
Recent news reports have shown 
that more people with disabilities 
here were hired in the past two 
years.

About 30 per cent of those aged 
15 to 64 were employed, up from 
about 28 per cent in 2019.

But this also means that most of 
them do not have jobs. Based on 
estimates by the Ministry of Social 
and Family Development, some 
9,000 of 32,000 people with 
disabilities were employed in 
Singapore in 2020.

From next year, a new 
vocational education syllabus 
aims to somewhat address this 
gap as well as the anxieties of 
many parents when their child 
with special needs approaches 
graduation – a milestone some 
have named the “post-18 cliff”.

The revamped syllabus, 
launched by the Ministry of 
Education (MOE) last month, 
places more emphasis on soft 
skills, such as communication and 
managing emotions, rather than 
just on hard skills.

Educators said they were 
increasingly aware of the 
importance of such skills in 

holding down a job and not merely 
securing it. They include personal 
grooming, dressing and behaving 
appropriately at workplaces, and 
being receptive to feedback.

Of greater significance is the 
new syllabus’ expansion of the 
concept of work beyond the 
conventional notion of paid 
employment, to cover 
home-based businesses, sheltered 
workshops and volunteering.

Dr Chong Suet Ling, principal 
educational psychologist at 
MOE’s special education branch, 
described it as a more inclusive 
approach to work. Every student 
with special needs can make 
“valued contributions” – at home, 
in the community or at the 
workplace, she said.

To this end, students in 20 
special education schools will 
have exposure to a range of 
activities based on their abilities 
and strengths, to help them 
understand different forms of 
work so they can continue to be 
meaningfully engaged after 
leaving school.

How far this will go to reassure 
parents depends on how schools 

implement the curriculum, 
whether they tailor it to the needs 
of each student, and how creative 
they are in sourcing for avenues of 
work that fit their student profiles.

Project manager Jeffrey Tan, 51, 
whose 13-year-old daughter is 
blind, said: “The syllabus sounds 
good, but execution is another 

thing – how much manpower, 
infrastructure and (how large a) 
budget will they dedicate to this?”

The meaning of work to a person 
with disabilities will also have to 
be redefined.

Receiving a regular salary is no 
doubt the ideal for most people, 
including those with special 
needs.

But activities like volunteering 
or community-based projects are 
not always offered on a paid basis, 
and it is not realistic to expect all 
people with disabilities to engage 
in paid, competitive employment, 
given the challenges they face.

Parents of teenagers with 
special needs said that activities – 
even if unpaid – are still a 
welcome option as they offer 
opportunities for social 
interaction, among other benefits. 
The alternative would be letting 
their children stay at home with 
little connection to the world, 
putting them in a worse situation.

Finance manager Edwin Tang, 
52, whose 17-year-old daughter 
with Down syndrome is part of an 
inclusive dance group that 
performs at functions, said: 

“Recognition for people with 
special needs is hard to come by… 
they want to be recognised 
socially beyond dollars and cents.”

Madam Serene Yeo, 52, said her 
daughter Bernice, who has autism, 
started doing craft with colourful 
beads at home last September 
with the help of Rainbow Centre’s 
Micro Business Academy, which 
was started in 2020.

Bernice, 21, receives $20 to $30 
every month for her works, which 
are put up on sale on online 
platform Social Gifting.

“Apart from the sales, it’s more 
important that she has something 
to do every day for a few hours, “ 
said Madam Yeo, who had quit her 
administrative job to take care of 
her children. 

“If there’s nothing for her to do, 
she starts acting up and bangs her 
head or throws things. The past 
two years of the pandemic were 
really challenging.”

As schools prepare to rethink 
their programmes, the hope is that 
more students like Bernice will 
not fall through the cracks and will 
benefit from a wider range of job 
training and exposure.

Giving everyone the dignity of 
work and the ability to participate, 
no matter how simple or small a 
task may be, is important if we 
really hope to move towards being 
an inclusive society.

On The
Ground

Amelia Teng 
Education Correspondent

ateng@sph.com.sg

Amelia Teng 
Education Correspondent

A scheme by the Movement for the 
Intellectually Disabled of Singapore 
(Minds) will be expanded to better 
prepare people with disabilities for 
life and work by honing their soft 
skills.

The  Lifelong  Learning  Pro-
gramme aims to train 300 people 
by December next  year,  up from 
194 so far since its launch in 2020.

Out of this pool, Minds hopes to 
equip 100 of them with skills rang-
ing from communication and social 
relationships  to  functional  aca-
demics, so as to boost their employa-
bility.

Minds’  chief  executive  Kelvin  
Koh told The Straits Times that the 
aim is to impart daily life skills to 
people with intellectual disabilities, 
while also helping them to continue 
learning beyond school.

To date,  six courses have been 
rolled out, and another 10 will be 
available by March 2024.

In a course on technology access, 
participants learn the basics of us-
ing devices, both at home and in the 
community.  They  are  also  intro-
duced to cyber safety.

Functional academics helps learn-
ers acquire basic literacy and numer-
acy skills such as counting, telling 
the time, making monetary transac-
tions and reading the calendar.

The move by Minds comes as a 
new vocational education syllabus 
for special education schools was 
unveiled by the Ministry of Educa-
tion  last  month,  which  places  a  
greater emphasis on soft skills.

Boosting employment is one key 
area that Minds, which marks its 
60th anniversary this year, wants to 
address as part of a five-year strate-
gic plan it launched last year.

The agency serves 3,500 people 
with intellectual disabilities, includ-
ing students in its special education 
schools. 

This includes some 1,060 benefi-
ciaries in its employment develop-
ment centres, which offer sheltered 
work and vocational training.

Among the plans of an employ-
ment development task force that 

Minds set up last year is to help peo-
ple with intellectual disabilities at-
tain  certification  for  their  voca-
tional skills, so they are better recog-
nised by employers.

Mr Koh said its first batch of 10 

participants have taken their Work-
force Skills Qualification (WSQ) cer-
tification in environmental clean-
ing last month, as part of a pilot to 
train and certify them before plac-
ing them in open employment.

Minds expects to train more bene-
ficiaries in time to come and de-
velop more WSQ tie-ups for those 
in its other social enterprise pro-
grammes, including logistics, laun-
dry and food preparation.

Mr Koh said demand for services 
under  its  social  enterprises  re-
bounded in recent months after the 
easing of Covid-19 measures.

“Where we find our clients doing 
very well are areas of detailed work, 
repetitive  work  with  great  accu-
racy, and when we are able to put 
them in those areas of work, they 
tend to do very well,” he said.

Mr Taufiq Mohamed Rahim, 22, 
started work as a cleaner at a condo-
minium  in  April,  after  going  
through training with Minds.

Mr Ahmad Barazi Sawi,  64, Mr 
Taufiq’s uncle and main caregiver 
after his parents died, said he was 
worried that his nephew would not 
be able to land a job after graduat-
ing  from  Woodlands  Gardens  
School.

“We’re very happy as long as he 
can work and have some financial 
independence. I hope he can stay in 

the job for a long time.”
Woodlands Gardens School grad-

uate Joseph Choo, 29, brushed up 
on his counting and time-reading 
skills when he took the functional 
academics module under the Life-
long Learning Programme in De-
cember last year.

Mr Choo, who handles tasks such 
as sorting and packing at social en-
terprise and thrift store Minds Shop 
in Margaret Drive, is taking another 
module in communication and so-
cial relationships.

His trainer, Ms Ong Shi Qing, 24, 
said the module has helped in his in-
teractions with customers, such as 
being  mindful  of  their  personal  
space.

“We have also been using the con-
text of his work in Minds Shop in 
role-plays for practice, in order to 
help him apply these skills  more 
meaningfully,” she said.

Mr Choo has also learnt how to 
start and continue conversations,  
and use phrases  such as  “excuse 
me” and “thank you”, she added.
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Mr Joseph Choo 
speaking with a 
customer at 
social enterprise 
and thrift store 
Minds Shop. Mr 
Choo is taking a 
module in 
communication 
and social 
relationships 
and his trainer 
said the module 
has helped in his 
interactions with 
customers. 
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Giving people a second chance if 
they could not get into public uni-
versities was the Singapore Insti-
tute of Management’s (SIM) main 

mission  after  it  was  founded  in  
1964.

But in 2017, SIM’s degree-grant-
ing arm – SIM University – was re-
structured into an autonomous uni-
versity and renamed the Singapore 
University of Social Sciences.

This  started  a  period  of  soul-  

searching for the institution as a 
whole, said president and chief ex-
ecutive Seah Chin Siong, with SIM 
now deciding to pivot to focus on 
professional and skills education.

Speaking to The Straits Times re-
cently, he said: “SIM is now ‘mi-
nding the gap’ between formal edu-
cation and work in the industry.”

While SIM still offers degrees in 
partnership with institutions over-
seas, such as the University of Lon-
don, through its global education 

arm, it has been beefing up its pro-
grammes  for  professionals  and  
businesses, he said.

In a recent statement, SIM said 
that starting in November, it will 
launch courses such as Job of the 
Chief Executive, Job of the Chief 
Sustainability  Officer  and  Job  of  
the Chief Learning Officer. These 
will give training to people eyeing 
senior leadership positions.

It has also been working on help-
ing enterprises to develop learning 

and skills road maps, Mr Seah said, 
as well as creating ways to recog-
nise micro-credentials which can 
give companies a better indication 
of a worker’s specific skills than a 
traditional degree.

Mr  Seah,  who  began  helming  
SIM in 2019, said: “We don’t do aca-
demic research. What we do is we 
focus on the industry.”

SIM, which was started by the 
Economic  Development  Board,  
will also be working with compa-
nies to create on-the-job training 
courses.

In May, it announced that it will 
work with IT company and M1 sub-
sidiary AsiaPac. The company’s em-
ployees  who  have  diplomas  can  
equip themselves with skills for the 
information and  communications 
technology sector and pursue an un-
dergraduate degree at SIM.

These  efforts  are  in  line  with  
what SIM has done historically, but 

the time is right for such a pivot, 
said the executive director of the 
Institute for Adult Learning, Pro-
fessor Lee Wing On.

He  added:  “For  over  five  
decades,  SIM  has  provided  our  
workforce with relevant, valuable 
skills training.

He said Singapore’s economy is 
gearing up to recover and trans-
form amid the Covid-19 pandemic, 
and  industry-focused  and  skills-
based training to prepare the work-
force of the future is more perti-
nent than ever.

Prof Lee added that SIM’s reposi-
tioning will create more opportuni-
ties for collaborations in the train-
ing and adult education sector that 
address  and  anticipate  learners’  
needs, while encouraging and en-
gaging them to pursue continual ca-
reer development. 
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Mr Taufiq Mohamed Rahim (right) with his uncle and caregiver, Mr Ahmad Barazi 
Sawi. Mr Taufiq started work as a cleaner at a condominium in April, after going 
through training with Minds. ST PHOTO: JASON QUAH

SIM pivots to focus on skills 
and professional training
It will ‘mind the gap’ between formal 
education and work in the industry: CEO

Giving everyone the dignity of work 
Parents of teenagers with 
special needs said that 
activities – even if unpaid – 
are still a welcome option 
as they offer opportunities 
for social interaction, 
among other benefits. The 
alternative would be 
letting their children stay 
at home with little 
connection to the world, 
putting them in a worse 
situation.

More soft skills 
training for those 
with disabilities
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