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While pupils’ grades tend to dip be-
tween  Primary  3  and  Primary  5,  
many parents who approach self-
help group Yayasan Mendaki for tu-
ition assistance do so only in the 
run-up to the Primary School Leav-
ing Examination when their chil-
dren are in Primary 5 or Primary 6.

This was an interim finding of a re-
search project by the group, which 
is working with the Singapore Uni-
versity of Social Sciences (SUSS).

The aim of the project is to under-
stand  the  effectiveness  of  the  
group’s flagship programme – the 

Mendaki Tuition Scheme – which it 
has been running since 1982.

The project started in March this 
year and is expected to take at least 
two years.

Yayasan Mendaki, which targets 
the bottom 30 per cent of Malay/ 
Muslim families, launched the pro-
gramme with 880 students more 
than  30  years  ago  and,  to  date,  
more than 200,000 students have 
benefited from the tuition it offers.

With  an  average  of  between  
8,000 and 9,000 children from Pri-
mary 1 to Secondary 5 registering 
for the programme every year, the 
group wants to do better by identify-
ing factors that primarily influence 
their academic performance.

Using data analytics based on in-
formation  collected  from  its  co-
horts last  year and this  year,  the 
project aims to draw insights about 
the students and families the group 
helps and what more support they 
might need. It is headed by Asso-
ciate  Professor  Sylvia  Chong,  
project lead of SUSS’ Business Intel-
ligence and Analytics unit, and also 
involves two Mendaki staff from its 
research and planning department.

The  research  project  received  
about  $180,000  from  philan-
thropic  organisation  Temasek  
Foundation.

Mendaki chief executive Rahayu 
Buang said researchers are now in 
the process of cleaning up data it 

has collected over the years, and fix-
ing the gaps so it can have fuller sets 
of data for more meaningful stud-
ies. The study is  using data from 
about 6,000 students.

About 75 per cent of the students 
in the tuition programme are from 
the lower-income bracket, with a 
net monthly household per capita 
income of $450.

Starting this year, students join-
ing Mendaki’s tuition classes must 
provide details like their parents’ oc-
cupations  and  residence  type.  
These have shown to be significant 
indicators of how students perform 
in their  studies,  according to the 
study’s initial analysis of 24 factors. 

Other  factors  include  students’  

class attendance patterns and who 
signs them up for tuition, as it could 
be an indicator of their main care-
giver.

From this year, all students must 
take a pre-test in English, mathe-
matics and science when they regis-
ter for classes, regardless of when 
they join.  In the past,  those who 
came  on  board  the  tuition  pro-
gramme later in the year did not 
have to sit the test.

“Now  we  can  validate  our  
hunches and guesses with concrete 
evidence and data to say at which 
point we should put our resources 
in,” said Madam Rahayu.

In  the  long  run,  Mendaki  also  
hopes to track students who have 

gone  through  its  pre-school  pro-
grammes  to  see  if  intervention  
given earlier makes an impact.

The group is also expected to re-
lease results of a review of its tu-
ition programmes next year.

Madam Rahayu said it hopes to 
contribute  to  national  conversa-
tions about issues such as social in-
equality,  which affects some stu-
dents  in  the  Malay/Muslim  
community.

Mendaki organised its first  dia-
logue with the Institute of Policy 
Studies in October on the topic of 
uplifting Malay/Muslim youth and 
how to support their aspirations.
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Malay students in Singapore have 
achieved a historic first by outper-
forming the average international 
student in mathematics, the latest 
Programme for International Stu-
dent  Assessment  (Pisa)  results  
show.

As for reading and science, the 
students’ scores are on a par with 
those of their counterparts in the 
countries  of  the  Organisation for  
Economic Cooperation and Devel-
opment  (OECD),  which  includes  
the United States, the United King-
dom and China.

The laudable maths score was dis-
closed  by  Minister-in-charge  of  
Muslim Affairs Masagos Zulkifli in 
an interview with local media on 
the progress made by the Malay/ 
Muslim community this year. It was 
held on Dec 17 at the Environment 
Building in Scotts Road.

Mr Masagos, who is also the Minis-
ter for the Environment and Water 
Resources,  said:  “This  is  the first  
time the Malay community has sur-
passed the OECD average.”

He made the point when he was 
setting out the various successes of 
the  Muslim  community,  particu-
larly how it was excelling in three 
key areas:  competence,  character 
and citizenry.

The maths feat was used to illumi-

nate competence.
Overall, however, Singapore stu-

dents were second to China’s in the 
Pisa study, which covers maths, sci-
ence and reading. Done every three 
years, the study tests how well stu-
dents apply knowledge and skills as 
well as solve problems.

On citizenry, Mr Masagos noted 
that while many Muslim minorities 
around the world struggle to be both 
good  Muslims  and  good  citizens,  
“we don’t find that in Singapore”.

He cited how in June, Singapore 
mosques and Malay/Muslim organi-
sations like Mendaki signed a com-
mitment to safeguard religious har-
mony in the wake of growing inter-
ethnic tensions across the globe.

A total of 250 religious organisa-
tions  here  had  pledged  to  build  
strong bonds across religions. “As 
diverse as we are, we know that di-
versity is something that works, es-
pecially in Singapore,” he said.

On character, he held up the high 
volunteerism rate in the commu-
nity. In the past  year,  more than 
1,400  Muslims,  including  profes-
sionals such as lawyers and accoun-
tants, have volunteered in various 
M3 initiatives.

3 GROWING AREAS OF SUCCESS
M3 is a collaboration among three 
institutions to improve how they 
help uplift the less well-off in their 
community. The trio are the Islamic 
Religious  Council  of  Singapore  
(Muis),  self-help  group  Mendaki  
and the People’s Association Malay 
Activity  Executive  Committees  
Council (Mesra).

The  M3  initiatives  are  cate-
gorised under three areas of focus.

The first, led by Senior Parliamen-
tary Secretary for Social and Family 
Development  and  Education  
Faishal  Ibrahim,  aims  to  provide  
support for marriage, parenthood 
and early childhood development.

Its initiatives have been well re-
ceived,  said  Mr  Masagos.  One  of  
them is the Marital First Respon-
ders programme, which has trained 
128 mosque leaders as well as reli-
gious  and  community  leaders  to  
provide basic marriage support to 
couples. It was launched in March.

Another is the Bersamamu mar-
riage preparation course in which 
the person solemnising the union 
engages and journeys with a couple 
through the first two years of mar-
riage. Since its launch in July, more 
than 2,500 couples have completed 
the course.

The  second  focus  area  lends  a  
hand to vulnerable people and their 
families. Led by Senior Parliamen-
tary Secretary for Home Affairs and 
Health Amrin Amin, more than 320 
volunteers,  including  religious  
counsellors, have been recruited to 
support  inmates  and  former  in-
mates  under  the  Family  and  In-
mates  Through-care  Assistance  
Haven initiative.

The third is dedicated to empow-

ering youth.
Jurong GRC MP Rahayu Mahzam 

is building a network of mentors un-
der a structured programme “to ad-
dress the whole spectrum of youth 
needs, from the lowest end where 
youth  need  mentoring  because  
they are at risk... to the very highest 
end for people who can do better be-
cause they have a network of profes-
sionals they can rely on”, Mr Masa-
gos said.

More  than  500  mentors  have  
been  recruited  to  mentor  youth  

aged 14 to 16, and over 100 of these 
teens have been identified for pilot 
projects.

Praising the youth achievements, 
he noted that the number of stu-
dents who received the Anugerah 
Mendaki award for attaining first 
class  honours  has  increased  
10-fold, from seven to 70 in the last 
10 years.

But in uplifting the community, 
the important role of community in-
stitutions  is  paramount,  said  Mr  
Masagos.  He  dug  into  history  to  
make his point, quoting founding 
Prime  Minister  Lee  Kuan  Yew’s  
opening speech at the 1982 Men-
daki Congress.

The late Mr Lee had said govern-
ment-run  schemes  on  their  own  
cannot achieve the results of Men-
daki, a “voluntary, spontaneous ef-
fort  by  Malay/Muslims  to  help  
themselves”.

He added:  “You (Mendaki)  can  
better succeed because you will be 
more effective with the Malay/Mus-
lim parents than the government 
school teachers and principals. You 
can  reach  them  through  their  
hearts, not simply their minds.”

NEW YEAR, NEW PROGRAMMES
Next  year,  M3  will  launch  Cip-
taSama@M3, an initiative that aims 
to include the community in co-cre-
ating policy changes with the Gov-
ernment.

Also, the findings on how Muis 
can better develop religious teach-
ers professionally will be released 
by the Committee on Future Asati-
zah next year.

The committee is led by Senior 
Minister of State for Defence and 
Foreign Affairs Maliki Osman.

Mr Masagos said that in future, 
the M3 agencies will work with com-
munity stakeholders to reach out di-
rectly to eligible children and fami-
lies. “Right now, we are scaling up 
the  programmes.  The  next  stage  
must be targeting,” he added.

“The real outcome we want is to 
move the needle. That means not 
only to do programmes and be effec-
tive for those who come to the pro-
gramme, but also to reach out in a 
targeted manner to those who re-
ally  need  the  programme  –  and  
make a difference.”

He added: “If you look at the areas 
where  we  have  been  successful,  
they really are important building 
blocks upon which we can do even 
better.”
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Minister-in-charge of Muslim Affairs Masagos Zulkifli  held up the high volunteerism rate in the 
Malay/Muslim community and also praised youth achievements. ST PHOTO: KHALID BABA

It is first time Malay students here 
have surpassed global average 

Mendaki, SUSS working to find out what affects students’ grades 

MORE TARGETED APPROACH

The real outcome we want is to 
move the needle. That means not 
only to do programmes and be 
effective for those who come to the 
programme, but also to reach out 
in a targeted manner to those who 
really need the programme – and 
make a difference.

’’MINISTER-IN-CHARGE OF MUSLIM AFFAIRS MASAGOS ZULKIFLI, 
on extending the reach of M3 programmes.

Pisa maths score 
a sign of Malay 
progress, 
says Masagos
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