
Pals, the first centre for young people with cancer, has helped 24 young people
since its opening last November. Five of them have since returned to school.

THE first man to be tried in the
high-profile online vice ring case
will face the court later this
month.

Swiss Juerg Buergin (above),
41, a former UBS executive, was
among 51 men who were charged
with commercial sex with a minor
last year.

He faces two charges of having
paid $600 and $650 for the sexual
services of a 17-year-old girl.

He allegedly committed the of-
fences at the Shangri-La Hotel on
Sept 29, 2010, and Mandarin Ori-
ental Hotel on Jan 3, 2011.

His trial will start on March 19
in a district court, his lawyer Sel-
va K. Naidu confirmed at a status
pre-trial conference yesterday.

Mr Naidu told reporters the
main issue in this case will be whe-
ther mens rea – or a guilty mind –
is required to constitute the of-
fence. He will argue that mens rea
is required and the accused must
have known that the girl was un-
derage in order for him to be
guilty.

“This point, whether mens rea
is required, so far as I am aware,
has not been decided by any court
in Singapore,” he said.

So far, 18 men have been sen-
tenced to eight to 16 weeks each
after admitting to paying for sex
with the girl. The 18th man, Ken-
ny Sim Choon Wee, 39, who was
sentenced to eight weeks’ jail earli-
er on Monday, is appealing
against his punishment.

The girl, now at least 19, is like-
ly to testify during the trial.

By JANICE TAI

KENRICK Seah had a month to
go before his PSLE when he had
to stop school. He had been diag-
nosed with bone cancer.

As he recovered at home after
surgery and chemotherapy, he
worried about his studies. “I tried
to self-study but there was no-
body to ask when I had ques-
tions,” said the 14-year-old.

He returns to school this
month with new confidence after
getting help at a learning centre
run by the Children’s Cancer
Foundation (CCF).

Since the Place for Academic
Learning and Support (Pals) – the
first centre in Singapore for
young people with cancer –
opened last November, it has
helped 24 young people, from
pre-schoolers to secondary
school students.

Five have since returned to
school after their doctors gave
them the go-ahead.

The centre acts as a bridge
with mainstream institutions by
offering a similar curriculum
while making sure its students
get the support they need dealing
with cancer.

Children sometimes develop
self-esteem issues after losing
their hair or the shortening of
their limbs during treatment.

“After being absent from
school for more than a year, they
do feel anxious,” said Pals teach-

er Leong Lai Fong, 41. “It is im-
portant to teach them at a pace
they are comfortable with so they
feel they can achieve goals set for
them.”

Transport to and from the cen-
tre in Novena is free, and its loca-
tion makes it easy for students to
go for check-ups at the KK
Women’s and Children’s Hospi-
tal and the National University
Hospital.

As its students have weaker im-
mune systems, steps – from face
masks for some to catered lunch-
es approved by dieticians – are
taken to minimise infection.

Lessons conducted by Nation-
al Institute of Education-trained
teachers and experienced tutors
are tailored to the needs of each
child – determined by a team of
doctors, social workers and educa-
tors who regularly consult par-
ents and schools.

With nine teachers in the cen-
tre, which can take up to 30 stu-
dents at one time, small-group or
one-to-one learning is the norm.

Three teachers from the Educa-
tion Ministry will be on attach-
ment this month to develop the
Pals curriculum. Volunteers also
help in yoga, dance and music
classes.

But there is more to the cen-
tre, which costs the CCF
$500,000 each year, than school-
work. Sometimes, children with
cancer struggle socially because
they do not get to interact with

others during recovery.
Mr Abdul Shariff, the father of

six-year-old Shameem, whose
leukaemia forced the boy to be
home-schooled, is glad his son is
now enjoying his time with his
Pals peers.

“Because they have the com-
mon experience of cancer, the
children draw confidence from
each other,” he said.

The centre is in part of a

18,500 sq ft rent-free space in No-
vena Specialist Centre called Vi-
va-CCF Hub, which is shared
with the Viva Foundation for Chil-
dren with Cancer and the Singa-
pore Cord Blood Bank.

The hub will be officially
launched today by Mrs Mary Tan,
wife of President Tony Tan Keng
Yam.

A year since he left school,
Kenrick cannot wait to join Com-

passvale Secondary, which ac-
cepted him based on the results
of the preliminary exams he took
before the PSLE.

And instead of trepidation, the
mood is one of excitement.

Said the Secondary 1 student,
whose four-month stint at Pals
will end this month: “I don’t
think I will have much of a prob-
lem catching up.”

jantai@sph.com.sg
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KEEN TO START SCHOOL

I am excited because I
don’t think I will have
much of a problem
catching up on my
studies now, except
maybe with new
subjects like history.
– Kenrick Seah, on going to
secondary school

 

Centre helps young patients keep up
with schoolwork, gives them support

(From left) Muhammad Shameem, six, taking part in a show-and-tell session in class with his classmates, Justin Leong
and Dean Joshua, both also six, and their teacher, Ms Phua Cheng Yee, 40. ST PHOTOS: CHEW SENG KIM

Students
with cancer
have Pals
to count on
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