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The number of male teachers in
Singapore’s pre-schools has almost
doubled over the past five years
amid an expansion of the early
childhood sector.
There were 245 male pre-school

teachers in January 2024, up from
130 in 2019, said the Early Child-
hood Development Agency (EC-
DA) in response to queries, adding
that it will continue efforts to at-
tract talent – both men and wom-
en – into the sector.
Ms Thian Ai Ling, general man-

ager at pre-school operator My
First Skool, said male teachers are
an important source of manpower
for the early childhood sector.
“Encouraging men to pursue ca-

reers in early childhood education
promotes the idea that teaching
young children is a valuable and
rewarding career for anyone, re-
gardless of gender,” she said, add-
ing that male teachers challenge
traditional gender stereotypes.
“By seeingmen in nurturing and

educational roles, children learn
that caregiving, empathy and
teaching are not gender-specific
qualities.”
Ms Thian said that apart from

bringing different perspectives,
experiences and teaching styles
that complement those of female
teachers, male teachers can be
positive role models, especially for
children who may not have strong
male figures in their lives.
“This can be particularly im-

pactful in fostering a sense of se-
curity, confidence and well-being
among children,” she added.
Still, teachers like Mr Muham-

mad Syahmi Supian and Mr Mat-
thew Jason Tjong are a rare breed,
as male pre-school teachers make
up less than 1per cent of the whole
fraternity.
Growing up as one of the older

cousins in his family, Mr Syahmi,
24, was always surrounded by

young children.
“I was always tasked to babysit

and take care of them because of
the huge age gap. So being able to
work well with young children,
and as a people-oriented person, I
decided to pursue this in polytech-
nic,” said Mr Syahmi, who gradu-
ated fromNgeeAnnPolytechnic in
2019 with a diploma in early child-
hood education.
Hewas one of 10males in the co-

hort of 200 students enrolled in
his course.
He joined the sector in 2021, and

is now a Kindergarten 2 English
language teacher at My First
Skool at 187 Marsiling Road. He is
one of 40 male educators across
159 My First Skool centres.
As the only male teacher at his

pre-school, Mr Syahmi feels that
he is able to share personal and
unique experiences with the chil-
dren there.
“I joined the industry after na-

tional service, so for events like To-
tal Defence Day, I can share my
first-hand experiences with the
class,” he said.
He has also grown in confidence

since he joined the profession.
“When I first had to sing songs

and dance with the children, I was
very shy. But the children don’t

judge you. They helped me to be
more confident and outgoing.”
Many people think that being a

pre-school teacher is a simple job,
he added. “They think we just
teach them ABCs, 123, counting
and spelling. But what they don’t
see is the amount of background
work, like planning for lessons,
and putting thought into themate-
rials for the lessons with pre-
schoolers.”
Mr Syahmi, who hopes to stay in

this profession for a long time, re-
counted an incident when a child
showed him concern when his
voice became hoarse.
“He came up tome and asked if I

was okay a few times throughout
the day. Then the next day, he gave
me a sweet, and said it was to help
with my voice.
“We always teach them to be

nice and care for others, but you
don’t get to see it play out first-
hand in class. But through his ac-
tions, I could see that I had an im-
pact on him, and I hope to have
more of these rewarding mo-
ments.”
During a church mission trip to

Chiang Rai, Thailand, in 2015, Mr
Tjong, 24, got his first experience
teaching young children basic En-
glish in a village school.

He recalled seeing a student cry
after being moved by a story he
was reading to them.
“A few of his friends came up to

comfort him. I was only 15 then,
but it has been imprinted in my
mind ever since. Itwas a ‘wow’mo-
ment, seeing how children are able
to interact and lean on each other.”
Inspired by that incident, Mr

Tjong went on to study child psy-
chology at Ngee Ann Polytechnic
from 2017 to 2020, and is now an
early childhood educator at Little
Seeds Preschool in Dover.
“Teaching in a pre-school has

been extremely rewarding. Firstly,
they are very adorable. I find it cute
when they ask questions, and we
have meaningful conversations
about all sorts of topics.”
Like Mr Syahmi, Mr Tjong is the

only male teacher at his centre,
and is one of five male teachers
across the 16 Little Seeds pre-
schools.
Men are very much needed in

the sector, he said. “I think having
a male figure, in a sense like a fa-
ther figure, is very important in ev-
ery child’s life. Butwithout interest
and a love for children, it’ll be very
hard to stay in the sector.”
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Mr Matthew Jason Tjong showing children how shapes and objects can be transformed at Little Seeds Preschool. Male
pre-school teachers make up less than 1 per cent of the whole fraternity. PHOTO: LITTLE SEEDS PRESCHOOL
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was to be held in trust for the family
of Madam Ho’s sister Ho Tat Noor,
who is Mr Wong’s mother.
The suit claimed that the transfer

should be invalidated, asMadamHo
did not intend to give the property
to Ms Chan within her lifetime. It
did not seek to invalidate the will.
The defendants argued that Mad-

am Ho had always intended to give
the property to her sister’s family.
In November 2023, a High Court

judge concluded that when Madam
Ho signed the transfer document,
she had mistakenly believed that
she was bequeathing the property
toMsWong, anddidnot understand
it meant she would lose ownership
of the property during her lifetime.
Justice Aedit Abdullah ordered

the cancellation of the registration
of the transfer as well as the rectifi-
cation of the land register to reflect
Madam Ho as the property owner.
The judge also ordered Madam

Chan and Ms Wong to pay Madam
Ho$360,000 tocoverher legal costs
and $123,019.17 in disbursements.
Madam Chan and Ms Wong then

appealed. The Appellate Division of
the High Court dismissed the ap-
peal and ordered the defendants to
pay a further $52,000 in costs to
Madam Ho.
In its written grounds, the court

said it had doubts whether Mr Liew
had properly taken Madam Ho’s in-
structions in relation to the will and
the transfer. Madam Chan was the
onewho contactedMr Liew’s office,
the court noted.
Mr Liew then purportedly spoke

toMadamHoon thephone in amix-
tureofCantonese andMandarin.He
later prepared a draft will, which
Madam Chan collected from his of-
fice.
Mr Liew was then told by his sec-

retary that Madam Ho had ap-
proved thedraft.Hedidnot confirm
this with Madam Ho in person or
over the phone.
OnDec 2, 2016,MrLiewmetMad-

am Ho near the flower shop where
she worked. He said he went
through the documents with her
before she signed them. There was
no attendance note of this meeting.
The court said at no point in time

did Mr Liew ascertain with Madam
Ho whether she had other relatives
and why she was giving the proper-
ty only to Ms Wong.
“Neither did he advise her on the

prudence of such a course of action
and the likelihood or possibility that
it might invite litigation from other
relatives,” said the court.

An 84-year-old woman who signed
away an Emerald Hill shophouse to
her grandniece eight years ago has
won a court battle to cancel the
transfer and regain ownership of
the property.
The shophouse, estimated to be

worth up to $7.8 million, is the only
propertyMadamHoDatKhoonhas
in her name.
The Appellate Division of the

High Court, which ruled in Madam
Ho’s favour, has also expressed con-
cern over the conduct of the lawyer
who had acted for her in 2016.
The court has referred the con-

duct of Mr David Liew to the Law
Society of Singapore, for an inquiry
into whether he had acted in Mad-
am Ho’s best interest in the entire
process leading to the transfer.
In written grounds of decision on

Aug 28, the court said: “We were of
the view that the plaintiff did not
understand the nature and effect of
the transfer. In particular,MrLiew’s
conduct in acting for the plaintiff
caused us concern as towhetherMr
Liew had acted in the best interest
of the plaintiff.”
The court comprised Justices

Woo Bih Li, Kannan Ramesh and
Philip Jeyaretnam.
The shophousewas purchased by

Madam Ho’s father, Mr Ho Kwang
Ming, and registered in her name in
1970.MrHodied that year at the age
of 71. He had five other children
apart from Madam Ho.
On Dec 2, 2016, when Madam Ho

was 76 years old, she signed a will
leaving the shophouse toher grand-
niece, Ms Wong Cai Juan. On the
same day, Madam Ho also signed a
document to transfer the property
toMsWong. The transferwas regis-
tered in 2017.
MsWong is the daughter of Mad-

am Ho’s nephew, Mr Alan Wong,
and his wife, Madam Chan Wai
Leen. Mr Alan Wong’s mother was
Madam Ho’s sister. He died in 2015.
OnApril 30, 2020, twochildrenof

another of Madam Ho’s siblings
were granted power of attorney to
act on her behalf. Mr Ho Chiuen
Sheey and Ms Nicola Ho – whose
father was Madam Ho’s brother –
were given powers to take legal ac-
tion in relation to the property.
A High Court suit was filed on

Nov 13, 2020, against Madam Chan
and Ms Wong.
The defendants had argued that

the property was a gift, and that it
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MadamSenthamarai Selvi enrolled
her two children in a weekly read-
ing programme beneath her block
in 2018 to keep them from fighting
– and for her to get some peace and
quiet.
The kids loved it, and even after

the family moved to Yew Tee in
2019, they insisted on making the
45-minute commute to Choa Chu
Kang every Friday to attend it.
“They didn’t want to miss a ses-

sion,” said Madam Selvi, 41, who
works part-time in sales.
“When I was young, I couldn’t

socialise easily,” said her daughter
Muthaiyan Rudrapriya, 11, who has
a nine-year-old brother.
“But after I joined kidsRead, I

found it really easy to socialise. I
like to hang out with my friends,
and I’m the funniest one in that
group.”
Rudrapriya is among nearly

80,000 childrenwho have benefit-
ed from kidsRead, a programme
launched by the National Library
Board (NLB) in 2004 to cultivate
the love of reading among children
aged four to eight from lower-in-
come families.
NLB marked the programme’s

20th anniversary with an event
held at the National Library Build-
ing on Aug 31.
At the event, Minister for Digital

Development and Information Jo-
sephine Teo announced the launch
of kidsRead@Home, a new pro-
gramme which takes reading ses-
sions to children living in public
rental flats.

This programme is an expansion
of kidsRead which aims to reach
more children from lower-income
families, starting with about 100
kids over the next 12 months. This
will help children whose families
are not able to take them to the
reading sessions, said Mrs Teo.
Mrs Teo recounted how as a

child, she lost a prized book, The
Magic Porridge Pot, and found it
only years later when her family
moved house.
“Post-independence, many chil-

dren likemewere fortunate to have
this opportunity of early exposure
to books, and this helped us to
learn so much more about the
world than we would otherwise
have been able to, and they
brought lifelong benefits.”
“But not all children are as fortu-

nate,” she said, adding that kids-
Read gives every child a chance to
grow a love for reading.
At the event, guests of honour

President Tharman Shanmugarat-
nam and his spouse, Ms Jane Ittogi,
also read kidsRead participants a
story, The Noisiest Tree by Evelyn
Sue Wong.
Starting with 630 children in

2004, kidsRead has grown to en-
gage about 3,500 children in more
than 200 kidsRead clubs which
were set up in pre-schools, pri-
mary schools and community
clubs, among other venues.
kidsRead activities have also

been customised for different age
groups, including various reading
levels on topics such as science,
technology, engineering, arts and
mathematics.
Home activity packs are also pro-

vided for parents to readwith their

children, to build parent-child
bonds and sustain the child’s inter-
est in reading.
Children participating in kids-

Read@Home will also get at least
two new books to keep every year
to spark their interest in reading.
After “graduating” from kids-

Read when she turned nine, Ru-
drapriya and another former par-
ticipant, Chew Yit Sim, 12, have
comeback to read to lower primary
schoolchildren as volunteers, un-
der the kidsRead Young Alumni
programme.

“When I was small, I didn’t know
howto readbooks anddo the activ-
ities. The volunteers there would
helpme, and Iwas really happy and
grateful,” said Yit Sim, adding that
she now wants to do the same for
her juniors.
Over the years, kidsRead has had

more than 29,000 volunteers, with
nearly four volunteers needed for
every 10 children in the pro-
gramme, said Mrs Teo.
For Madam Janet Law, becoming

a volunteer with kidsRead in 2005
altered the course of her life.

It inspired the 57-year-old, then
working as a manager at SBS Tran-
sit, to pursue higher education in
her 40s to become a child literacy
specialist.
MadamLaw,who nowworks as a

literacy teacher in pre-schools, re-
called a pair of young siblings who
kidsRead helped after their father
died. Seeing the girl take her broth-
er to sessions, the volunteers got
her to help out with events and in
guiding younger participants.
Said Madam Law: “So we saw

this girl growing in confidence, be-

cause she transformed from a par-
ticipant into a mentor.”
Madam Law and other volun-

teers also took the siblings and
their mother out for meals to offer
support. She said: “I remember it
very deeply, because it reminds
me, the impact of kidsRead goes
beyond just teaching the children
to read.Weareproviding commun-
ity support to the family, and this is
something that is more empower-
ing than just reading alone.”
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President Tharman Shanmugaratnam and his spouse, Ms Jane Ittogi, reading a story to participants during an event at the National Library Building on Aug 31 to mark
20 years of kidsRead, a programme by the National Library Board to cultivate the love of reading among children from lower-income families. ST PHOTO: KELVIN CHNG
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