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Here’s the
primary
reason
for charity
Lesser-known primary
schools are often
forgotten when it
comes to donations

Jane Ng

W

hen 12-year-old
Charmain Koh received a prize for
all-round achievement in De La Salle
School last year, she decided to donate it back to the school.
Even though it was the first time
the teenager had received a prize
from her primary school and it was
worth a sizeable sum of $1,000, she
decided to contribute the money towards her school’s building fund.
The fund is still a long way from
reaching the $1.5 million needed
for the upgrading of the school’s
Choa Chu Kang site.
Her reason for giving: The
school has nurtured her into a
more confident person and this is
one way to show her appreciation.
“The school needs the money
more than me. If there are things I
want, I can save up for them,” said
the former chairman of the

A greater need
“The school needs
the money more
than me. If there are
things I want, I can
save up for them.”
CHARMAIN KOH, on why she
made her donation

school’s prefectorial board, who is
now studying in Raffles Girls’
School (Secondary).
It also helped that she had the
full support of her parents.
“My mother said it was already a
great honour to be nominated for
the prize; the money was just a
bonus,” said the elder daughter of a
company director and a housewife.
She has a younger sister and brother.
Charmain is not alone in her desire to contribute to her alma
mater.
In fact the prize, which comprised a trophy and a cheque with a
combined value of $1,000, was
donated by another former student
of the school – Dr Leslie Lam, 67, a
cardiologist.
Since 1989, he has been actively
involved in his alma mater as a
member of the school council.
He also matches dollar for dollar
the amount contributed by pupils
for their classmates who are less
well-off, through the Ang Pow
Fund encouraging pupils to share
their red packet collection with
their more needy peers.
The money helps poor pupils
with the cost of textbooks, uniforms, shoes and socks.
Dr Lam said he had always felt
indebted to the school.
“Without it, where would I be?
I’ve always felt I owe my success to
my school and I want to help it. De
La Salle is not a rich school,” he
said.
He hopes his gesture will inspire
more people to donate to their primary schools, as he feels the lesserknown ones need more help financially.
And he is probably right.
Well-known schools, including
the likes of those from the Anglo-Chinese family, St Joseph’s In-
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Charmain gave her $1,000 academic prize back to her school as she felt that it needed the money for upgrading. At the same time, she wanted to show her
appreciation for the way in which the school had nurtured her.

stitution or those affiliated to clan
associations like Tao Nan School
and Ngee Ann Primary, have little
difficulty in raising funds.
But the lesser known or newer
schools like Endeavour Primary or
Gan Eng Seng Primary may not
have alumni to speak of, let alone
former pupils who come forward to
make donations. Even those with
alumni, like Keming Primary, may
not get many donations.
This could be because many people do not automatically think of
their alma maters when they think
of doing charity.
And even when they do, primary schools probably come low in
the pecking order.
At the top would be the universities, simply because they actively
seek out alumni for donations.
Then, donors may think of their
junior colleges or polytechnics.
But what of the primary and secondary schools where they spent
the bulk of their growing-up years?
Over the years, there have been

groups of alumni who have been actively giving back to their former
schools.
Last year, former students of
Serangoon Secondary started a
fund to sponsor two students, one
in junior college and another in
polytechnic.
They plan to expand the scholarship to four students in time to
come.
Meanwhile, St Joseph’s Institution has many alumni scholarships, such as the one established
in 2008 by a Secondary 4 science
class from 1977, to provide encouragement to students to excel in science and mathematics. It is valued
at $1,000 a year.
But more can be done to inspire
others to do the same.
Yes, schools have funds from
the Education Ministry. But there
are strict guidelines in the use of
such funds.
MOE’s financial assistance
scheme for needy pupils, for instance, provides help to pupils

from families with three or more
children and a gross household income not exceeding $1,800 a
month.
But families with an income of,
say, $1,850 fall outside the guidelines.
Gan Eng Seng Primary in
Redhill Close has a group of such
pupils and thankfully, a donation
from a member of the community
has allowed the school to help
what it calls the “sandwiched
group” – pupils who do not meet
MOE’s requirement for financial
help but still need the assistance.
As a result, they have been able
to get $1 meal coupons to buy food
during recess.
The money is also channelled towards helping those who take public transport. Every month, the
school’s administrative manager
collects the ez-link cards from
needy pupils and walks to the MRT
station to top them up with $20
each.
Without the community dona-

Wozniak’s ‘open
door’ innovation

Don’t stop believing
“Believe in yourself
even when people are
telling you that your
ideas aren’t going to
make it.”
MR WOZNIAK’S advice
to aspiring whizz-kids

Irene Tham
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Keep the doors of your storeroom
open, for therein lies the key to innovation.
“Just in case engineers want to
come in at night to build things,”
says Apple co-founder Steve Wozniak, 60.
The lesser-known Steve of Apple
was highlighting the need for companies to give employees free time
and resources to explore their pet
projects, for they may stumble on
the next big thing.
Steve Jobs is, of course, the better-known co-founder.
Mr Wozniak was in Singapore to
speak at the inaugural Driving Innovation Excellence (Drive) motivational talk series jointly organised
by the Singapore Workforce Development Agency (WDA) and NTUC
LearningHub.
Currently the chief scientist of
data storage firm Fusion-IO, he
shared his thoughts on innovation
and creativity with about 200 professionals at the National Trades
Union Congress building two Tuesdays ago.
The man who helped shape the
personal computing world has one
piece of advice for aspiring
whizz-kids. “Believe in yourself
even when people are telling you
that your ideas aren’t going to
make it,” he said.

Growing up in Los Gatos, California, he was inspired by his Lockheed Martin engineer father, who
taught him everything about electronics and mathematics when he
was in elementary school. That
sparked his interest in science and
technology. He also drew inspiration from the Tom Swift series of
science fiction and adventure novels.
By the time he was in his early
teens, he had some serious achievements under his belt. He acquired
his amateur radio (ham radio) licence and created his own computer that played tic-tac-toe. He also
built a transistor-powered calculator for a science fair that won the
first prize.
He was self-taught, he said, zeroing in on the point that learning
and innovation happen mostly outside the classroom.
“It is more important to motivate students to learn than to teach
them things,” he said.
One of the ways is to give students fun problems to solve. Then
they will be motivated to read up to
find answers to the problem, he
said, highlighting how intrinsic motivation drives individuals to create
new things.
He related this principle to his
personal desire to own a computer,
even though one cost as much as a
house – or around US$10,000 – in
the 1970s.
That desire would later lead to
the creation of the first
ready-to-use personal computer,
called the Apple I.
The engineering talent for the
Apple I came from Mr Wozniak,
while Mr Jobs added ingenuity and
marketing smarts.
The duo first met at
Hewlett-Packard in 1971 when Mr
Wozniak was 21 and Mr Jobs, 16.
They met regularly with a group
of electronics enthusiasts in Stanford Linear Accelerator Centre – re-

tion, the school would be hard
pressed to help this sandwiched
group of pupils.
While Gan Eng Seng, which is
only nine years old, does not have
alumni to speak of, it is formed by a
merger of five primary schools – Alexandra Hill, Bukit Ho Swee, Henderson, Keng Seng and Pearl’s Hill.
Perhaps alumni from these
schools could step forward?
There is so much talk these days
about helping needy pupils climb
the socio-economic ladder.
One way is to provide them
with more help in terms of academic, enrichment and social development programmes. To do that,
money is needed.
Rather than see it as doing
charity, view it as an investment
and a way to kick-start a virtuous
circle.
Having received help when it is
most needed, these children will be
more likely to pay it forward when
their turn comes.
janeng@sph.com.sg

named SLAC National Accelerator
Laboratory – in Palo Alto, where
they would share information on
the Altair 8000.
The Altair 8000 was every geek’s
dream computer at that time. But
the two Steves did not have
enough money to buy it. A
ready-to-use version cost more
than US$600. But the desire to own
one drove them to build their own.
He sold his Hewlett-Packard
scientific calculator and Mr Jobs
sold his Volkswagen van. They
raised US$1,300 for assembling the
first prototypes.
Starved of resources, they were
also forced to come up with a design that could save on components. This gelled with Mr Wozniak’s mantra to always design with
the fewest parts.
When a US$50,000 order came
in for 100 units of their invention,
they needed more money – about
US$20,000 to buy parts.
Mr Jobs went to a local parts supplier and convinced the boss into
giving the parts on 30 days’ net
credit. The pressure was on to build
and sell the machines before the
credit was up.
“That was how we made the
Apple I. We built and sold them in
10 days for cash,” said Mr Wozniak.
That year in 1976, they founded
Apple Computer in a garage in Silicon Valley. And the rest is history.
Mr Wozniak left Apple in 1985 –
although he said he never quite left
as he still gets US$200 every two
weeks from Apple – to start remote
control switch and wireless global
positioning systems companies. He
later abandoned the former, and
shut down the latter.
He also taught computer lessons
to 10-year-olds in his hometown.
But the inventor never stopped
dreaming. He envisions a day when
a computer will run completely on
photons instead of electrons, making them more energy-efficient and
faster. He also believes that the maker of iMac computers, iPod music
players and iPhones has room for
more innovation.
“There’s every kind of electrical
appliance in our lives that Apple
doesn’t already make that it sure
can make.”
itham@sph.com.sg

