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More than 100 people have offered
to help a couple whose home used
to be a lorry because they could not
afford to rent a flat.

Rice delivery man Ong Poh Hwa,
44, told The Straits Times last
month how he and his 34-year-old
pregnant wife, Ms Nguyen Thi Phu
Vinh, slept on cardboard sheets
and washed in public toilets at a
Changi Beach car park.

Although the Housing Board
helped the couple to move into a
temporary two-room rental flat in

Bedok North last week, readers
have written in offering to donate
items such as beds and sofas as well
as fridges and microwave ovens.

There were also offers of baby
items such as cots, clothes, nap-
pies, milk powder and toys.

However, the couple have re-
fused monetary donations.

Part-time real estate agent Molly
Thong, 55, who offered her barely-
used sofa bed, said: “I really respect
the couple. It’s touching that they
want to build a new life with their
own efforts.

“I saw from the picture that they
sleep on only mattresses (in the

flat), so this is the least I can do.”
Mr Ong met his wife in Vietnam

while working there for a rice ex-
porter from 2009 to 2013.

They registered their marriage in
June last year and she applied for a
long-term visit pass in November.

Last month, it was reported that
the homeless couple had spent
two years in Mr Ong’s work lorry
and are expecting their first child
in August.

Some donors have offered to de-
liver the items themselves, while
others wrote in simply to ask if they
could help in any way.

Retired doctor David Tay, 66, is

offering a dining table and chairs,
a bed and a baby cot. He said:
“Hopefully these can lighten their
financial burden when the baby
comes along.”

Mr Ong said he was moved by the
offers: “Singaporeans have a warm
heart. These are strangers but they
still want to help us.”

While the couple cannot accept
all the donations because their flat
is small, Mr Ong said: “I can only
accept what we need, like a fridge
and a bed. But I appreciate all the
kind thoughts.”
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A Singapore-based team on a mis-
sion to create customised therapies
for individual liver cancer patients
has been awarded a $7.5 million
grant to continue its studies.

It is researching the most com-
mon type of liver cancer, hepatocel-
lular carcinoma or HCC, to under-
stand the genetic changes that
cause it, and how the cancer cells
function, evolve and evade the
body’s immune system.

Liver cancer is the third deadliest
form of cancer and patients who are
not treated die within six months.
Yet, it is also difficult to treat as the
tumours can vary enormously.

A pilot study by the team on 12
patients over the last two years
found that different parts of the
same cancer had different genetic
mutations.

This means the current approach
to drug development, targeting a
single mutation, is not adequate,
said Professor Pierce Chow, a senior
consultant surgeon with National

Cancer Centre Singapore (NCCS),
announcing the award yesterday .

He will lead a multi-disciplinary
team of clinicians and scientists
from several institutions to study
100 HCC patient samples from five
cancer centres in Singapore,
Malaysia, Thailand and the Philip-
pines.

The grant is from Singapore’s
National Medical Research
Council’s TCR Flagship Pro-
gramme and will involve the NCCS,
SingHealth, the Genome Institute
of Singapore, National University
Health System and the Cancer Sci-
ence Institute of Singapore.

The team will take tissue samples
from different parts of the cancer,
conduct CT scans, and collect DNA
and circulating tumour cell sam-
ples from the patients at different
points in time.

The cancer cells will also be
grown in the lab to create pre-clini-
cal models, which can be used to
test drugs.

From the models, the research-

ers will also be able to study how
the cancer cells evolve.

The study will start in the third
quarter and be completed in three
to five years.

The effort could enable doctors
to predict the outcome of therapies
and help them select those appro-
priate, said Prof Chow.

“For example, if there is a muta-
tion that is present at diagnosis
and again at recurrence, that could
be the ‘driver mutation’ and
targeting that in that patient will
likely bring about good out-
comes,” he said.

Liver cancer is the fourth most
common cancer among men here.
Between 2010 and 2014, 2,254 men
were diagnosed with it. It is less
common in women.

Between 2010 and 2014, 2,516 peo-
ple died from this form of cancer. In
Singapore, 500 new liver cancer pa-
tients are diagnosed each year, 95
per cent of whom have HCC.
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Amid a manpower shortage in the
pre-school sector, teachers are be-
coming principals at a younger age.
They usually have less life experi-
ence, but need to supervise teach-
ers and keep up with various chang-
es in the sector.

To help principals be more effec-
tive leaders, and ultimately im-
prove the quality of pre-school ser-
vices, the Lien Foundation yester-
day launched a leadership pro-
gramme called Principal Matters.

It involves four partners: NTUC’s
Seed Institute, the largest pre-
school training provider here;
Wheelock College, a top pre-school
training institute in the US; global
human resources consultancy Ko-
rn Ferry Hay Group; and SIM Uni-
versity (UniSIM).

The programme is based on a
new model of behavioural skills,
such as the management of emo-
tions in challenging conditions.
The model was developed by the

Korn Ferry Hay Group after inter-
views with about 50 pre-school
leaders in Singapore.

The programme costs $2.7 mil-
lion and will be free for the 150 se-
lected principals, or close to a tenth
of all pre-school principals. It com-
prises several segments spread
over six months, including a 12-day
trip to Boston, where Wheelock Col-
lege is based, and mentorship by
veteran pre-school leaders here.

UniSIM will also conduct a study
of the principals’ work and
progress, to better understand lo-
cal leadership practices.

Overseas research has shown
that school leadership is second on-
ly to teaching, among factors that
affect learning outcomes.

But it has become more challeng-
ing to be an effective principal in re-
cent years, said experts.

The number of childcare centres
has risen by almost half since 2010,
and teachers have had to rise up ear-
lier to be principals. If they have the
required qualifications, they can be
principals with just two years of
teaching experience.

Lien Foundation chief executive
Lee Poh Wah said: “In a few short
years, they go from managing a
class to having to manage a busi-

ness – from supervising and retain-
ing teachers to engaging increasing-
ly well-educated parents who are
often older than them.”

Seed Institute academic director
Ho Yin Fong, speaking about princi-
pals at centres run by NTUC First
Campus, estimates their median
age to be in the 30s, down from the
40s about 10 to 15 years ago.

Korn Ferry Hay Group managing
consultant Tan Khai Ling said
younger principals may be less
aware of their own feelings and
find it harder to control them un-
der stressful conditions.

Chiltern House principal Iris
Lim, 42, one of the mentors,
agreed, though she noted younger
ones may have an advantage in con-
necting with young teachers.

Ms Lee Chin Yen, 48, a principal
for about nine years at Agape Little
Uni, is keen to apply for the pro-
gramme. “It would be good to learn
from mentors and overseas ex-
perts,” she said.

Principals with three to 10 years
of experience have until May 18 to
apply to be part of the first cohort
of 25. Those interested can apply at
www.principalmatters.sg
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Rice delivery man Mr Ong and his wife, Ms Nguyen, in their temporary two-room HDB rental flat. ST readers have offered to donate items like beds and fridges as
well as baby cots and other necessities such as nappies to help them in their new life. PHOTO: DANIEL NEO FOR THE STRAITS TIMES

Main aim is to help them be more effective
leaders, since so many are relatively young
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Ina few short years,
they go from
managing a class
tohaving to manage
a business – from
supervising and
retaining teachers
toengaging
increasingly
well-educated
parents who are often
older than them.
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New initiative to train
pre-school principals

Liver cancer
research team
gets $7.5m boost
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