
Ankita Varma

It was a Sunday morning filled with 
wonder  as  more  than  150  young  
children learnt about marine biol-
ogy and the life of Professor Chou 
Loke Ming, an adjunct research pro-
fessor at the Tropical Marine Sci-
ence Institute in the National Uni-
versity of Singapore. 

Prof Chou, who has made saving 
the corals his life’s passion, is one of 
six scientists from Asia whose sto-
ries are told in the Asian Scientist Ju-
nior Book Series. The launch of the 
series at My Tree House at the Cen-
tral Public Library yesterday was at-
tended by the guest of honour, Mr 
Heng Swee Keat,  Minister  for  Fi-
nance and chairman of the National 
Research Foundation Singapore. 

Prof Chou, who is the only Singa-
porean scientist to be featured in 
the series, was also present. 

Mr  Heng,  who  read  the  book  
about Prof Chou to the group of ex-
cited children, stopped often to en-
gage them in questions and later in-
vited the man himself to join him 
for a short conversation about ma-
rine life and the importance of sav-
ing Singapore’s coral reefs. 

Prof  Chou,  who  brought  along  
skeletons of coral reefs, the shell of 
a giant clam and a plushie tissue box 
cover in the shape of a sea slug, had 
the full  attention of the children,  
who peppered him with questions, 
from  his  favourite  sea  creatures  
(sea slugs) to whether humpback 
whales have humps (they do not). 

In his speech to children and par-
ents, Mr Heng said: “Science, tech-

nology and innovation is where we 
have to invest to build Singapore’s 
future. In this spirit, we must con-
tinue to inspire our children to be 
curious about science, understand 
its possibilities and make an impact 
using science.” 

The book series, which features 
the stories of other scientists from 
the  region,  including  Chinese  
palaeontologist  Chang  Meemann  
and Indian  space  scientist  Udupi  
Rao, was the result of a successful 
Kickstarter  campaign  run  by  sci-
ence, technology, engineering and 
mathematics-focused media com-
pany Wildtype Media Group. 

Wildtype  Books  published  the  
book series after the campaign re-
ceived $16,000 through 128 backers. 
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With their string of As, Ms Jessica 
Tan, 19, from Hwa Chong Institu-
tion, and Mr Benedict Choong, 21, 
from Raffles Institution could have 
vied for places in medicine. 

But both opted for nursing and 
started on their degree programme 
last month at the National Univer-
sity of Singapore (NUS).

According  to  admission  figures  
provided by three local universities, 
a growing number of young people 
are taking up courses leading to jobs 
in the caring professions  such as 
nursing,  social  work,  early  child-
hood education, and allied health 
courses which include physiother-
apy and occupational therapy.

The Singapore University of Social 

Sciences (SUSS), which offered 61 
places last year in its social work de-
gree course, raised its intake to 84 
this year because of higher demand, 
and its intake for early childhood ed-
ucation  rose  from  59  to  76  after  
places were seven times oversub-
scribed.

The Singapore Institute of Tech-
nology (SIT) received 2,500 applica-
tions for the 300 places it offered 
this  year  in  allied  health  degree  
courses.

SIT and NUS,  which both offer 
nursing degrees, also reported an in-
crease in applications and intakes.

The  NUS  Alice  Lee  Centre  for  
Nursing Studies  took in  a  record  
number of 310 students – a 34 per 
cent  increase  from  last  year  and  
more than double its intake of 150 
students in 2015.

NUS  said  more  applicants  had  
listed nursing as their  top-choice 

course and more of them had good 
A-level results. Among those who 
enrolled this year,  there were 60 
males,  compared  with  20  three  
years ago.

Professor  Emily  Ang,  head  of  
NUS’ Alice Lee Centre for Nursing 
Studies,  credited  greater  public  
awareness of  the  nursing  profes-
sion for the increase.

“Today,  nurses  are  increasingly  
recognised  as  professional  mem-
bers of  the healthcare team who  
lead patient care in hospitals,” she 
said.

NUS nursing graduates start their 
careers as staff nurses and can ad-
vance on the management, clinical 
or education tracks. The monthly 
median gross starting salary of reg-
istered nurses with degree qualifica-
tions is generally $3,400.

While better job prospects were 
part of the draw, nursing undergrad-

uates say they were also looking for 
“meaning and purpose” in their fu-
ture professions.

Mr Choong said that his parents 
had  wanted  him  to  apply  for  
medicine, but he interned in a hospi-
tal and found nursing to be a mean-
ingful job.

“Nurses interact more with pa-
tients and are not just concerned 
with treating their medical condi-
tions, but also their psychological 
and emotional well-being.”

He and course-mate Ms Tan hope 
to  become  advanced  practice  
nurses who are trained in the diag-
nosis and management of chronic 
diseases in the future. They would 
have to undergo a two-year mas-
ter’s programme.

Full-time national serviceman Al-
fred Tan, 21, who will be enrolling in 
a social  work degree course next 
year, said he has been volunteering 

with social welfare groups since his 
JC days. He said: “I get worked up 
over issues such as poverty. So I de-
cided, no point getting worked up – 
I should do something about it.”

He added that salaries for social 
workers  have  improved.  In  2012,  
the recommended starting pay for 
a social worker fresh out of univer-
sity was $2,760. It is now $3,400, 
on a par with that of teachers.

SUSS president Cheong Hee Kiat 
said he is heartened that young peo-
ple are fired up over causes such as 
social inequality. 

“Among them are those who will 
take some action instead of being 
passive  onlookers.  The  young  
should be encouraged to seek mean-
ing and fulfilment through service to 
others on top of their own quest for 
personal career progress,” he said.
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To take up citizenship is a deep com-
mitment  and  “two-way  process”,  
said  Prime  Minister  Lee  Hsien  
Loong yesterday at a ceremony to 
welcome new Singaporeans in his 
constituency. 

Addressing 150 new citizens of  
Ang Mo Kio and Sengkang West in 
Teck  Ghee  Community  Club,  Mr  
Lee said: “Your fellow Singapore-
ans welcome you formally into the 
family  today,  and  you  will  bring  
with  you  your  experiences,  your  
skills, your talents, your warmth, to 
enrich the diversity of our society.”

Mr Lee, who is also adviser to the 
Ang Mo Kio GRC grassroots organi-
sations, added: “At the same time, 
naturally, you have to make the ef-
fort to become a Singaporean, to 
contribute your part to Singapore.” 

Citizenship ceremonies, held ev-
ery three months or so in group rep-
resentation constituencies (GRCs) 
across the island,  aim to foster a  
deeper sense of belonging among 
new citizens.

Taking up citizenship is a  deep 
commitment “much more than car-
rying a new passport”, Mr Lee said, 
noting that those who do so have to 
take the first step to put down roots 
here  and  fit  into  a  new  society.  
Most new citizens, he added, would 
already have started this process.

“You were born in different parts of 
the world, most probably you’ve lived 
in other countries before coming to 
Singapore,” said Mr Lee.  “But you 
came to Singapore and you’ve lived, 
worked or studied here, and many of 
you started your families here.”

Highlighting that the Republic’s 
history and success were built on 

the backs of immigrants from near 
and far – people who worked hard 
for a living and decided to make this 
place home – he said new citizens’ 
stories will add to Singapore’s.

He then expressed his hope that 
Singapore will remain the home of 
their children and grandchildren,  
adding: “I hope also that in time to 
come,  you  will  appreciate  even  
more why Singapore is unique, and 

what you can do to keep our coun-
try special and our people united.”

Ahead of a lunch at the commu-
nity club, Mr Lee urged the new citi-
zens in his GRC to be active citizens 
and involved in their communities.

Software engineers Nguyen The 
Huy, 33, and Tran Thi Tuyet Mai, 
33, were among those who received 
their citizenship certificates.

They have been working in Singa-

pore for the past decade or so after 
graduating from the National Uni-
versity of Singapore, and were at-
tracted  by  the  education  system  
here, among other reasons. 

“We appreciate the diversity  in 
the system and believe it will help 
our children gain a broader perspec-
tive of the world,” said Mr Huy, who 
looks forward to celebrating both 
his birthday and National Day on 

Aug 9 next year, for the first time as 
a citizen.

Other  new  citizens  included  
housewife Tai Bee Yoke, 56, and her 
husband Huang Fu Meng, 62, a build-
ing foreman,  who came to Singa-
pore from Malaysia in search of bet-
ter career prospects in the 1970s.

“I’m happy to receive citizenship 
today, as our three sons are all citi-
zens,” said Madam Tai, a former fac-

tory  worker.  Her  sons,  aged  be-
tween 30 and 35, helped with the 
couple’s applications. 

She added: “I was initially wor-
ried about how we would spend our 
silver years. Our children are here 
and  this  has  been  our  home  for  
decades. We want to spend our re-
tirement years here.”
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Finance Minister Heng Swee Keat reading to children about the life of Singaporean scientist Chou Loke Ming at the launch 
of the Asian Scientist Junior Book Series, a children’s book series featuring six scientists from Asia. ST PHOTO: KHALID BABA
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Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong interacting with two new Singapore citizens – Mr Wong Songhan and his wife, Ms Pang Sheau Shiuh – at yesterday’s citizenship 
ceremony in Teck Ghee Community Club. Mr Lee urged the 150 new citizens to be active citizens and involved in their communities. ST PHOTO: TIMOTHY DAVID
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You were born in 
different parts of the 
world, most probably 
you’ve lived in other 
countries before 
coming to Singapore. 
But you came to 
Singapore and you’ve 
lived, worked or 
studied here, and 
many of you started 
your families here.

’’PRIME MINISTER LEE HSIEN LOONG, 
welcoming new Singaporeans at a 
ceremony yesterday.
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