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T
HEY are the unsung heroes of modern
Singapore – cleaning homes, cooking
meals, looking after the elderly and
tending to babies all in the space of a
day. Now, it seems, foreign domestic

workers have another task on their crowded plate:
Imparting values.

Results of a recent sample survey conducted by
the Singapore Press Holdings’ Research, Analysis
and Planning Department found that a sizeable 11.5
per cent of respondents felt that maids were partly
responsible for the character education of children.

The bulk of respondents who held this opinion
were people in their 30s and 40s, while those aged
15 to 29 years were least receptive to this idea.

Observers say this could simply be a reflection of
the harried reality of young parents, who have their
nose to the grindstone for the most part of the day.

National Institute of Education assistant profes-
sor Caroline Koh says: “People in their 30s and 40s
are more likely to be in the workforce or well into
their careers, and thus in need of domestic help.”

But the finding has raised the question of whe-
ther Singaporeans expect too much of their maids,
often young women from rural parts of South-east
Asia who come here to improve their own lives.

Indonesian domestic worker Ristanti Ningrum,
28, feels it is “not a fair” expectation. “Everybody
has different values. That makes our expectations
for our children different,” says the single woman.

One of her previous employers had two young
girls who routinely shouted instructions at her.

“This was disrespectful to older people. So I told
them, ‘Don’t shout; talk to me nicely.’ Their moth-
er said, ‘Let them be. They sometimes shout at me
too.’” She complied. “I didn’t like how they taught
their children, but I’m an employee. These are their
children, not mine.”

The president of the Association of Employment
Agencies (Singapore), Ms K. Jayaprema, expects par-
ents to set the tone.

“It is the parents’ responsibility to tell helpers
what is expected of their children, like saying thank
you to the helper when they get their meals, or pick-
ing something up if they had dropped it.”

Still, the seven maids interviewed by The Straits
Times all said they felt obligated to school their
charges in universal virtues like honesty, kindness
and forgiveness. Their reason is simple: They spend
more time with the children than their parents do.

Filipina Relin Caralde Lazaro, 32, for example,
looks after an eight-year-old child who sees his par-
ents for at most two hours on weekdays.

“I teach him to respect old people, give up his
seat on the bus to them... I teach him how to apolo-
gise to other people if he hurts them. It’s my respon-
sibility, because the kid is growing up with me.”

But domestic workers noted that this was only
possible if they were empowered to do so. Some em-
ployers, they said, are quick to threaten the sack at
any sign of misdemeanour. The maids in turn are
wary of taking badly behaved charges to task, for
fear of triggering complaints from the children.

Ms Ristanti says: “Some of my friends allow the
children to do whatever they want, as long as they
are happy and don’t create trouble for them.”

Maids who have good experiences bringing up
children say it is possible only with their employ-
ers’ support. Take Ms Edita Rivera, 47, who has
worked with beautician Amanda Foo for more than
20 years and is called “Auntie” by her two children.

The two children are in their 20s now. When
they were younger, Ms Edita would call Ms Foo if
she had any problems disciplining the children –
even if the latter was busy at work.

Ms Foo, 54, says: “I would tell them on the
phone, ‘You’d better listen to Auntie.’”

Finally, as the old saying goes, values are
“caught”, not taught. Domestic workers point out
that it would be impossible to teach children to be
respectful if parents lorded over the maid at home.

For this reason, retail trainer Chan Tien Chong,
44, insists that his two children address their do-
mestic worker Wiwik Wijayanti as jie jie (which
means sister in Mandarin).

Small and big gestures matter. Indonesian maid
Anandha Nurul Hidayah, 26, praises her employers
for never scolding her in front of their children if
she does something wrong.

“They did that once,” she says. “But I told them,
if you do that, your children won’t respect me
when I try to discipline them.”

It never happened again. In return, Ms Anandha
tries to reciprocate by modelling good behaviour in
front of the children.

“I’m not an angel. I get angry and lose my pa-
tience. But I’m afraid the children will learn that
from me... so I don’t show my temper in front of
them.”
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‘family’ portrait: Ms Edita Rivera (seated) has been taking care of Ms Foo’s (standing, right) two children Samantha, 23, and Marcus, 22, for over 20 years.
The children call her “Auntie”. Completing the portrait is one of the family’s three dogs, a nine-year-old Jack Russell terrier called Bounty. ST PHOTO: DESMOND FOO

CHARACTEr EDUCATION

It’s a maid’s
job too,
some say

Maids’ role in character 
education: Strongest 
support from those 
in their 30s

50 years and above

40-49 years

30-39 years 

15-29 years 

Per centAge of respondents

10

14

16

9 

saturdayL values we value
 

THE STRAITS TIMES SATURDAY, MARCH 3 2012 PAGE D4

alwgoh
Rectangle

alwgoh
Text Box




