
BY JANICE HENG

A SLICE of family history was shared in
Parliament yesterday, as Ms Grace Fu
(Yuhua) gave one reason for celebrating
the centenary of China’s 1911 revolution
– noting that some had wondered why
Singapore should do so.

In response to Dr Sun Yat-sen’s calls
to educate women, the Chinese communi-
ty in Singapore founded several girls’
schools. One young woman was hired
from China to head Nanyang Girls’ High
School – Ms Fu’s grandmother.

Ms Fu, Senior Minister of State (Infor-
mation, Communications and the Arts;
the Environment and Water Resources),
said the 1911 revolution liberated Chinese
women. And that anecdote set the tone
for her impassioned speech on the status
of women in Singapore.

Women in Singapore have achieved
equality in education, but not in the work-
place, she observed.

Surveys show gender equality in the
workplace is confined to the entry level.
Higher in the corporate hierarchy, wom-
en are under-represented.

It is unsurprising that women drop out
of the workforce earlier than men, said
Ms Fu, as “the share of family responsibil-
ities rests disproportionately on women”.

“Women are often expected to be the
one making career adjustments to suit the

family circumstances,” she added.
She suggested measures which would

help women stay in the workforce with-
out having to sacrifice family.

“Women today do not want to see mar-
riage and parenthood as a steep cliff from
which they take the leap of faith,” she ob-
served.

They want employers who will not
write them off once they are pregnant,
but who will “manage their career with
flexibility over their life phases”.

For instance, mothers working
part-time should not be excluded from
training or progression opportunities.
And more companies should offer flexible
work arrangements – especially given the
shortage in manpower.

“We have a pool of 30 per cent to 40
per cent untapped ‘womanpower’,” she
said.

The Government should help women
who want to re-enter the workforce after
having children, she said. Women may
hesitate due to a lack of confidence or
skills.

To build up confidence, existing “place
and train” schemes could be augmented
by pre-placement courses.

Companies could ease the transition
through arrangements such as part-time
work or “internships” for mature work-
ers. Job-matching programmes targeted
at women should be encouraged, she add-
ed.

Ms Fu was also the second MP this
week to champion the cause of single par-
ents. Dr Janil Puthucheary (Pasir Ris-
Punggol GRC) did so on Tuesday.

Ms Fu said single-parent families are
on the rise. She noted three groups of sin-
gle mothers who do not enjoy subsidised
public housing: Singaporean divorcees,
non-Singaporean widows and divorcees,

and unwed mothers. Having to pay mar-
ket rent often lands them and their chil-
dren in a poverty trap, she said.

“The Government should rethink our
policies and move towards a child-cen-
tric one,” she urged.

In closing, Ms Fu noted that women
now have more choices.

“The more the society facilitates wom-
en in assuming the multiple roles that we
have – as an employee, as a wife, as a

mother, as a daughter – the less we will
have to choose one over the other.”

Young women want “a good career, fi-
nancial independence and a happy fami-
ly”, she said.

“Yes, we want it all, just like the men
do.”

Her speech drew warm applause –
from both men and women in the Cham-
ber.
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Ms Jasmine Lee with her children (from left) Keith, Jilyn and Ethan. The former teacher quit her
job in December last year to spend more time with her family. Her case is an example of how “the
share of family responsibilities rests disproportionately on women”. ST FILE PHOTO

BY KOR KIAN BENG

THE purpose of the two new specialised
schools for academically weaker Normal
(Technical) students is not to segregate
them from their peers, the Education Min-
istry’s Senior Parliamentary Secretary Ha-
wazi Daipi said yesterday.

Instead, it is to meet their learning
needs better, and help
them pick up skills and val-
ues that will allow them
to lead a “productive and
fulfilling life”, he said in
Parliament.

“In the long run, this
will help ensure these stu-
dents succeed in life and
promote a more inclusive
society,” added Mr Hawa-
zi.

He also said the bulk of
the Normal (Technical)
students will remain in
the mainstream schools.

Mr Hawazi was allay-
ing concerns from
first-term MP Intan Azu-
ra Mokhtar (Ang Mo Kio
GRC) yesterday that the
two schools would lead to
all Normal (Technical) stu-
dents being taken out of the mainstream
schools and becoming “hot-housed” sepa-
rately.

She said: “I fear this goes against the
essence of inclusivity and integration in
our society.”

The two specialised secondary schools
for Normal (Technical) students were
first announced by Prime Minister Lee
Hsien Loong in his National Day Rally
speech last year.

Due to be set up by 2013, the schools

will prepare students for the practical
training they are likely to receive at the In-
stitute of Technical Education (ITE) and
to enter the working world in the future.

But Dr Intan, a lecturer at the National
Institute of Education and a former teach-
er, said that what the Government should
do is to ensure that teachers teaching Nor-
mal (Technical) classes in mainstream
schools are specially trained, specifically

in motivational and coun-
selling skills.

“I realised that they
did not care how much I
knew, until they knew
how much I really cared
for them,” she said as
she recounted her own
experiences teaching
Normal (Technical) stu-
dents.

Among other propos-
als, she hoped Normal
(Technical) classes in
mainstream schools
would be made smaller.

In response, Mr Hawa-
zi outlined the Govern-
ment’s efforts in helping
these students, such as
introducing a new curric-
ulum focusing on build-

ing their self-esteem and motivation, and
new subjects with industrial attachment
programmes.

In his speech, he also highlighted the
significantly improved education perform-
ance of the Malay community over the
past decade.The proportion of Malays
aged 15 and over with at least post-sec-
ondary qualifications doubled from 18 per
cent in 2000 to 36 per cent last year.

Said Mr Hawazi: “This should encour-
age us and spur us to progress further.”

JTC divestments
THE JTC Corporation undertook
two phases of divestment in 2008
and this year for its ready-built,
high-rise industrial properties.

It divested a total of about two
million sq m of gross floor area
(GFA) in 83 properties.

This amounts to less than 5 per
cent of all industrial space on the
market, said Minister for Trade
and Industry Lim Hng Kiang in a
written reply to Non-Constituency
MP Yee Jenn Jong yesterday.

Most of the properties were
flatted factories, with the
remaining properties being amenity
centres and other types of
industrial buildings.

Separately, JTC divested three
dormitories in 2007 with an
estimated GFA of 110,000 sq m.

Mr Yee had asked how many
JTC properties and how much total
floor area had been transferred to
real estate investment trusts or
sold through trade sales since
2006.

He also asked for the average
percentage change in rent of these
properties one year after being
transferred out from JTC.

Mr Lim replied that JTC would
not be privy to the actual
adjustments in rent, as the tenancy
agreements became private
commercial transactions after the
divestment.

However, the new owners have
to keep to rental caps when
negotiating tenancy renewals with
the tenants.

Workers’ housing
SINCE 2009, the Ministry of
Manpower (MOM) has relocated
over 33,000 foreign workers from
unacceptable accommodation.

Enforcement actions were also
taken against the employers
concerned, said Deputy Prime
Minister Tharman
Shanmugaratnam, in reply to
Mr Christopher de Souza
(Holland-Bukit Timah GRC).

He had asked how many foreign
workers had been found housed in
inappropriate accommodation in
the last two years, and if the MOM
would consider stiffer penalties for
errant employers.

Currently, employers may be
fined up to $5,000 or jailed up to
six months or both, for each
worker found to be housed in
unacceptable accommodation.

Mr Tharman, who is also the
Manpower Minister, said the MOM
would press for stiffer penalties
against repeatedly errant
employers.

Upgrading courses
OVER 40,000 professionals,
managers, executives and
technicians have been trained
under the Skills Training for
Excellence Programme (Step) since
its introduction in March.

There are more than 400
courses available, ranging from
modular workshops and courses to
full qualification programmes.

Deputy Prime Minister Tharman
Shanmugaratnam, who is also the
Minister for Manpower, was
responding to Mr Patrick Tay (Nee
Soon GRC).

A total of 340 Step scholarships
for Singaporeans valued at
approximately $12 million have
been set aside for nine sectors,
including aerospace, construction,
health care, retail and tourism.

Working and studying
CURRENTLY, about 41,000
Singapore citizens and permanent
residents pursue undergraduate
degrees at private universities and
private education institutions in
Singapore.

About two-thirds of these
individuals are enrolled in
part-time programmes, such as
those at private universities such
as SIM University (UniSIM).

This suggests that many of the
students are working adults who
are upgrading their knowledge and
skills, said Minister for Education
Heng Swee Keat yesterday in a
written reply to Non-Constituency
MP Yee Jenn Jong.

He had asked for the number of
Singaporeans pursuing
undergraduate courses at private
universities.

The MOE defines private
universities as institutions with the
right to award degrees in
Singapore, namely UniSIM and the
Foreign University Branch
Campuses, such as Insead, which
was brought in under the Economic
Development Board’s Global
Schoolhouse Initiative.

Private education institutions
offer external undergraduate
degree programmes in
collaboration with their overseas
university partners.

YOUTH here sincerely believe that Singa-
pore can be a better place and want a fair-
er society, Ms Tin Pei Ling (Marine Pa-
rade GRC) said yesterday.

And while she defended their “loud
and sometimes strident” remarks on the
Internet as showing they genuinely care
about Singapore’s future, she also urged
them to do more for the elderly.

Ms Tin, 27, is the People’s Action Par-
ty’s youngest backbencher and was one
of the most talked about and scrutinised
candidates in the May general election, es-
pecially online.

In her first speech in the new Parlia-
ment, she made it clear that young Singa-

poreans were not the over-idealistic, criti-
cal and ungrateful lot that some have
made them out to be: “We understand
our forefathers have made many sacrific-
es... We know the challenges of our geo-
political circumstances and we do not for-
get the lessons of our history.”

“But we also sincerely believe that Sin-
gapore can be better,” she added, citing
the hopes that the young have for Singa-
pore to be a fairer and more inclusive
place, with opportunities for all.

Weighing in on the debate on how Sin-
gaporeans consume political content on
the Internet, Ms Tin said: “The Govern-
ment and society need not over-react to

the loud and sometimes strident debate,
especially over the Internet. Robust de-
bate or even disagreement on issues
shows that young people are genuinely
concerned about the future of Singapore.

“We should let things take their natu-
ral course. Young people will gradually
figure out for ourselves the way forward,
by trying out new ideas and working out
which sacred cows can be slayed, and ulti-
mately pushing the boundaries of what
Singapore can achieve.”

Ms Tin also spoke about the need to
provide job opportunities for older work-
ers and highlighted the burden of
health-care costs on the elderly poor.

She suggested that the Government
provide free basic public health care to
elderly Singaporeans, and better commu-
nicate the financial aid schemes available.

Singaporeans should reconsider what
social compact they want, she said.

Ms Tin also said that while the princi-
ples of self-reliance and the value of fami-
ly support remain cornerstones of society
here, the younger generation of Singapo-
reans must be willing to support the older
generation: “We must be fair to those
who have contributed and just in caring
for those who need more help.”

CAI HAOXIANG

“OUR youth have a strong sense of
social justice and will stand up for those
whom they feel have been
disadvantaged.

There are several youth volunteers in
my constituency who feel passionately
about helping families in rental blocks in
the estate. Although they have been
informed that the Residents’ Committee
of the area is working closely with needy
residents in these blocks to extend the
necessary assistance, through their own
house visits, these youth felt that the
residents need more help.

They are now organising a free
medical health check for the residents so
that those who require further medical
attention can be referred to the relevant
agencies for proper follow-up.

On top of that, they are starting a
reading programme for preschool
children from these families, where for
an hour each week, they will be reading
to and with the children to hone their

reading skills before they start primary
school. I strongly support their
initiative.

The perception of social justice is
from both experience and information
obtained – be it observed, heard or read.

Hence, it is essential for the
Government to share relevant
information with our youth to help them
understand current situations, policies
and initiatives.

The widespread use of the World
Wide Web and social media by youth
somehow points to these as the main
sources of information for them.

As the President has mentioned, and
as we have heard these past few days
here in Parliament, we recognise there is
substantial misinformation in the Web
and on social media platforms.

If left ignored and little is done to
disseminate accurate information, this
may lead to the wrong perceptions being
formed by our youth.”

Call to help them stay in
workforce as they are
often expected to quit
careers to have families
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SHARE INFO TO HELP YOUTH UNDERSTAND POLICIES: INTAN

Ang Mo Kio GRC MP Intan Azura Mokhtar (above), on the importance of engaging youth
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NEW SCHOOLS
Two specialised
secondary schools for
Normal (Technical)
students will be set up
from 2013. They will
focus on helping
youngsters who learn
best through practical,
hands-on activities.

A “whole-school
approach” will be taken
to prepare students for
studies in ITE, or for
employment.
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