
Fabian Koh 

Some nurses in Tan Tock Seng Hos-
pital  are  doing  jobs  that  doctors  
used to do. 

Due to a redesign in work pro-
cesses, the hospital set up the Med-
ical Ambulatory Centre (MAC), in 
which nurses handle non-surgical 
procedures, , such as blood transfu-
sions, that were traditionally done 
by doctors.

The MAC, which started in 2015 
and has 33 beds, lets patients un-
dergo procedures within a day that 
would typically take longer.

In the past, someone requiring a 
blood transfusion would go in on 
one day to get blood tests done, get 
the transfusion done on the second 
day and stay another day for tests 
and observation.

Associate  Professor  Alan  Ng,  
head  of  the  MAC  project,  said:  
“That’s fine, if you have a lot of beds 
in the system. Maybe 10 or 20 years 

ago it wasn’t so bad as the ageing 
population wasn’t so big.”

This redesign, with nurses com-
ing  in  to  shorten  the  process,  
worked well to meet the hospital’s 
need to optimise bed space.

Because nurses can be trained to 
carry out such non-surgical proce-
dures, doctors are freed up for other 
more urgent cases, said Dr Ng.

This redesign in work processes 
was an example raised by Mr Tan 
Pheng Hock, chairman of the De-

sign Education Review Committee 
(DERC), to show the evolved role 
design can play.  “In the past,  we 
thought of design more from an aes-
thetic point of view. How do you 
shape  it,  and  how  to  make  nice,  
smooth curves,” he said.

However, the role of design has 
evolved, said Mr Tan, with compa-
nies seeing the capability as a com-
petitive advantage if they can think 
of the needs of consumers and cre-
ate products that cater to them. 

Designers’  skills  these days are  
multi-disciplinary, he said, and no 
longer just  in  conventional  fields  
such as fashion and architecture.

The 13-member DERC comes un-
der the DesignSingapore Council, a 
division of the Ministry of Communi-
cations and Information, which was 
set up in 2003 to promote design.

The committee was set up as part 
of  the  Design  2025  masterplan,  
launched in March 2016, and aims 

to make design a key skill in Singa-
pore to give the country a socio-eco-
nomic boost. It was convened last 
March and started working last Au-
gust.  The  committee  will  look  at  
how to meet a recommendation in 
the masterplan – to have the Insti-
tutes of Technical Education, poly-
technics and universities create de-
signers who are ready to enter vari-
ous industries.

The DERC will deliver a report in 
August, with recommendations on 
embedding and strengthening de-
sign education in these institutions.

Mr Tan, 60, said that design think-
ing is more crucial than just the hard-
core technical skills and know-how.

The endgame for design is the cus-
tomer, so designers have to think 
from their perspective and under-
stand them to meet their needs.

Mr Tan said those with design ca-
pabilities  will  make  themselves  
more employable in many indus-

tries, such as healthcare, banks, IT 
and the civil service.

Design thinking is important in 
this age of disruption, and design-
ers  can  transform  industries  to  
meet the consumers’ needs.

Said  Mr  Tan:  “We  want  every-
body to be able to understand the 
importance of design, that in time 
to come, it’s going to be a core skill 
wherever you go.”

Some plans being discussed in-
clude letting industry players give 
input on design curricula or enhanc-
ing internship models.

These would lead to students hav-
ing skills that match industry needs 
more closely,  making them more  
employable, said Mr Tan.

The institutes of higher learning 
have a  seat  on the committee to 
share their perspectives from the 
supply side.
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Mr Tan Pheng Hock, chairman of the Design Education Review Committee, said the role of design has evolved, with companies seeing the capability as a competitive 
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For many teenagers, Jan 12 was a 
turning point that marked the end of 
secondary school education.

The release of the O-level 
examination results is something 
most people in Singapore are 
familiar with. 

Although scoring well is 
important, there is something far 
more valuable when a student fails, 
as it takes courage and tenacity to 
navigate the challenges ahead.

As Assistant Professor Johannes 
Haushofer at Princeton University 
puts it, failing is as important as 
succeeding. 

The psychology professor 
published a CV of Failures online to 
make public his “invisible failures”. 
In it, he explains: “Most of what I 
try fails, but these failures are often 
invisible, while the successes are 
visible. I have noticed that this 
sometimes gives others the 
impression that most things work 
out for me.”

He then details the degree 
programmes he did not get into 
from 1999 and the academic 
positions and funding he failed to 
secure. In an update in 2016, he 
notes that the CV of Failures “has 
received way more attention than 
my entire body of academic work”.

In Singapore, most students 
consider failure a taboo topic. But 
for me, failure was the spark in my 
academic journey.

Many of us remember doing 
badly in a particular subject in 
school. For me, it was biology. 
Although my teacher, Ms Chen Li 
Yan, tried to help, I had resolved to 
give up because I continued to 
stumble.

I refused to be attentive in class 
and this resulted in me failing the 
subject in the preliminary exams. I 
remember telling Ms Chen that I 
wanted to give up, but she 
recognised it as a cry for help and 
spent many hours helping me.

That experience taught me that 
failing, if taken wrongly, 
discourages and creates a sense of 
fear and uncertainty. I recall how 
the harder I struggled, the bigger 
each failure seemed. The failures 
could have eaten away at my 
self-confidence and affected my 
other subjects, if not for Ms Chen.

Now, as a teacher-to-be, I have 
made it a personal mission to apply 
the lessons I learnt when it comes to 
failure and help every student to see 
his own potential.

Despite my academic struggles, I 
received a scholarship to pursue a 
bachelor’s degree in science, a 
discipline in which I once failed 
regularly. It is a testament to how 
the torch of learning can be 
sparked by failures.

For every struggling student, 
there is a priceless lesson waiting 
to be learnt. It is also what my 
National Institute of Education 
(NIE) professors have instilled in 
me: It is important to recognise 
that every child learns differently.

Every fall helps us remember how 

to get up. In teaching, it is important 
to show students how failures can 
take them closer to succeeding in 
life. And that means being aware of 
other doors that open and 
opportunities that come along. 

I can gauge my performance as a 
teacher from my students’ response. 
Just like my mentors at NIE and of 
course, Ms Chen.

As Dr Joseph Yeo from NIE’s 
Mathematics and Mathematics 
Education Academic Group often 
remind student teachers: “We don’t 
teach maths; we teach students.”

The students should be an 
inspiration and a constant 
reminder of the goals we set for 
ourselves as educators – to be 
thoughtful, to provoke learning and 
to groom the next generation.

And to enhance the spirit of 
enterprise with the courage to try, 
never mind the failures.

“Enterprise is in our blood and 
DNA,” said Mr Ong Ye Kung, 
Minister for Education (Higher 
Education and Skills).

Mr Ng Chee Meng, Minister for 
Education (Schools) went further: 
“To cultivate this entrepreneurial 
dare, we need to infuse it into our 
students’ education journey, to 
create an environment where 
trying is encouraged and failing is 
accepted as a step towards success 
and as part of our overall learning.”

But it is not just about developing 
21st-century competencies such as 
collaboration and communication 
skills, critical and creative thinking, 
and cross-cultural awareness. 
Helping students emerge as better 
citizens and useful contributing 
members of society is just as 
important. As teachers, we also need 
to impart values like compassion, 
resilience and empathy.

With the new school year in full 
swing, let it be not just about 
academics but also educating the 
heart, because life will dish out its 
fair share of setbacks.
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• Aaron Lim is currently pursuing 
a Master of Science at Imperial 
College London.

Committee aims to show how design can, in 
the age of disruption, transform industries 
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IMPORTANT SKILL

We want everybody 
to be able to 
understand the 
importance of design, 
that in time to come, 
it’s going to be a core 
skill wherever you go.

’’MR TAN PHENG HOCK, chairman of the 
Design Education Review Committee, on 
how the role of design is evolving.

Designed
to boost 
design 
education

Every fall helps us 
remember how to get up. 
In teaching, it is important 
to show students how 
failures can take them 
closer to succeeding in life.
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