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More work must be done to close 
the gap between students with dif-
ferent academic starting points, as 
well  as  the gap  between Malay/  
Muslims  and  their  peers,  said
Senior Minister Tharman Shanmu-
garatnam yesterday.

The Government is working to 
address these gaps to even the play-
ing field,  but  community groups 
like Yayasan Mendaki are also cru-
cial in this effort, he told an audi-
ence of more than 200 at the sixth 
Mendaki Symposium.

Some of these gaps are too signifi-
cant for comfort, he said, and there 
is one between Malay/Muslim stu-
dents and their peers even after ac-

counting for  socio-economic  sta-
tus, said Mr Tharman, who is Coordi-
nating Minister for Social Policies.

He said: “We have to work a lot 
harder to even up the playing field 
in the youngest years...  The gaps 
faced by the Malay community are 
not just because Malays are over-
represented in the lower socio-eco-
nomic groups. 

“Even  within  the  lower  socio-
economic groups, there is a greater 
proportion of Malays who start off 
weak in school, and remain weak.”

Mr Tharman added: “Every soci-
ety has this problem, where perfor-

mance in school is not just a func-
tion of individual talents and attri-
butes, but also a function of com-
plex, multifaceted and interlinked 
social problems. And we have to 
work harder to address these prob-
lems in Singapore. Work harder to 
make sure that the early disadvan-
tages in life do not replicate them-
selves and become stubborn disad-
vantages throughout life.”

Apart from closing early gaps, Mr 
Tharman, who was education min-
ister  from  2003  to  2008,  also  
touched on the need to broaden 
Singapore’s  meritocracy by blur-

ring the hierarchy of skills, and to 
strengthen a sense of togetherness 
by increasing social mixing. 

There is too sharp a hierarchy be-
tween academic skills and non-aca-
demic  skills,  and  between  some  
academic  skills  and  other  aca-
demic skills, he said.

“We have to blur that hierarchy 
of skills, develop respect for differ-
ent skills as we grow up, and in-
deed  give  everyone  a  chance  to  
pick up different skills. That, too, 
has to start  young and continue  
into the working years, so that we 
have  a  workforce  and  society
where every skill is valued, and ev-
ery job well done is respected.”

Singapore must also strengthen 
its sense of togetherness across dif-
ferent socio-economic and ethnic 
groups. The country has avoided 
big problems that many other soci-
eties have faced, but has to do even 
better in the future, he added.

“It  means  avoiding  social  dis-
tances that develop when children 
are young and stay  through  life.  
And importantly, to develop that 
sense of familiarity, friendship and 
solidarity that we must have with 
each other as Singaporeans.”

Mr Tharman said one way to do 
this is through shared experiences 

like  co-curricular  activities,  and  
that much is already being done on 
a structural level to ensure social 
mixing through schemes like full 
subject-based banding in schools.

Such a banding, where students 
take subjects at a higher or lower 
level based on their strengths, will 
be in place in secondary schools by 
2024. There will be no more sepa-
rate  Express,  Normal  (Academic)  
and  Normal  (Technical)  courses,  
with students in mixed form classes.

Mendaki also disclosed selected 
findings from a three-year study 
with the Singapore University of 
Social Sciences seeking to identify 
the determinants of academic per-
formance among Mendaki Tuition 
Scheme  (MTS)  students.  The  
study, covering about 12,000 stu-
dents  in  the  MTS  scheme  from  
2018 to 2019, found that academic 
performance was strongly corre-
lated with socio-economic status.

Other  major  factors  were  stu-
dents’ intrinsic motivation, perfor-
mance in mathematics and partici-
pation in co-curricular activities. It 
also found that a strong academic 
foundation is important in support-
ing lifelong learning.
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While the Government is closely 
monitoring  the  recent  uptick  in  
Covid-19  cases,  migrant  workers  
living in dormitories can continue 
to join the community freely, said 
Minister  for  Manpower  Tan  See  
Leng yesterday.

The  Popular  Places  Pass,  he  
added, is a necessity to curb foot-
fall at popular haunts on Sundays 
and public holidays.

To visit Little India, Jurong East, 
Chinatown  or  Geylang  Serai  on  
Sundays and public holidays, work-
ers living in dormitories have to ap-
ply for a pass on the SGWorkPass 
mobile  app.  Up  to  80,000  such  
passes will be available each Sun-
day or public holiday, and approval 
is granted almost instantly.

Dr Tan said:  “(While) we want 
them to integrate as fast as they 
can back into the community and 

also to be able to visit the commu-
nity as and when they need and 
they like… we are not really out of 
the woods completely yet.”

Speaking  to  the  media  at  the  
launch of a gallery celebrating the 
contributions of the migrant
worker  community,  Dr  Tan  ex-
pressed his hope that Singapore-
ans will acknowledge the efforts of 
migrant workers here.

“Our  Migrant  Workers  Gallery  
symbolises  our  appreciation  for  
our  migrant  workers’  contribu-
tions to Singapore, and recognises 
their resilience through the
Covid-19 pandemic,” he said.

Located at the Assurance, Care 
and  Engagement  (ACE)  Group’s  
headquarters  in  Geylang  Bahru,  
the gallery launched by the Min-
istry  of  Manpower  (MOM)  fea-
tures more than 150 photographs 
in four zones. 

Each  zone  explores  different  
facets of the migrant worker com-
munity,  with  visitors  first  being  

greeted by portraits and stories of 
individual workers.

The second zone takes visitors 
through the spread of Covid-19 in 
the dormitories and how response 
teams worked to curb the spread.

The  third  zone  details  MOM’s  
road map for a more resilient mi-
grant workforce,  which  was  laid  
out in December last year.

In the final zone, visitors can see 
community efforts to engage mi-
grant workers.

Visitors can pen messages of ap-
preciation on stickers, which can 
then be pasted on the walls.

While the gallery is not open to the 
public yet, guided tours will be organ-
ised for students from tertiary insti-
tutions as part of MOM’s School Part-
nership Programme, which engages
young people on issues relating to 
Singapore’s migrant workforce.

Giving students a glimpse of the 
contributions of migrant workers 
will help them better understand 
their sacrifices in coming to work 

here, which will hopefully mitigate 
negative perceptions, said Dr Tan.

Tours will also be organised for 
migrant workers and are slated to 
begin next month.

Among  guests  at  the  gallery’s  
opening were Senior Minister and 
Coordinating Minister for National 
Security Teo Chee Hean and Se-
nior  Minister  of  State  for  Man-
power Koh Poh Koon, representa-
tives from stakeholder groups and 
NGOs, volunteers from the Singa-
pore Institute of Technology and 
Friends of ACE – a network of mi-
grant worker volunteers providing
social support in dormitories.

After touring the gallery, Friends 
of ACE volunteer Shanmugam
Ganesan,  34,  said  he  was  heart-
ened that  the efforts  of  migrant  
workers like himself are being ac-
knowledged. “It’s a very proud mo-
ment for everyone. We can see the 
part that we played here.”
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At  the  Movement  for  the  Intellectually  Disabled  
(Minds)  Woodlands  Gardens  School,  a  new  stall  
which is  run by its  students  and serves snacks to  
schoolmates during recess was launched by President 
Halimah Yacob yesterday.

The school’s principal, Mr Lawrence Chong, said the 
stall is the expansion of an initiative – Mathematical 
Mastery Express or Mama Express for short – that the 
school started in 2015 to encourage its students to par-
ticipate in household activities such as shopping for 
groceries and planning meals to improve their numeri-
cal and social skills.

Two senior  Minds  students  man  the  store  every  
school day where they are guided by a job coach. About 
10  students  have  operated  the  cafe,  named  Mama  
Espresso, since it began operations in 2020.

Mr  Chong  said:  “Participating  in  initiatives  like  
Mama Express enables students to strengthen their 
numerical and social skills. The Mama Espresso cafe 
gives  students  a  platform  to  conduct  transactions  
with money and also develop their vocabulary.”

President Halimah noted in a Facebook post yester-
day that the stall provides Minds students with an au-
thentic learning experience in areas such as retail, ser-
vice and communication.

She said: “I am heartened to see such initiatives that 
empower persons with special needs. Let us continue 
to support them so that they can reach their fullest po-
tential and integrate well into our society.”

The school  aims  to  expand the store into a  full-
fledged cafe in the next two years, and serve food – 
such as cookies and kueh – once it secures a food and 
beverage licence, Mr Chong said. The students would 
also prepare drinks for in-house events at the school.

During her visit, Madam Halimah also spoke with 
students in the School-to-Work (S2W) Transition Pro-
gramme, a joint effort by the Ministry of Education, 
Ministry of Social and Family Development and SG En-
able to help students in special education schools tran-
sition seamlessly from school to the workplace by facil-
itating suitable job training for them.

More than 40 students from Minds have taken part 
in this initiative since 2014. Mr Chong said many of 
them signed on for permanent jobs with their employ-
ers after completing their work attachment.

One such student is Mr Leong Jia Wei, 20, who is 
working part-time at Bake Inc as a food processing 
worker. After he graduated from Minds Woodlands 
Gardens School in 2020, he attended employment 
training at SG Enable for three months to learn work, 
life and social skills, which helped him prepare for his
internship in April 2021. 

His mother,  Madam Wong Kim Far, 50, said the 
training and attachment have helped his communica-
tion skills. She said: “Jiawei may not be as expressive 
(as others). His communication skills have improved 
significantly since attending Minds school and train-
ing at S2W as he has learnt to interact with people.”
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New gallery to celebrate migrant workers’ contributions

Researchers at the Singapore Uni-
versity of  Social  Sciences (SUSS) 
have found a strong link between 
pupils’ socio-economic status and 
their academic performance.

In 2019, they analysed data from 
875 Primary 6 pupils enrolled in 
Malay/Muslim  self-help  group
Yayasan Mendaki’s tuition scheme 
and used cluster analysis to group 
the pupils into two blocs.

Cluster  analysis  is  a  process
which groups subjects with similar 
traits and characteristics together 
to form “clusters”.

The researchers found that the 
pupils fell into two clusters, with 
pupils  in  the  first  having  better  
PSLE scores, and pupils in the sec-
ond doing worse.

Pupils  in  the  first  group  also  
tended to be of a relatively higher 

socio-economic  status,  while
those  with  indicators  related  to  
having  a  lower  socio-economic  
platform tended to perform worse.

Some of the indicators of socio-
economic  status  that  the  re-
searchers used were the type of res-
idence, whether or not the pupil 
lived  in  a  rental  block,  and  the  
household’s per person income.

An extension of this pilot study 
was conducted three years later,  
also by SUSS, looking at 2,541 pri-
mary-level pupils.

The pupils  fell  into three clus-
ters,  whose  characteristics  fol-
lowed those identified in the first 
study.

Pupils in the first cluster had a 
higher  household  per  capita  in-
come,  a  lower  rate  of  living  in  
rental housing and a smaller house-

hold size. They also did better in lit-
eracy and numeracy.

Pupils in the second cluster were 
in the middle in terms of socio-eco-
nomic status and were also in the 
middle in terms of academic per-
formance, while those in the third 
cluster skewed towards a lower so-
cio-economic status and had the 
worst grades.

Researchers said this study pro-
vides  increasing evidence  of  the 
link  between  lower  socio-eco-
nomic status and lower academic 
achievement.

The paper said: “The findings of 
this study indicate clearly that the 
issue of the Malay community’s un-
derperformance  goes  beyond
school support, with social and in-
come  inequalities  affecting  aca-
demic outcomes.”

Associate  Professor  Sylvia
Chong, who was the principal in-
vestigator  in  both  studies,  said  
they provide a baseline for future 
research.

She said: “A longitudinal study – 
which looks at the same variables 
over  a  longer  period  of  time  –  
would be very useful for Mendaki, 
moving forward.”

Senior Minister of State for Man-
power  and  Defence  Zaqy  Mo-
hamad, who is deputy chairman of 
Mendaki, said the findings would 
help  Mendaki  make  data-driven  
and informed decisions.

He said: “We have better capabili-
ties now to use data to run our pro-
grammes,  launch  new  pro-
grammes, and fill  up the gaps of 
how we can help the community.”
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Groups like Yayasan Mendaki can help address 
gaps between Malay/Muslims and their peers

Minds students run 
stall, hone social, 
numerical skills

PSLE scores linked to socio-economic status: Study 

Early gaps among students 
too significant for comfort, 
must be closed: Tharman
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