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Degrees versus skills

Minister:

Skills are something

that activate your knowledge

In the first of a
four-part series,
Education M
Ong Ye Kung
explains why
he places skills
above degrees

SandraDavie
Senior Education
Correspondent

What happens after 2020? Will
this figure be relooked? After all,
there has been much discussion re-
cently on the Singapore economy

About Mr Ong Ye Kung
MrOng Ye Kung, 48, was elected

He held various positions in

needing a more highly educated  Member of for Sem-
andskilled workforce. bawang GRC in 2015,
Minister O Act-

per cent for 2020 refers only to
funded places at the autonomous
universities for junior college or
polytechnic students proceedingto
full-time undergraduate studies be-
fore they enter the workforce.

It does not take into account
those who study part-time for de-
grees at both the public and pri-
re as well as

lhose who head ovt-rscas If these

A man who pl high pre-
‘mium on skills over the paper chase
does not mind sharing that this
year, under his watch, more school

portion of degree Sotders among
anage group is likely to be 50 to 60
per cent, similar to that for many

thelocal universities.

The cohort participation rate
(CPR) - or the proportion of those
from this age group making their
way touniversities - will rise to 37.5
percent from 35 per cent last year.

Despite the shrinking cohort size,
this means the number of those
heading to the six publicly funded
universities is still higher than last
year's figure and translates to just
over16,000 places.

Between them, they will enrol in
over 250 degree programmes, in-
cluding new courses in emerging
fields such as smart city manage-
mﬁm data science and artificial in-
tel

Educalmn Minister in charge of
Highe

But pressed further, he says: “

time to come, we hope that 100 per
cent of Singaporeans will have
skills or qualifications that are on a
par with having a degree, or even

ing Minister for Education in
charge of higher education and
skills.

He was also

velopment_ Agency, where he
spearheaded many initiatives to
build up the continuing educa-

pointed Senlor Ministe of State
for Defence.

OnNov2016, he was promoted
to Education Minister (Higher
Education and Skills), and con-
currently Second Minister in the
Ministry of Defence.

Prior to his Cabinet appoint-
ment, Mr Ong held the position
of director of group strategy at
Keppel Corporation, overseeing
long-term strategic planning of
the group'sactivities.

Before joining Keppel, he was
the deputy secretary-general of
the National Trades Union Con-
gress, overseeing the labour

d

He was principal private secre-
tary to Prime Minister Lee Hsien
Loong from 2003 to 2005, and
press secretary to Prime Minis-
ter Lee from 1997 t0 2003

Mr Ong was also the deputy
chiefnegotiator for the US-Singa-
pore Free Trade Agreement.

Mr Ong graduated from the
London School of Economics
and Political Science with a first-
class honours Bachelor of Sci-
ence (Economics) degree, and
holds a Master of Business Ad-
ministration degree from the In-
stitute of Management Develop-
ment in Lausanne, Switzerland.

big company recently told me that
he hires for skills, but when elabo-
rating, he said he doesn't just go for
second upper honours any more...

Now he hires graduates wnh sec-
ondlower honours as wel

Mr Ong urges employers to “go
through the trouble” and be open to
using various assessments and to
hire based on skills, so as to find
workers with the right fit to grow
their businesses.

He goes on to list the important
skills - both hard and soft - thatall

POLYTECHNIC ORUNIVERSITY?

It’s hard to say. When | was young,
Iwasalways interestedinart.
Idrew comics, superheroes, gongfu
characters - soifl were tofollow
‘myinterests it will probably take
‘me intoart - perhaps digital
animation. | will look at what
course will train me best in those
skills, solwill probablygotoa
polytechnic. Ifthere isa degreein
that field, I might gofor i, provided
itcould teach me the skills I need.
But having said that, lam also
interested in science and maths,
andifl gowith the flow of whatis
expected of me, | may take a degree
pathway, especially since degrees
arestillthe dominant currency.
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MRONG YE KUNG, 00 whether he would
choose the skills or degree pathif he were.
18again and heading to further studies.

Mr Ong Ye Kung says Singaporeans
should stop believing that university
education is the only way to develop
an individual's potential.
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come more connected than ever to
zhe region and the world,” he says.
reans must aim to take a
cue from the expatriate talents com-
ing to the Republic. They must have
the hunger and sense of adventure
to go out of Singapore and seize op-
portunitiesina foreignland.

And Singaporeans must be able
appreciate and operate within dif-
ferent cultures. Mr Ong reminds
graduates that with half of their
peers holding degrees, they cannot
rely on just their qualifications to
stand out from the crowd.

“In this landscape, you can no
longer say, ‘I am a degree holder
and am therefore different from
others, You have togo beyond that.
You have to develop a niche... and
be able to sell and present that
niche as your area of mastery and
differentiate yourself,” he says.

Asked if he would place skills
above degrees, he says it need not
beoneabove the other.

“The traditional view is that a de-
gree is above skills, but that is be-
cause when we think of skills in Sin-
gapore, we think of vocational skills
acquired through polytechnic and
lnsnmie of Technical Education

Soe mocumnlate knowledge
through a degree course, but to con-
vert the knowledge into something
useful to society, you require Sills
Skills are something that activate
youv lmvwledge From that perspec-

incl aduates,
shouldacquire.

Because technological changes
are “turning industries upside
down®, graduates need to under-

jesend

master's,interms
He stands refrain

movement's an

that Singaporcans should stop be-
lieving that university education is
the only way to develop an individ-
ual's potential.

“This could be in the form of a de-
gree, a master's, a specialist

omy has diverse needs and will re-
quire diverse talents from a spec-

children.

that we plan for. Even in that tradi-
tional path, we are trying to make it

As such, the Gov-

more varied, through different uni-

ferent teaching meth-

diploma, an of short ernmentislook “di-  versities, di

inedindi phases  verseand pathways  ods, different subjects and differ-
of your life, or just something that i ise.”
thatndusery koows youare goodst,  ~Ulimately itis not about having

without any paper qualifications. It
isabout havingahigh levelof exper-

Kung, who Tevealed thisinaninier-
view with The Straits Times, says
with the increase, the Ministry of
Education is well on track to meet-
mglhewpﬂ(‘t‘nlcohon participa-

yinapartic-
Ut aren hesays.

Although university degrees are
the “currency” to land good jobs at
the moment, he stresses that deep
skills are what will count for career

aims
toachieve by 2020.

He notes that Singapore’s econ-

ping not only our
ential and experimes

adegree forits sake, but about skills
for work and for life. Throughout
their lifetime, everyone should
have that depth of knowledge and
agility in applying their skills in dif-
ferent contexts. There are many
pathstoarrive there.

“One dominant path is to study,
getadegree and work for therest of
your life. For that, we have a CPR

an continue o dis

Admissions close 19 March 2016, Apmy g tp:/ism sgl)aplyzmﬂ

But he admits that many employ-
ersstill hire on the basis of qualifica-
tions, and this getsin the way of Sin-
gaporeans chasing skills instead of
degrees.

“I speak to many employers and
the bosses all agree with the idea of
looking beyond academic results
and degrees. Yet, they have not
changed their hiring practices sig-
nificantly. One employer of a fairly

cover

"The truth s, both are needed - it
is a mesh of what you know and
whatyoucan do.”

He stresses that parents, students
and employers all need to embrace

“lam not saying you need to be a
coder or an IT expert, But it will be
£00d to have a basic understanding
of technology and how it can be
used in the field you are in."

With the advance of artificial in-
telligence, he advi

g

“That'sreally the skills we're refer-
ring to in SkillsFuture,” he says, re-
ferring to the national movement
to harness the aspirations and tal-
ents of the population and encour-
age Singaporeans m ktep

notto be like robots.
“If you work like a robot, you will
be replaced by a robot,” he said. In
is era we must be “more human
than ever - in anything we do”, he
says, pointing to lhe tm that Alis

andiskil, 3
He hopes that society as a whole
will recognise and celebrate the
spectrum of success in different
fields. I society sticks to a narrow
notion of success, then we will al-

ativity, cmpa(hy, r:nm:al thinking,

em-
brace them all. Only then will we

The ome, force to be reckoned

hay % e
notjust academic meritocracy buta

wit which is still
Tatheringpace
“Singapore’s economy will be-
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