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This  year’s  National  Day  Parade  
(NDP) was a “grand and dignified” 
one that brought together people 
from all walks of life in a show of Sin-
gapore’s inclusivity, said President 
Halimah Yacob yesterday.

“It shows we are moving together 
as a society, everyone is included, 
no matter what we do,”  she told 
more than 250 people at a recep-
tion in the Istana to thank NDP par-
ticipants and organisers. 

Highlighting  the  Combined  
Drum  Band,  which  included  stu-
dents  with  special  needs  from  
APSN Tanglin School, Madam Hal-
imah said she was impressed by the 
dedication of the participants when 
she attended one of the rehearsals.

One  of  the  band  members,  
14-year-old Darwisy Bazli Rahman, 
said the drummers had been practis-
ing at least weekly since April. 

“I was nervous but felt very ex-
cited to participate in the parade,” 
said the Secondary 3 student from 
APSN Tanglin, a special education 
school for those with mild intellec-
tual disability.

His  schoolmate,  Sec  2  student  
Cordelia Teo Yun Yu, 13, said her 

parents were proud to see her per-
form last  Friday.  “I  felt  the  hard  
work paid off,” she told The Straits 
Times. 

They were among 24 members of 
the band, which also consisted of 
participants  from  the  Singapore  
Armed Forces (SAF) Band and the 
Singapore  National  Cadet  Corps  

Command Band. 
In her speech, Madam Halimah 

also  highlighted  the  mobile  col-
umn, which she said was the most 
memorable part of the NDP for her. 

She recalled people cheering the 
marching contingent in the 1960s 
near  her  home,  then  at  Selegie  
House. “It was raining, and all of us 

came  out  to  support  the  contin-
gent… It  was  a  demonstration  of  
what we can do as Singaporeans,” 
she said.

This year, the mobile column of 
vehicles from the SAF and Home 
Team went to five heartland loca-
tions on Saturday: Bishan, Wisma 
Geylang Serai, Jurong East, Pung-

gol and Woodlands. The last time it 
paraded  through  the  heartland  
was in 2010.

Madam Halimah said: “We must 
continue to stay strong and united 
as one people, and strengthen our 
bonds and celebrate our diversity.”
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A  Singapore-born  man  has  been  
sentenced  to  16  years  and  five  
months jail for drug trafficking in 
Australia,  with  the  court  noting  
that he reformed when he returned 
to  Singapore  but  relapsed  when  
back in Melbourne.

Cain Quah, 31, pleaded guilty to a 

slew of charges in Melbourne last 
month, with the most serious being 
for trafficking in just under 3kg of 
high grade methylamphetamine, or 
Ice, as well as possession of an un-
registered handgun. Based on an es-
timated street value, the drug haul 
would  have  fetched  A$2  million  
(S$1.87 million).

He became the first offender to 
be sentenced for commercial drug 
trafficking under changed sentenc-

ing standards in  Australia  which,  
among other things, proscribes any 
parole before a minimum of 60 per 
cent of the sentence is served. 

Quah was found with the drugs in 
January  when  police  raided  his  
Southbank flat, where he lived with 
his partner. 

Besides  the  handgun,  nearly  
A$90,000 in cash, small quantities 
of cocaine and weapons such as but-
terfly knives, knuckle dusters and a 

Kubotan – a  pen-shaped weapon 
for hammerfist strikes – were also 
found.

“You were engaged in trafficking, 
not just to pay for your own cocaine 
use, but for profit. You apparently 
wanted  to  demonstrate  that  you  
could be a financial success,” wrote 
Victoria County Court Judge Felic-
ity  Hampel  in  judgment  grounds  
published on Monday .

The  court  was  told  that  Quah,  
who grew up in  Melbourne from 
age nine when his parents migrated 
there,  began  experiencing  drug  
abuse issues, involving Ecstasy, af-
ter finishing secondary school.

He then returned to Singapore for 
his national service, fully aware of 
the strict drug laws in the Republic.

“You  did  so,  apparently  hoping  
that the discipline of national ser-

vice and the discouragement of drug 
use or abuse caused by Singaporean 
drug laws would assist you to over-
come your substance abuse. It ap-
pears that you were successful,” said 
Judge Hampel, who noted that he 
did “very well by all reports.”

“An impressive discharge testimo-
nial (showed) how well you could 
do when you accept the discipline 
imposed  on  you,  something  that  
you seemed to struggle with within 
the family dynamic,” she added.

Quah completed his NS as a pla-
toon  sergeant,  returned  to  Aus-
tralia and graduated with a degree.

He also met a partner who was ad-
dicted to amphetamine and began 
abusing the drug as well. 

Quah later decided to return to Sin-
gapore, accompanied by his partner, 
and  remained  drug-free  for  two  

years with her. 
The court heard that poor career 

opportunities led the couple back to 
Australia, where their drug abuse spi-
ralled rapidly  to  a  A$2,000-a-day 
habit.

“It is obviously a great pity, given 
the  two  occasions  when  you  re-
moved yourself to Singapore and be-
came  drug-free...  that  you  were  
nonetheless able, whilst at liberty, 
to  rationalise  your  behaviour  in  
making a business of profiteering 
from trafficking in this drug of mis-
ery,” said Judge Hampel.

“People who think that they can 
lend themselves  to  this  trade  for  
profit... must face stern punishment 
to deter them and to deter others 
like-minded,” she added.
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A local  university  has  turned  to  
big data to tackle a key problem: 
the high attrition rate of its adult 
learners. 

Using  predictive  analytics,  the  
Singapore University of Social Sci-
ences  (SUSS),  where  one  in  five  
part-timers do not make it to the 
second year, can assess if a student 
is at risk of dropping out, even be-
fore starting school. 

It has spent nearly $3 million on 
the initiative, with the funds going 
towards hardware and servers, as 
well as yearly operational costs. 

Its algorithm analyses as many 
as  85  data  points,  such  as  past  
grades  in  secondary  school  or  
polytechnic, work experience, de-
mographics,  students’  behaviour  
in  submitting  university  assign-
ments and course-taking patterns 
like withdrawals. 

The  university,  which  caters  
mainly to adult learners, has about 
13,000 students, with some 11,000 
of them in part-time programmes 
and 2,000 in full-time programmes.

About 20 per cent of SUSS’ part-
time students do not make it to the 
second year. It currently has about 
2,000  students  who  are  at-risk,  
with a cumulative grade point aver-
age of 2.3 and below out of 5. 

Students get an academic warn-
ing from the university if their cu-
mulative grade point average falls 
below 2.0 out of 5 for the first time. 
The second time it happens, they 

are terminated. About 20 per cent 
of students in each intake receive 
an academic warning. 

Some of the five schools at SUSS 
have used the data churned out by 
the  university’s  Business  Intelli-
gence and Analytics Unit  to pro-
vide earlier and more targeted sup-
port for some students. 

For instance, the School of Sci-
ence and Technology set up a peer-
mentoring  network  last  year  to  
help freshmen in its part-time pro-

grammes who need more help to ad-
just to university. About 430 of its 
2,700 students fall into this at-risk 
category, said Associate Professor 
Luke Peh, vice-dean of the school. 

These  students  are  matched  
with senior students who are aca-
demically strong, or recent gradu-
ates who take the role of peer men-
tors, and give them advice on how 
to select suitable courses. 

The senior students also check in 
on them during the semester. 

Professor Koh Hian Chye,  who 
heads SUSS’ Business Intelligence 
and Analytics Unit, said: “Many of 
our students have left  school for 
a while  to  work  and  come  from  
diverse backgrounds, so they need 
time  to  pick  up  on their  studies  
again.” 

The average  age of  SUSS’  part-
time students is 29 to 31 years old. 

Said Prof Koh: “Using past data 
from earlier batches and construct-
ing a predictive model, we can tell 

the  likelihood  of  students  in  the  
newer cohorts doing well.” 

For instance,  applicants  with at  
least a B4 in O-level English do bet-
ter in university. Hence SUSS’ Teach-
ing and Learning Centre has devel-
oped a suite of five English language 
courses to boost its students’ lan-
guage and critical thinking skills. 

These  modules  are  compulsory  
for students who do not attain at 
least a B4 for O-level English. 

Prof Koh also said students tend 
to struggle in university if their de-
gree programme is not related to 
their diploma course of study.

A diploma or two A-level subject 
passes, as well as two years of work 
experience,  are  needed  to  enter  
SUSS’ part-time courses.

Associate Professor Ludwig Tan, 
dean of the School of Humanities 
and Behavioural Sciences, said be-
ing able to see at a glance the profile 
of students has helped the faculty 
to understand them better.

“Unlike  other  universities  with  
mostly full-time students, we don’t 
see ours daily and have the chance 
to talk to them often, because our 
courses can be done online.” 

“Before this, it was all anecdotal. 
But  now  with  the  dashboard  of  
data, we can tell which sectors of 
employment  our  students  came  
from, and what sort of skills would 
be more relevant for them,” he said.

Associate  Professor  Sylvia  
Chong, project lead of the Business 
Intelligence  and  Analytics  Unit,  
said the next phase is to measure 
how useful the analytics tool is for 
the different schools. 

Some  professors  have  already  
written a few academic papers on 
the topic,  such as how predictive 
analysis works. 

She added that the analytics team 
is also working on a simpler report 
showing students how they are far-
ing academically and their average 
cohort performance. 

This could be sent to them several 
times a year, along with advisories 
on how to do better, she said. 

Said Prof Koh: “With our diver-
sity comes a range of diverse sup-
port needed. There’s no one-size-
fits-all  approach.  Hopefully  with  
the insights we get, we can better 
support our students.”
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Data from SUSS’ Business Intelligence and Analytics Unit can be used by the schools to provide earlier and more targeted 
support for students who need help with their university work. The unit is headed by Professor Koh Hian Chye (left, 
seated). With him are (from left) Associate Professor Ludwig Tan, dean of the School of Humanities and Behavioural 
Sciences; Associate Professor Sylvia Chong, the unit’s project lead; and Associate Professor Luke Peh, vice-dean of the 
School of Science and Technology. ST PHOTO: JASON QUAH

GREATER UNDERSTANDING

Unlike other universities 
with mostly full-time 
students, we don’t see ours 
daily and have the chance 
to talk to them often, 
because our courses can be 
done online... Before this, it 
was all anecdotal. But now 
with the dashboard of data, 
we can tell which sectors of 
employment our students 
came from, and what sort 
of skills would be more 
relevant for them.

’’ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR LUDWIG TAN, 
dean of the School of Humanities and 
Behavioural Sciences, who says being able 
to see at a glance the profile of students 
has helped the faculty to understand
them better.
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