
BY MATTHIAS CHEW

WHEN Northland Secondary School teacher Allan
Yeong was told that his cancer-stricken wife was
dying, it was days before he was to accompany the
school’s Boys’ Brigade pipe band to Jakarta for a re-
gional competition.

The 52-year-old wanted out, but his wife insist-
ed that he go. “She said it was not on, and that I
had to go because I couldn’t let the children down.
It was their dream to take part in the competition,”
he told The Straits Times yesterday.

On the day of the competition, he received a call
informing him that his wife was about to die. He
rushed back to Singapore that afternoon, just in
time to see her before she fell into a coma. She died
that day, in June 2007.

For his dedication to his students, Mr Yeong was
one of this year’s three winners of the Caring Teach-
er Awards. He was seen holding back his tears as he
dedicated the award to his wife at the award cere-
mony yesterday at the Nanyang Technological Uni-
versity Alumni Club.

General Paper teacher Ng Hong Peng, 30, of
Anderson Junior College, and Madam Valerie Chee,
41, of Xinghua Primary School, were the other two
recipients of the biennial prize given out jointly by
the National Institute of Education and energy firm
ExxonMobil Asia Pacific.

Together with 12 other teachers given commen-
dation awards, they were chosen from more than
2,000 nominees from 208 schools.

Addressing an audience of teachers and students
at the ceremony, Minister of State for Education
Lawrence Wong listed what he considered to be the
most important lessons teachers could give to stu-
dents. “Many years later, your students may not re-
member the exact facts, figures and problems you
set for them. But they will remember the resilience,
critical thinking, problem-solving and life skills.”

For Madam Chee, who teaches the academically
weakest Primary 6 pupils at her school in Hougang,
showing care for her pupils is the first and neces-
sary step to being an effective teacher.

Noting that many of her pupils faced poverty,
abuse and dysfunctional families at home, she said:
“They are quite cynical and don’t trust people easi-
ly because they have that huge emotional baggage.
But once I can reach their heart, I can teach them.”

Yesterday, a former student of Mr Yeong’s said
he remembered his teacher’s positive influence.

Former pipe band member D. Prakash, now 24
and a teaching associate at the Institute of Techni-
cal Education, said: “I was called a tyrant in Second-
ary 2, and parents kept their children away from
me. But Mr Yeong saw the good in me and made me
pipe major. It allowed me to channel my passion for
good.”
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Mr Allan Yeong mingling with his present and former students at the event yesterday. He is
one of this year’s three winners of the biennial Caring Teacher Awards. ST PHOTO: TED CHEN

BY SARAH GIAM

NGEE ANN Polytechnic’s
top student Tok Kheng Leng
(right) made an unusual deci-
sion recently.

The 19-year-old biomedi-
cal engineering student –
who has a 3.99 Grade Point
Average – decided not to
take up a bond-free scholar-
ship offered by the school,
which covers undergraduate
tuition fees at any Singapore or overseas university.

She is one of 5,000 students from the polytech-
nic who are due to have their graduation ceremony
later this month. About 52 per cent of its graduates
go on to pursue a university education either locally
or abroad immediately after graduation or complet-
ing national service, said the polytechnic.

The scholarship, sponsored by the Ngee Ann
Kongsi foundation, has been awarded to the top
Ngee Ann Polytechnic graduate since 1980. It also
comes with a gold medal and $10,000 cash.

Ms Tok explained that she had already received a
Global Merit Scholarship from the National Univer-
sity of Singapore, and was set on pursuing a social
work degree there. She said she wanted to study lo-
cally to help her to understand society’s needs, as
she is preparing for a career in social work.

Asked about her switch from studying engineer-
ing, Ms Tok cited her numerous experiences as a
volunteer during her polytechnic days. These in-
clude writing petitions at weekly Meet-the-People
Sessions in Queenstown since September last year.

“I like the challenge of finding out the real story
behind snippets of information people give you,
and then empowering people to help themselves –
because they are the best to do so,” she said.

Ms Tok lives with her father, a lift mechanic,
and mother, a shop assistant, in a three-room HDB
flat in Queenstown. Currently, she is interning at a
Family Service Centre till July. She accompanies
staff on home visits, and helps write case notes for
their clients.

Ms Tok was speaking to reporters yesterday,
along with several other top graduates.

Among them was former madrasah student Mus-
lihah Albakri, 20, who penned a booklet which aims
to improve communication between children with
behavioural disorders and their parents.

She did so while interning at the Institute of Men-
tal Health’s Child Guidance Clinic, with the help of
psychologists and psychiatrists. Ms Albakri has re-
ceived an offer from Cambridge University to study
politics, psychology and sociology.
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“I was called a tyrant in
Secondary 2, and parents
kept their children away
from me. But Mr Yeong
saw the good in me and
made me pipe major. It
allowed me to channel my

passion for good.”

Former pipe band member
D. Prakash, 24, on Mr Yeong
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