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When you are a pre-schooler from
a disadvantaged family, living in a
rental flat, attending classes may
not be the top priority.

But a three-year-old scheme pi-
loted at two pre-schools has shown
that such children can be brought
back into the fold, with their par-
ents getting more involved in their
development.

So encouraging were the results
that the Circle of Care scheme – pi-
loted by philanthropic group Lien
Foundation and welfare organisa-
tion Care Corner – will be extend-
ed to another seven pre-schools
and two primary schools this year.

This is so that the children will
have a smoother transition from
kindergarten to primary school.

Care Corner and Lien Founda-
tion said yesterday they will part-
ner anchor pre-school operators
MY World Preschool, PAP Commu-
nity Foundation and Singapore
Muslim Women’s Association as
well as Lakeside Primary School
and Gan Eng Seng Primary School
to extend the scheme.

The model was piloted at Care
Corner’s Leng Kee and Admiralty
childcare centres in 2013.

Teachers, social workers, educa-
tional therapists and community
partners worked as a team to identi-
fy the root causes of a child’s diffi-
culties and to help on different
fronts. For instance, a six-year-old
boy lagging behind was taught how
to focus better and given help to de-
velop his reading and maths skills;
his mother learnt effective parent-
ing techniques, including how to
coach her son.

Early childhood expert Khoo
Kim Choo, consultant for the pro-
gramme, said the two centres have
seen encouraging results.

Of the 76 at-risk children at the
two centres, 95 per cent came from
families with household incomes of
below $3,000 a month and most
lived in HDB rental flats. Many had
jobless parents and money troubles.

The Circle of Care team raised
their average attendance from
about 30 per cent to 70 per cent by

working closely with their families.
The children received help on all

fronts. Educational therapists
helped improve their literacy and
numeracy skills.

Parents were roped in. In one
pre-school with 80 children,
where only a handful used to at-
tend parent-teacher meeting in
2012, the attendance rose to 54 per
cent last year.

But without formal collaboration
between pre-schools and primary
schools, some of the hard-won
progress made by these at-risk chil-
dren can be lost.

To prevent this, the team will or-
ganise workshops and school visits
for the children and their parents
to prepare them for Primary 1.

Social workers will also collabo-
rate with the schools’ counsellors,
class teachers as well as allied edu-
cators, and follow a child and his
parents until Primary 3.

Some pupils at Gan Eng Seng Pri-
mary are already experiencing the
benefits of this extended care. The
school’s vice-principal, Ms Amisar-
ni Mohammed Amin, said working
with the Circle of Care team has
speeded up the process of helping
children in need.

Madam Sharon, the mother of a
seven-year-old boy helped
through the scheme, said her son
was affected by the family’s many
problems. But the social worker
and teachers helped to resolve the
issues and her son began to do bet-
ter in pre-school.

She said her son, who entered Pri-
mary 1 in January, is more confi-
dent and doing better in his stud-
ies. Said Madam Sharon, who
works as a cleaner: “The same so-
cial worker has been helping us for
many years. When I have any diffi-
culties, I call her and she will advise
me and try to help me.”

Mr Lee Poh Wah, chief executive
officer of Lien Foundation, said:
“Children from low-income fami-
lies are hurt not only by their cir-
cumstances, but also by the silo-ed
manner the present system de-
fines and addresses their inter-con-
nected needs.” He said the scheme
tries to break down these long-
standing barriers.
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A volunteer helping a parent and child at a Transition to P1 playshop. The
scheme was piloted in 2013. PHOTO: CIRCLE OF CARE, CARE CORNER

The cortege leaving Mount Vernon Sanctuary for Mandai Crematorium, after the funeral service for the late Mr Lee Khoon
Choy yesterday. Mr Lee leaves behind his wife, seven children and 11 grandchildren. ST PHOTO: KEVIN LIM

Khoon Choy’s
children pay
musical tribute
to ‘leader
of the band’

Circle of
Care helps
pre-school
kids blossom
Scheme for at-risk children will be extended
to 7 more pre-schools and 2 primary schools

Pearl Lee

Even as he lay in a hospital bed
with an oxygen mask over his face,
former senior minister of state Lee
Khoon Choy was looking ahead as
he planned for his next art exhibi-
tion, his oldest child Chuen Neng
said yesterday.

“Giving up was not in his vocabu-
lary,” the 64-year-old deputy direc-
tor of the National University
Heart Centre said in a heartfelt eu-
logy at his father’s funeral.

Mr Lee died last Saturday at age
92, after battling pneumonia for
two weeks while warded at the Na-
tional University Hospital.

He had “pursued life with an unre-
lenting zeal”, said his son as he de-
scribed a life well-lived.

A Chinese newspaper journalist
before he entered politics, the late
Mr Lee was an office-holder in sev-
eral ministries, including culture,
education and foreign affairs.

Later, he became Singapore’s am-
bassador to eight countries and, of-
ten, would paint the sights of coun-
tries he visited.

He was also “truly gifted”, added
the younger Mr Lee, referring to
his father’s musical and linguistic
talents and his ability to connect
with people. He played the piano,
violin, harmonica, erhu, guzheng
and guitar, and spoke Arabic, Japa-

nese, English, Mandarin, Malay,
Hakka, Hokkien, Cantonese and a
smattering of Tamil.

He could “talk to crowds and
walk with kings”, Chuen Neng said.

Called KC by his friends, he was
described by Prime Minister Lee
Hsien Loong as “a man who ‘had it’,
a man of courage who did not melt
under pressure”.

Tough as he was, the late Mr Lee
imparted values to his seven chil-
dren not through scoldings and lec-
tures, but through actions and how
he lived his life, his oldest daughter
Chuen Ting, 53, said.

Chuen Neng added that he and
his siblings were given the freedom

to make their own decisions as “our
father trusted we will all be well at
the end”.

Quoting the lyrics of Dan Fogel-
berg’s Leader Of The Band, Chuen
Neng said his life is but a poor at-
tempt to imitate his father.

Towards the end of the funeral
service, the late Mr Lee’s two sons
and four daughters sang and
played the song on the guitar in a
final farewell to their father.

A daughter who lives in New
Zealand was not at the service held
at Tranquility Hall in Mount Ver-
non Sanctuary.

They also sang the 1930s classic
It’s A Sin To Tell A Lie, which

Chuen Ting said was a favourite of
her father, who often sang it as he
played the guitar.

Among the 100 mourners yester-
day was Mr Vincent Wong, a
former Ministry of Foreign Affairs
communications officer who had
worked under Mr Lee in the 1970s
and 1980s in Indonesia and Japan.

Said the 80-year-old: “He was a
tough boss but very caring, too.

“He loved to paint, and would ask
me to take any painting I liked. So I
have two – one of the pyramids in
Egypt, and another of Mount Fuji
in Japan.”
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