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While the declining birth rate has 
led to fewer full-time students at 
the  five  polytechnics  during  the  
day, the campuses are a hub of activ-
ity at night, thanks to adult learners.

The  number  of  training  places  
that were filled by these older stu-
dents grew from 42,000 in 2012 to 
77,000 last year, according to fig-
ures from the Ministry of Educa-
tion (MOE). A participant can take 
more than one course.

An MOE spokesman said: “The ex-
pected decline in cohort sizes frees 
up  resources  for  the  post-sec-
ondary  education  institutions  to  
ramp up their efforts in other ways, 
while  at  the  same  time  working  
closely  with  external  partners  to  
meet industry demands.” 

In 2015, the latest year for which 
such  figures  are  available,  24,251  
full-time students entered the poly-
technics, compared with more than 
26,000 in 2012. 

Cohort sizes are projected to fall 
between 10 per cent and 15 per cent 
by 2025. Although the polys would 
still have a critical mass of students, 
they are paying closer attention to 
the adult learning space.

They have relooked their offer-
ings to make them more relevant to 
the jobs and skills needed in today’s 
economy, said poly officials.

The polytechnics are also ramp-
ing up courses in in-demand areas 
such as data science, business intel-
ligence and cyber security. 

In  total,  some  1,800  courses  
catered to working adults were of-
fered across the five polys last year, 
compared with about 1,000 in 2012. 

These programmes – which in-
clude the Earn and Learn courses, 
specialist and advanced diplomas, 
and shorter modules – are funded 
by MOE and SkillsFuture Singapore. 

Mr Albert Toh, director of Repub-
lic Polytechnic’s (RP) Academy of 
Continuing Education, said: “From 
focusing primarily on pre-employ-
ment education, we’re moving to a 
mix of pre-employment and contin-
uing education and training. Beyond 
full qualifications like a diploma or a 
degree, the call today is for workers 
to upskill, or learn a second skill.” 

Mr Suresh Punjabi, director of the 
Professional and Adult Continuing 
Education Academy  at  Singapore  
Polytechnic (SP), said some 1,500 
students attend night classes every 
week.

One of them is Madam Annie Ng, 

who went for evening classes at SP 
twice a week for a year. She com-
pleted the specialist diploma in Web 
development technology in April. 

The 49-year-old sales administra-
tor in a company that manufactures 
satellite  communication  equip-
ment  wanted  to  learn  IT-related  
skills. “If I wanted to switch indus-
tries, the Internet, information tech-
nology  is  the  way  to  go,”  said  
Madam Ng, who hopes to take up 
courses in areas such as data analyt-
ics and cyber security next year. 

In the last  two years,  the polys  
have even started to customise train-
ing  for  firms  looking  to  upgrade  
their workers’  skills or help them 
learn new skills.  For instance,  RP 
has been conducting short courses 
on drones since 2015 for govern-
ment agencies and firms in the con-
struction  business.  “It’s  not  just  
about flying drones. Organisations 
are now looking at using drones to in-
spect buildings and superstructures 
like cranes and oil rigs,” said Mr Toh. 

Another  example  is  a  short  
course on social media, which RP 
started  this  year.  Said  Mr  Toh:  
“More companies are using social 
media to drive their marketing and 
outreach,  and  older  people  are  
learning to use such platforms as a 
new skill. We cannot afford not to 
study... because you will find your-
self lacking and left behind.” 
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Polytechnics are ramping up offerings for 
older learners as full-time enrolments fall

Let’s make a space for play, mate

(From far left) Samuel Wong, three, nursery teachers 
Rauth Gamo, 28, and Woon Tien Li, 31, and Julius Lee, four, 
paint a tyre bright yellow for their outdoor play space at 
St James’ Church Kindergarten.

Last Friday and Saturday, children from the 
kindergarten got to work on creating their own play 
space, with help from their parents and teachers, and 
staff and volunteers from non-profit design organisation 
Participate in Design (P!D). 

The Hack Our Play initiative aims to transform the way 
play spaces are created and to let children conceive, 
create and curate their very own play space – from start 
to finish – with help from the community. Presented by 
Lien Foundation in collaboration with St James’ Church 
Kindergarten, and organised by P!D, Hack Our Play will 
develop Singapore’s first participatory, community-built 
play space to be launched before Children’s Day this 
year. Any pre-school which wants to construct such a 
playscape in future will be able to do so with the online 
toolkit developed for this purpose. 
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Mr Lee Sheng Loong, a 46-year-old 
part-time  Nanyang  Polytechnic  
(NYP) student,  is one step away 
from finishing his course in info-
comm and digital media. 

Getting this far and doing well 
with a perfect grade point average 
is extra special for Mr Lee, who has 
had to fight many battles, includ-
ing physical and mental health dif-
ficulties,  and financial  and work 
problems, to earn a diploma.

He had to put his poly studies on 
hold in 2014 for surgery to remove 
parts of his liver, and undergo gas-
tric bypass, a procedure to reduce 
his stomach size and control dia-
betes.

“My motivation is to constantly 
upgrade myself to be relevant in in-
dustry,” said Mr Lee, a technical en-
gineer who is married to a nurse. 

In 1988, he took up a quantity sur-
vey course at Singapore Polytech-
nic,  but  had  to  withdraw  three  
months  later  because  his  family  
could not afford it after his father’s 
construction business failed. 

Since then, he has held several 
jobs in the information technology 
industry, starting out as a techni-
cian and later becoming a systems 
engineer. 

But then he was hit with health 
issues which resulted in him leav-
ing his job in 2010. 

He went back to school and in 
2013, graduated from the Institute 
of Technical Education as its top 
student  in  the  network  security  
technology higher Nitec course.

He then moved on to NYP, but 
had to delay his studies in 2014 by 
half a year for his operation.

“I’m not like those intelligent stu-
dents so I have to put in a lot of ef-
fort,”  he  said.  “I  have  to  read  
through notes at least five times, 
read material online, watch videos 
and do research. 

“I didn’t do well in my studies in 
my younger days. Now I want to do 
my best,  so I’m determined and 
persistent about my learning.”

Amelia Teng

Mr Lee Sheng 
Loong, a 
part-time 
student at NYP, 
is doing well 
with a perfect 
grade point 
average. He had 
to put his 
studies on hold 
in 2014 for 
surgery.
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Pressing on with studies 
despite health problems

Classes still on 
at night at the 
polys – for adults

DETERMINED

I have to read through 
notes at least five 
times, read material 
online, watch videos 
and do research. I 
didn’t do well in my 
studies in my younger 
days. Now I want to do 
my best, so I’m 
determined and 
persistent about 
my learning.

’’MR LEE SHENG LOONG, on having to put a 
lot of effort into his studies.

| MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 11, 2017 | THE STRAITS TIMES | HOME B3

Source: The Straits Times © Singapore Press Holdings Limited. Permission required for reproduction.

Gabriel
Rectangle




