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407% university cohort rate:
Should it be raised in future?

More youngsters aspire to have a university
degree. While expanding university places
is one option, employers also need to
change the way they assess job seekers
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This month, schoolleavers who had
applied foraplace in the local
universities will be informed of the
outcome.

Itis likely that close to 40 per cent
—around 15,000 applicants - of the

these institutions.

Butatleast another10,000
applicants are likely to be
disappointed at not being given a
shotatadegree education here.
This group does not include those
who planto pursue a degree later.

Backin 2012, Prime Minister Lee
Hsien Loong had announced that
40 per cent of the cohort would
find university places by 2020.
Since only 27 per cent of each
cohortlanded aplace in the local
universities in those days, going up
to40 per cent was seen as a bigleap
forward.

Though some raised concerns
overa graduate glut in the future, a
40 per cent university participation
rate is comparable with many
developed countries around the
world.

The Straits Times recently
released the results of a survey of
19-year-olds it conducted in
partnership with the Singapore
University of Social Sciences
(SUSS). Ofthe 1,056 surveyed in the
second half oflast year, 27 per cent
said they were already pursuing a
degree or had already secured a
university place.

But of the others, 91 per cent said
theywanted a degree on their
resume. So it now appears that even
the 40 per cent mark falls far short
of the aspirations of school leavers
and polytechnic graduates.

The hunger for degrees among
young people was based largely on
practical considerations. Some 81
per cent said it was to earn higher
salaries, and 75 per cent said it
would help them better compete in
thejobmarket and access the
careers they want. Only 37 per cent
sought this route for the status of
beinga degree holder.

Ofadozen19-year-olds — from the

i junior colleges, polytechnics and

¢ Institutes of Technical Education

: (ITE) - who were interviewed

¢ furtherabout their degree

: aspirations, all said they hope to

i eventually head to university. This

: was true even of those who were

¢ aiming for careers where skills,

: rather than qualifications, will carry
i apremium.

Among thisband is national

: shooter Martina Veloso, who won
: twogold medals at the

i Commonwealth Gamesin

: Brisbane, Australia, last year, and
i wants tobea full-time athlete.

Ms Veloso, who recently

i graduated from polytechnic witha
¢ diplomain sportsand wellness

: management, said a university :
i degreeisherback-up planforwhen :
age cohortwillland aplace inone of : :
: career. She feels strongly thatitwill :
¢ give her more options.

sheis done with her sporting

School of the Arts alumnus

: Nicholas Papayoanou wants to

i becomeanactor, but feelsthata
¢ degree would signal to casting

i directors that he can get the job
i done.

He said: “I do see the importance.

¢ Itgives casting directors trustin

¢ your work. They know you have

: beentrained and are capable of

i carrying the workload.” He also

: said havinga degree will help him
i climb the career ladder faster.

Three out of the four ITE

i studentsinterviewed were also
i hopingto go onto polytechnicand
: eventually university.

Inthelight of the strong

i aspirations of young people, is it
: time torelook the university

: participationrate? Should

¢ policymakers consider raising it
: further to50 or 60 per cent?

Itis worth revisiting these

i questionsatatime when the

: Government is pushing for

¢ Singaporeans to keep learning

¢ continuously so that they canreach
¢ their fullest potential. Seen through
¢ thatlens, a conservative cap on

i university places seems :
: counter-intuitive. The expansion of :
i university places must not be seen
: asspurring a paper chase. It should
i beviewed asachance foryoung

: Singaporeans to deepen their

i learning and skills to be able to

! seize new opportunities.

Afterall, as SUSS labour

i economist Randolph Tan

i commented of the surveyresults:
! “Thereisasense thattheywanta

i degree for what it enables them to
: achieve. From the perspective of

i labour market performance, this

: evokes animage of pragmatism

: thatwe might have thought the

i younger generation hadlost.”

MORE APPLIED DEGREE OPTIONS

: The expansion of university places
¢ inthelastsix years hasbeen done

i inacalibrated way.

The bulk of the new places have

: been offered by SUSS and the

Singapore Institute of Technology

i (SIT).Theseareinapplied,

: practice-based degreesinarange

i offields where there is growing

¢ demand for workers, such asin

i socialworkand allied health. This

: hasenabled more polytechnic

: graduates toupgrade their diploma
: toadegree through thelocal

¢ institutions.

Inrecentyears, about one in five

i polygraduates wona place to study
: foradegreelocally. Just five years

i ago, only 15 per cent — about onein
¢ sevendid.

Apolytechnic graduate with a

i diplomain game designhad to

¢ previously head overseas to study

: foradegree in the same field, often
: athigh costs. Now the DigiPen

¢ Institute of Technology,

: considered the Harvard for game

i designand animation, offers its

i programmes with SIT and students
i payafraction of the costs.

i Itisthe same for physiotherapy,

: occupational therapy and culinary
: science. In the past, polytechnic

: graduates and A-level holders had

i tohead overseas, for example, to

¢ topup their diplomawith a degree.
¢ Sincelastyear, the Government

i hasalsostarted offering the

: SkillsFuture Work-Study Degree

i Programmes, where

¢ undergraduates spend up to four

i daysaweekatworkwith the

: programmes’ partner employers —
: who co-design the programmes —

;

: Itisunrealistic to expect

: the number of university

: places heretoexpandto

: give every studenta place
: asthiswill simply speed up
: the paper chase and may

: resultin graduateswho

: findit hard to get jobs with
: good pay. However, thereis :
: meritin expanding the
¢ Australian or British universities, to humber of places for
: '« . appliedskills-based

: degree coursesthatarein
: demand, andindisciplines
: relevantto Singapore's

: future needs.

¢ withatleastaday setaside for

¢ study. Students can also alternate
i betweenworking and studying

: overthe semesters.

These degree programmes,

which are drawing more interest,
¢ suitstudents wholearnbest

¢ through appliedlearningand are
¢ keen to improve theirjob
prospects.

Itisunrealistic to expect the
number of university places here to
i expand to give every studenta

: place as thiswill simply speed up
i the paper chase and may result in
¢ graduates who find it hard to get

i jobswith good pay.

However, there is merit in

i expanding the number of places for
: applied skills-based degree courses
i thatarein demand,andin

¢ disciplines relevant to Singapore’s

: future needs. For example, until

! recently, occupational and

: physiotherapy degree courses were
: notavailable locally. Today, they

i are,but the number of places is

¢ limited. Meanwhile, podiatry

: degree courses, for foot and lower

: limb care, are not available in

: Singapore, sending those

. interestedin such careers overseas.
¢ Withanageing population,

¢ Singapore willneed more

i professionals in these healthcare

: fieldsin future.

Hence, if the Government

¢ decides that it can further raise the

i university participationrate, then

¢ itshould do so in more applied

: courses, andalso consider

¢ expanding the range of degrees and
: allowing more flexibility for young

: people to combine work and study.

Afterall, the ST-SUSS survey also

i found that young people want jobs
i withmeaning, and they will even
! put purpose over pay cheques.

PURSUING PASSION

¢ Several young people told The

¢ Straits Times theyare interested in
¢ pursuingtheir passioninareas such
¢ asfilm-making, the performing arts
¢ and working with animals,

: includingbecomingveterinary

i surgeons. Many are also deeply

¢ concerned about the environment

: andissues suchas social inequality,
: and want to pursue degrees that

: willenable them to work inrelated

: fields.

Butas SUSS president Cheong

! HeeKiat stressed when

i commenting on the survey findings
¢ —the Government must continue to
i openup alternate pathways to

: career success for young people.

It must also keep pushing the

i message that in this age when
¢ information canbe “Googled”,
: skillsare whatwill carry a

i premium, not degrees.

Big companies like Google know

thisand put itinto practice when
: hiring people.

Google has used data analytics for

! years to figure out how to hire

: people with the right fit. It found

¢ thatthereisno correlation

i betweenits good hiresand the

! universities that they come from or
i theirgrades. Asaresult, Google

. hiresmany people without degrees.

The Government must also keep

i pushing Singapore employers,

i including the Government itself, to
: change the way they recruit,

i recognise and reward workers.

Only then can one reasonably ask

young Singaporeans to pursue the

¢ qualifications they really need to

i accessthe careers theywant,

. instead of chasing degrees that may
: be superfluous.
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