
By AMELIA TAN

GETTING small and medium-
sized enterprises (SMEs) to intro-
duce flexible work arrangements
is an uphill battle, despite govern-
ment efforts at encouraging com-
panies to introduce family friend-
ly work practices.

Working from home, in particu-
lar, is out of the question because
being in the office is the only way
these bosses know how to get
work done, said Mr Chan Chong
Beng, president of the Association
of Small and Medium Enterprises.

While many are familiar with
e-mail and other online communi-
cation tools, they do not see them
as aids that stay-at-home work-
ers can use to report on work
progress.

Also, most SMEs do not have
standard operating procedures
(SOP) for working from home,

said Mr Chan yesterday, on what
is possibly the biggest obstacle
standing in the way of making
work-life balance a way of life in
Singapore.

On Sunday, during the Nation-
al Day Rally, Prime Minister Lee
Hsien Loong had called on employ-
ers to ensure work-life balance to
help workers better balance the re-
sponsibilities of work and parent-
hood. SMEs play a crucial role in
this effort as they employ about
70 per cent of Singapore’s 3.2 mil-
lion workforce.

While changing mindsets will
take time, employer groups and
unionists interviewed yesterday
believe subsidies to defray the
cost of setting up flexible work ar-
rangements and courses to edu-
cate bosses on their benefits can
go some way in coaxing them to
heed the PM’s call.

Other forces of change would

be to expand the Government’s ex-
isting pro-family initiatives like
the Work Life Unit.

It was set up in 2000 by the
then Ministry of Community De-
velopment and Sports to run train-
ing programmes and consultancy
services for businesses to create
pro-family work environments.

Another is a $3 million fund
started in 2007 by the Manpower
Ministry and Workforce Develop-
ment Agency to help employers
cover the cost of hiring workers
on part-time or flexible work ar-
rangements. In 2009, it received
additional funding of $3 million.

While new government initia-
tives to help SMEs change are al-
ways welcomed, labour leader
Cham Hui Fong believes a pivotal
factor is the action taken at the
top. “Change must start with the
CEO, then senior and middle man-
agement must practise it. And

then workers will feel confident
enough to place family first when
they need to,” said Ms Cham, a
mother of two, who is assistant
secretary-general of the National

Trades Union Congress.
She noted: “Aspiration to excel

is high in most young people. Of-
fice hours may end at 7pm but
when everyone is staying late, do

you think you will go home?”
The importance of face-time in

many companies permeates into
other areas like compensation,
said Singapore National Employ-
ers Federation executive director
Koh Juan Kiat.

“Employees are unlikely to re-
quest flexibility because there is a
perception that this will impact
on their rewards,” he said.

But as more workers ask for
flexible work arrangements, SMEs
will be forced to change, said hu-
man resource experts.

Said management consultant
Oliver Foo, 48, father of two
young children: “Maybe some em-
ployers are not aware of what
technology can do. With collabora-
tive technology, people can log on
and have meetings even from
home.”
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By PHUA MEI PIN and
JENNANI DURAI

PARENTS, would-be parents and
employers have welcomed the
idea of making paternity leave
compulsory – at least in principle.

They support the idea of giving
new fathers time off, saying this
will not only help mothers, but al-
so send society a strong signal
that fathers are responsible for
taking care of the family too.

But they worry about what
form this leave will take – such as
whether mums will have to share
their maternity leave – and how it
might affect the workplace.

“The Government is no longer
just throwing money at the
problem. Giving fathers leave... is
responding to what people actual-
ly need to have families,” said Mr
Yeo Puay Khoon, 35, an architect
whose wife is expecting their first
child.

His was a typical response
from parents to some of the
pro-family measures that Prime
Minister Lee Hsien Loong said
would be considered.

While the list included other
likely measures, such as promot-
ing work-life balance and housing
priority for couples with children,
paternity leave in particular
struck a chord with many.

Mothers interviewed were cer-
tainly all for the idea. Ms Chan
Hui Yuh, 35, believed it would lev-
el the playing field between men
and women workers.

“It takes away the stigma of
maternity leave for women,” said

the director in a construction firm
who delivered her second child
last week.

Groups like the National Fami-
ly Council and fathers’ group
Dads Amazing also cheered the
prospect. Dads Amazing chairman
Husain Khan Ali said: “Having the
dad closely involved will go a long
way towards helping the child de-
velop in the early years.”

But questions remain over how
it will work in practice.

Experts, parents and family
groups are asking for durations
ranging from one week to two
months and divided on whether it
should be taken from the existing
maternity leave of four months.

PM Lee had raised the possibili-
ties in his speech, saying: “Either
you give some to the husband or
you make some of the maternity
leave convertible.”

But new mother Cheryl Lim,
29, is against the latter for fear of
losing bonding time with her
two-month-old infant.

But if the four months had to
be shared, she said, “it might be
workable only if the Government
leaves it up to the husband and
wife to work out together how to
share the leave”.

Another first-time mother,
Mrs Phyllis Chng-Yee, 32, won-
dered whether self-employed fa-
thers would miss out. “If the pa-
ternity leave can be extended to
contract workers in some way, if
they can claim the days’ wages
from an agency, that would be
very helpful,” she said.

Employers, meanwhile, are

worried about the manpower
shortages that compulsory paterni-
ty leave could create in smaller
companies and in male-dominat-
ed industries.

The managing director of re-
cruitment consultancy Robert
Walters, Ms Andrea Ross, said:
“The changing of mindsets will
still be the greatest challenge.”

The Singapore National Em-
ployers Federation reiterated its
stand that paternal leave should
not be mandated and noted that
many firms already gave fathers
time off for their newborns.

Its executive director Koh Juan
Kiat said: “Paternity leave for a
short duration... is an industry
practice. We would prefer that
companies be incentivised to offer
it to complement their other leave
schemes.”

Still, employers were overall
supportive of the measures, ob-
serving that paternity leave can
bring benefits to the company.
Some suggested allowing new
dads to take a few days of leave at
a time – instead of a long period –
to help companies adjust.

Ms Pauline Sim, human re-
sources senior manager for off-
shore drilling firm Jasper Off-
shore, said paternity leave would
ultimately make employees happi-
er and more productive – and
help bosses retain talent.

She added that in terms of hir-
ing practices, “it will definitely
make employers less likely to dis-
criminate against women”.
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More time to spend with family, thanks to flexi-time at work

PARENTS who want to stimulate
their children’s brain develop-
ment often focus on things like
early reading, flashcards and lan-
guage tapes. But a growing body
of research suggests that playing
certain kinds of childhood games
may be the best way to increase a
child’s ability to do well in school.

Variations on games like Freeze
Tag and Simon Says require rela-
tively high levels of executive
function, testing a child’s ability
to pay attention, remember rules
and exhibit self-control
– qualities that also predict aca-
demic success.

“Play is one of the most cogni-
tively stimulating things a child
can do,” says Dr Megan McClel-
land, an early-childhood-develop-
ment researcher at Oregon State
University who has led much of
the research.

The key to games education is
to start with a simple game and
add increasingly complicated
rules.

For instance, Oregon research-
ers have developed a game called
Head-to-Toes, which they use to
assess pre-school children’s
development. Initially, the child
copies the teacher’s movements,
touching her head or toes. But
later, the child is expected to do
the opposite, touching her toes
when the teacher touches her
head.

While the game may sound sim-
ple, it actually requires a high lev-

el of cognitive function for a
pre-schooler, including focus and
attention, working memory to re-
member rules, mental flexibility
(to do the opposite) and self-con-
trol.

“We tend to equate learning
with the content of learning, with
what information children have,
rather than the how of learning,”
says Ms Ellen Galinsky, a child-de-
velopment researcher and author
of Mind In The Making: The Sev-
en Essential Life Skills Every
Child Needs.

“But focusing on the how of
learning, on executive functions,
gives you the skills to learn new in-
formation, which is why they
tend to be so predictive of
long-term success.”

Research shows that children
who develop focus and self-con-
trol early in life have better aca-
demic achievement in the long
term.

One study of 814 children be-
tween ages three and six shows
that children who do well in Si-
mon Says-like games do better in
maths and reading.

A smaller study of 65
pre-school children found that
those who started the school year
with low levels of self-control
showed improvement after play-
ing games in class, including a
version of Red Light, Green Light.
For the full article, go to
http://well.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/08/
23/simon-says-dont-use-flashcards/

FOR two years, IT analyst
Rachel Yong worked from
home as she raised her
triplets.

They were born
prematurely at seven months
in 2005, and today, the trio –
Ong Jing, Ong Yu and Ong
Hong En – are Primary 1
pupils at Chua Chu Kang
Primary.

Though Madam Yong, 42,
now goes to the office to
work, she still enjoys an
unusual work arrangement.

At UBS, the bank that has
been her employer
for the last 12 years, she
starts work at 7.30am, an
hour earlier than her
colleagues, and leaves by
4.30pm. The flexi-time
allows her to fetch her

children home from school
around 6pm and spend time
with them over dinner and in
the gardens of their condo-
minium in Choa Chu Kang.

“I would not have been
able to juggle work and
parenthood without the
support of my bosses and
colleagues,” said Madam
Yong, whose husband Ong
Pang Hup, 45, is a manager in
a semi-conductor
manufacturing company.

She said she turned down
two promotions to be a team
leader at the bank, to spend
more time with her family.

“My boss respected my
decision and supported me.
That meant a lot to me,” she
added.
AMELIA TAN

Madam Yong’s work arrangement at UBS allows her to fetch her triplets (from left)
Ong Hong En, Ong Jing and Ong Yu home from school around 6pm and spend time
with them over dinner and in the gardens of their condo. ST PHOTO: LAU FOOK KONG

By KEZIA TOH

PRIME Minister Lee Hsien Loong
said he is glad many parents and
educators shared his view that
pre-schoolers should be allowed
to play, and learn through play.

In a Facebook post yesterday,
he wrote: “We should not force
feed our kids, and turn pre-school
into a prep course for Primary
One.

“I am glad that many parents
and educators have agreed with
me.”

He noted that his phrase “no
homework is not a bad thing” was
re-tweeted the most from his
Twitter account – “maybe by pu-
pils”, he quipped.

In his post, he cited a New
York Times column pointing to re-
search which suggests that play-
ing certain kinds of childhood
games may be the best way to in-
crease a child’s ability to do well
in school.

“This article gives an idea why
this is so, and describes how chil-
dren will gain much more (educa-
tionally) through playing games

and fun activities, than through
drills and rote learning,” he
wrote.

His post attracted more than
100 comments in three hours.

This comes two days after he
said in his National Day Rally
speech that hothousing
pre-schoolers can lead to unhap-
py childhoods.

Citing research by child devel-
opment experts, he warned
against sending kindergarten-age
children to tuition, as it can lead
to “over-teaching”.

Some who responded to Mr
Lee’s Facebook post yesterday ap-
plauded his public effort to damp-
en academic pressure on
pre-schoolers – acknowledging
that their children should enjoy
the learning process.

Other commenters have sug-
gested that the idea be grounded
in reality.

One pointed out that without
changes in the mainstream educa-
tion to lessen the emphasis on
grades rather than learning for the
sake of gaining knowledge, “par-
ents have no choice but to contin-
ue to have the kiasu attitude and
stress the kids out”.

Others have suggested setting
aside play days once a term for
children to get out of the class-
room or bring their favourite toys
in to play, or weekly no-home-
work days. Some cautioned
against making play too struc-
tured, such that it becomes anoth-
er option for parents looking to en-
rol their pre-schoolers in enrich-
ment classes.

Local experts interviewed de-
scribed PM’s comments as “good
and timely”.

Dr Nirmala Karuppiah, an early
childhood lecturer from the Na-
tional Institute of Education, said
research shows that children aged
six and under construct
knowledge by interacting with ob-
jects and people in their environ-
ment.

A play-based curriculum
would be “preferred” over an
academic one for young children,
she said, as “the early years
should be a time for young
children to imagine, discover and
create”.

Learning through games, as
suggested in the New York Times
blog post, helps children at a
stage when they are trying to
associate words with their mean-
ings, said psychologist Daniel Koh
of private practice Insights Mind
Centre.

He added: “It is especially good
for children who are easily
distracted or weaker in language
development, for example, be-
cause moving physically can
reinforce the learning.”
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Groups like Dads Amazing, which organises father-child bonding events like this sleepover at Sentosa’s Underwater World,
are all for paternity leave but questions remain over how it will work. PHOTO: COURTESY OF JARED CHEE OF DADS AMAZING

Paternity leave: Cheers and concern

SETTING THE EXAMPLE

Change must start with the CEO, then
senior and middle management must
practise it. And then workers will feel
confident enough to place family first when
they need to.
– Ms Cham Hui Fong, a mother of two, who is assistant secretary-general
of the National Trades Union Congress

 

In his latest Facebook post, Prime Minister Lee
Hsien Loong cited New York Times column
Simon Says Don’t Use Flashcards on how
children can learn through playing. At the Rally,
he had urged parents not to over-educate their
children. This is an excerpt:

Many firms lack necessary mindset
or set-up, says SME group president

Games may be best way
to stimulate kids’ brains

Flexi-work:
‘Tough to
get SMEs
on board’

PM ‘glad’ many share his
view on play for children
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