
details on the examinations they need to take and 
how to write an American college application essay.

EducationUSA adviser Olivia Ding, a Singaporean 
who went to an American university, said the cost 
of higher education in the US is a major stumbling 
block for many people here.

She told The Straits Times: “There are actually 
other options available that I’d like to let students 
know about. Aside from scholarships to four-year 
universities, there are also two+two options where 
students  can go  to  community  colleges  for  two  
years before transferring to a four-year school to fin-
ish their degrees.”

Community colleges in the US are much cheaper 
than their four-year counterparts, and offer asso-
ciate degrees whose credits can usually be used for 
bachelor’s qualifications at other institutions, she 
added.

Ms Ding said:  “We’re located in Yishun in the 
heartland of Singapore, and we’re hoping to reach 
out to anybody who is interested.”

Almost 3,600 Singaporeans are studying at US uni-
versities, with more than 33,000 having gone there 
since 2009.

ngweikai@sph.com.sg

EtonHouse Community Fund
(ECF) is recruiting volunteers
under  a  new  initiative  to  get  
underprivileged  pre-school  chil-
dren interested in storybooks. 

About 60 volunteers have been 
trained  for  its  Teacher  Every-
where programme so far and more 
than 200 have expressed interest 
since recruitment began in Octo-
ber last year. 

Ms Lin Peimin, director of ECF, a 
non-profit entity set up by Eton-
House  International  Group,  said  
that  a  key  objective  of  the  pro-

gramme is to help children build a 
good  foundation  in  reading  to-
gether with their parents, as they 
spend more time at home during 
the pandemic. 

The weekly face-to-face sessions 
started in April in Teck Ghee, Hen-
derson and Serangoon,  but have 
been suspended a few times amid 
surging Covid-19 cases. 

So far, 50 children have attended 
the sessions. The initiative will be 
expanded to eight areas next year, 
and is working towards a team of 
150 volunteers and mentors. 

They are taught storytelling
skills and how to engage children 
through conversation and interac-
tion.

For example, through The Very 
Hungry Caterpillar by author Eric 
Carle, children are introduced to 
concepts  like  colours,  numbers  
and patterns, or learn about the life 
cycle of a butterfly. 

They also practise eye-hand coor-
dination skills by using play dough 
to create a caterpillar. 

Each child receives a storybook 
at the end of each session. 

Ms Doreen Wong, 33, a volun-
teer and mentor, said it is impor-
tant for children to develop an in-
terest in books from a young age 
and for parents to be involved. 

“It’s  about  being  exposed  to  
words, to content, to be imagina-
tive about different stories... That 

kind  of  exposure  actually  kick-
starts a child’s interest in formal 
learning,” said the principal of an 
EtonHouse pre-school in Mount-
batten. “Research shows that it is 
very beneficial for a child to have 
one-to-one bonding sessions with 
a parent reading to them and hav-
ing that connection.” 

The volunteers  encourage par-
ents to spend some time reading 
with their children at home. 

Said Ms Lin: “What we want to 
share with parents is that they can
learn alongside their children. It’s 
okay even if you have only 10 or 15 
minutes every day to flip through a 
book together.

“It’s okay if they can’t read the 
words. They can talk about the pic-
tures together. The important thing 
is to bond over the storybooks.” 
Amelia Teng 

Madam  Shannon  Loh  has  been  
keeping her two young children at 
home since March. 

“Their  pre-school  strongly  en-
couraged parents to keep children 
at home if they can, so we with-
drew them. We saw no point in pay-
ing school fees since the kids were 
mostly at home,” said Madam Loh, 
42, a part-time nanny. 

The private childcare centre had 
also stopped all outdoor activities 
last year. 

“Since we can keep them home, 

there’s no point exposing them to 
the school environment, which may 
not be safe,” Madam Loh added. 

As  Singapore  battles  waves  of  
Covid-19 infections in recent
months,  some  parents  of  young  
children have chosen not to send 
them to school, fearing that they 
may bring home the virus. 

Madam Loh cut down on her as-
signments as a nanny to take care 
of her children, a six-year-old girl 
and four-year-old boy, during this 
period. Her husband works from 

home as a manager in the security 
industry. 

“We try to keep to the childcare 
schedule – wake up at 7am, have 
nap time and play time, and a bit of 
learning here and there,” she said. 
“We do some gardening and out-
door activities too.” 

The couple do not plan to let their 
children return to school this year. 

“Our daughter will have to go to 
primary school next year, but for 
my son, we will still wait and see,” 
said Madam Loh. “If cases are in 

the  hundreds  rather  than  thou-
sands, we’ll feel a lot safer.” 

She initially was concerned
about whether her daughter would 
be missing out on learning, but felt 
that the girl would be able to catch
up in Primary 1. 

Overall,  pre-school  attendance  
remains high, according to opera-
tors, although some parents may 
send their children to school for 
shorter amounts of time, such as 
on alternate days or for half days. 

Mr Ronald Kwong, senior direc-
tor of operations at Busy Bees Asia, 
which runs pre-school brands like 
Pat’s Schoolhouse and Learning Vi-
sion, said attendance at its centres 
has not been affected in the past 
two months. 

Ms Bipasha Minocha, group
brand and marketing director  of  
the EtonHouse Group, said its at-

tendance rate has been “fairly con-
sistent” across the year, and as high 
as 90 per cent in most pre-schools.

“There may be days when it is 
slightly lower as students who are 
unwell stay home as a precaution-
ary measure,” she said, adding that 
a  small  number of  families keep 
their children at home as they have 
pre-existing medical conditions or 
a weak immune system.

“Generally, parents feel that
their children need the social con-
text, emotional consistency, and in-
tellectual challenges of school for 
their  development  and  holistic  
well-being. They trust the responsi-
ble measures implemented at
school  to  keep  everyone  safe  as  
much as possible,” she added. 

Ms Marini Khamis, senior direc-
tor of the PAP Community Founda-
tion’s pre-school management divi-

sion,  said  attendance  has  im-
proved  recently  compared  with  
September and last month, during 
the surge in Covid-19 cases.

Mr Peh Yi Han, chief operating of-
ficer of Global EduHub, the parent 
firm of pre-schools Mulberry Learn-
ing and Alphabet Playhouse, said 
its pre-schools usually have an aver-
age attendance rate of 90 per cent.

“But we did notice a drop in atten-
dance rates at several centres by 
around 4 to 6 per cent over the last 
two months.” 

Ms Hazel Lee, 29, stopped send-
ing her four-year-old daughter to 
school in May. The girl returned to 
school in July, but was taken out 
again in August when the number 
of Covid-19 cases rose. 

“I have another son who is just 
turning six months old and we also 
have  elderly  family  members  at  

home  with  medical  conditions,”  
said Ms Lee, who works in the fi-
nancial sector. 

She works from home and takes 
care of the children with help from 
her mother-in-law. 

Apart from buying more books 
and toys to engage her daughter, 
she signed her up for extra enrich-
ment  lessons online  and  sub-
scribed to educational apps. 

“There’s  definitely  been an in-
crease  in  screen  time  because  
there are times we can’t entertain 
her, like when I’m cooking or have
Zoom meetings,” Ms Lee said. 

“The transmission rate has fallen 
below one as at now, so if this can 
be maintained for a longer time, 
say two weeks or more, I will con-
sider sending her back to school,” 
she added . 
Amelia Teng 

Bryan Cheong

The yearning for a holiday during 
the pandemic inspired ITE College 
West  student  Suwimon  Lee  to  
rustle up a mocktail that won the 
first prize in a contest last Friday. 

Called  Summer  Vacation,  the  
winning drink is made mostly with 
pineapple juice, topped up with Ja-
panese  yuzu  citrus,  ginger  and  
lime juices. It was garnished with 
raspberry, mint leaves and a rib-
bon of cucumber.

It helped Ms Lee, 18, a student at 
the college’s School of Hospitality, 
emerge  tops  in  the  competition  
with 10 other students. 

Drinks  made  by  the  students  
were judged on taste, colour, cre-
ativity, and how they looked.
Preparation techniques  and pre-
sentation  skills  were  also  taken  
into account.

Ms Lee said she came up with the 

drink  after  dreaming  of  a  long-
awaited  beach  vacation  because  
she misses travelling, her favourite 
hobby. 

Leisure  travel  has  come  to  a  
standstill for about two years now, 
after  the  pandemic  struck  early  
last year. 

On her win, Ms Lee said: “I was 
shocked... I did not expect to win. 
Everybody did so well and it was re-
ally competitive.”

She received  $500  in  cash for  
winning the top prize. The second 
prize was won by Mr Ruben Lim Jia 
De, 17, and the third prize went to 
Mr  Yamada  Keiji,  21.  A  popular  
choice award based on audience 
votes went to Ms Britney Ong Xin 
Hui, 19.

All the students’ winning recipes 
will be included in the F&N 2021 
recipe catalogue.

This year, the panel of judges was 
made up of industry experts like 
Ms Celine Tan, who is the market-
ing director for beverages at F&N 

Global Marketing.
Other judges on the panel were 

Ms Denise Tan, director of the ITE 
College West School of Hospitality, 
and Maison Ikkoku Group chief ex-
ecutive Ethan Leslie Leong.

This year’s contest also marked 
the first  time  students  from  the 
Higher Nitec in performance man-
agement course helped to organise 
the competition. 

Two of the students who were in-
volved, Ms Abigail Seng Yan Ying 
and Ms Mikayla Elizabeth Cheong 
Ling Yun, both 20 and second-year 
students, said it was a good learn-
ing experience. 

The  annual  F&N  Greatest  Mix  
Drinks Creation Challenge, held at 
the ITE College West  campus in 
Choa Chu Kang, is a showcase for 
students’  mixology  and  bartend-
ing  skills,  and  also  helps  groom  
talent for the food and beverage 
industry.

mrbryan@sph.com.sg

The pedestrian walkways, how-
ever, are narrow and dingy com-
pared with the three wide vehicu-
lar lanes carrying traffic into the 
city centre.

Additional road lanes have been 
added to parallel roads in the area, 
so the loss of one lane along North 
Bridge Road-South Bridge Road is 
not critical, Mr Menon said.

Roadside parking along the
stretch can be accommodated on 
smaller side streets or nearby off-
street carparks.

IDEAL CANDIDATE FOR
ROAD DIET PROGRAMME

Adjunct Professor Paul  Barter at  
the National University of Singa-
pore, a transport consultant and an-
other  liveable  streets  advocate,  
said Balestier Road is a prime candi-
date for a  road diet programme. 
The 54-year-old said: “The idea is 
to make Balestier more of a place 
for people to spend time in. And 
the magic is, traffic capacity can be 
mostly retained.”

He said the three-lane dual-car-
riageway can be reduced by one 
lane each way to create a broader 
median and wider walkways. The 
expanded  median  will  make  it  
safer for pedestrians to cross the 
road, while pockets can be carved 
out for right turns.

Likewise,  the  wider  walkways  
can accommodate pockets for pas-
senger goods drop-off and pickup 
points as well as taxi stands.

“Right now, traffic is held up by 
turning and stopping vehicles, so 
in effect only the middle lane is  
free-flowing,”  Prof  Barter  said.  
“And the capacity of the road is de-
termined largely by its junctions 
on either end.”

A stroll  down a  stretch  of  the  
busy road between Balestier Point 
and chicken rice restaurant Boon 
Tong  Kee  @  Balestier  quickly  
proves to be less than pleasant.

Although there have been earlier 
attempts to improve walkability, the 
place is still largely characterised by
footpaths which are too narrow for 
people using wheelchairs to navi-
gate safely, often blocked by large 
dustbins and not barrier-free. The 

stretch is also mostly unshaded, and 
walking along shopfront paths is of-
ten too daunting because of their 
narrowness.

Traffic clearly moves too fast – 
and too close – for an activity-cen-
tred area, with its rows of restau-
rants, pubs, lights shops, spas and 
old-school bakeries. And if some-
thing catches  your fancy  on the 
other side, crossing the road is a 
chore  –  one  will  either  have  to  
climb  the  overhead  pedestrian  
bridge or find a signalised junction.

Prof Barter hopes the speed limit 
in the area can be better enforced 
or even reduced. “Traffic right now 
is just too fast because even though 
the speed limit here is 50kmh, the 
road is  designed for speed. So it  
feels quite stressful to be walking 
here.”

With  the  change,  he  also  sug-
gests that most fences along the 
present median that prevent cross-
ing can be taken down, along with 
the  overhead  bridge.  With  the  
slower traffic, people can cross the 
street safely, taking refuge on the 
widened median if necessary. For 
busier times, pedestrians can still 

use the signalised junctions.
“Crossing a street is not always 

jaywalking,” Prof Barter said. “It is 
jaywalking only when you cross at 
spots where you are not allowed to 
cross,  such  as  near  a  signallised  
junction.”

Like Mr Menon,  Prof  Barter is  
calling for more trees to be planted 
in the pedestrianised zone to make 
walking  more  pleasant  and  to  
soften the concrete landscape.

CIVIC DISTRICT – MORE
FOOT TRAFFIC TO AREA

Cycling advocate Han Jok Kwang is 
excited  about  the  pedestrianisa-
tion programme in the Civic Dis-
trict because it will bring more foot 
traffic  to  the  historic  area  and  
make walking safer.

The 67-year-old business devel-
opment adviser with energy group 
Schneider  Electric  said:  “If  you  
look at cities in Europe, most of the 
city  centres  are  pedestrianised.  
Typically,  this  means  you  take  
away the cars, and everybody can 
walk and cycle safely.”

Plans  to  restrict  traffic  in  the  

area flanked by the Padang, Parlia-
ment House, Victoria Theatre and 
The Arts House – and not far from 
where  Sir  Stamford  Raffles  first  
landed  in  1819  –  were  first  an-
nounced in 2013.

Over the years, restrictions were 
tightened, and now work has be-
gun to make Connaught Drive and 
Anderson  Bridge  fully  pedestri-
anised and closed to all motor vehi-
cles by year’s end.

Traffic  in  the  area  is  already  
sparse and the walkways are
broad, making it one of the most 
pleasant  spots  in  the  city  to  go  
about on foot.  Mature trees pro-
vide  shade,  the  air  is  cooled  by  
breezes from Marina Bay and the 
juxtaposition of greenery and
buildings  dating  back  to  Singa-
pore’s earliest years makes walks 
seem shorter than they are.

Mr Han said there is merit in ex-
ploring similar programmes else-
where to build  better mixed-use 
streets. 

“In the midst of Covid-19, the up-
take of cycling has surged. The mix 
of cyclists has also increased. Get-
ting  onto  roads  must  feature  at  
some point in time,” he said.

Mr Han said cycling paths and 
park connectors are fine for recre-
ational  cyclists,  but  those  who  
wish to cycle to work “would much 
prefer to go on the road” because 

that would be faster.
“Oftentimes, we hear of  segre-

gated or dedicated lanes. I  think 
people can come to resent these 
terms,” he said. “I feel it does not 
have to be binary. For instance, it 
can be a  time-based access,  like 
bus  lanes.  Say,  between  6.30am  
and 9am, and 6pm and 8pm, allow 
cyclists to share the bus lane.”

“We need to be more creative,  
we need to be bolder,” he said.

How  well  the  new  paradigm  
works depends largely on users. “I 
was in Kyoto several years ago. I 
was so impressed with their disci-
pline... everyone gives way to the 
more  vulnerable,”  Mr  Han  said.  
“We can get there.”

Of efforts to convert more road 
space into footpaths, cycling paths 
and bus lanes, an LTA spokesman 
said:  “Ultimately,  the  success  of  
such projects depends on the sup-
port  of  the  local  community,  so  
that they benefit residents and lo-
cal businesses. We look forward to 
collaborating with interested local 
stakeholders to do more.”

christan@sph.com.sg

Parenting workshops, fee rebates and 
home-learning kits among initiatives

Madam Shannon Loh and her 
husband Shubhas Menon with their 
six-year-old daughter and 
four-year-old son. Madam Loh cut 
down on her assignments as a nanny 
to take care of the children, who 
have not been in school since March. 
ST PHOTO: ARIFFIN JAMAR

Volunteer Farah Kohli, a housewife, sharing a story titled 
I Am A Music Man with children in September, as part of 
the Teacher Everywhere programme. 
PHOTO: ETONHOUSE COMMUNITY FUND

ITE College West student Suwimon Lee, 18, with her winning mocktail, Summer Vacation, at the annual F&N Greatest Mix 
Drinks Creation Challenge held at the ITE College West campus in Choa Chu Kang last Friday. ST PHOTO: GIN TAY

Supported by US State Dept, it offers info 
and free help with application procedures

PARENTS’ DILEMMA

Some of them worry 
(about their children 
getting Covid-19) but 
still need to send them 
to school because 
they need to work… 
But they also worry 
that when they’re not 
in school, it affects 
their development 
and they’re not 
getting the learning 
they need. So it’s a 
dilemma for them and 
that’s where the stress 
comes in.

’’NFC CHILD ENABLING EXECUTIVE 
SYUHADA MOHAMED HASSAN, on 
families facing financial difficulties.

Making Balestier a draw for pedestrians
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SCAN TO WATCH
Can more of 
Singapore’s 

roads be reclaimed?
https://str.sg/road22

US opens 
centre in 
S’pore to 
ease way
to its unis

Pre-schools step up 
to help families 
during pandemic

FOSTERING PARENT-CHILD BONDING

It’s okay even if you have only 10 or 15 
minutes every day to flip through a book 
together. It’s okay if they can’t read the 
words. They can talk about the pictures 
together. The important thing is to bond 
over the storybooks.

’’MS LIN PEIMIN, director of EtonHouse Community Fund, on 
the programme aimed at helping children build a good 
foundation in reading together with their parents.

Some keep kids at home, but overall 
pre-school attendance remains high

Volunteers tell stories to 
underprivileged children

ITE student’s winning mocktail 
inspired by bottled up dreams

LEARNING AT HOME

We try to keep to the 
childcare schedule – 
wake up at 7am, have 
nap time and play 
time, and a bit of 
learning here and 
there. We do some 
gardening and 
outdoor activities too.

’’MADAM SHANNON LOH, who has been 
keeping her two young children at 
home since March. 
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