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With a sizeable student population
0f 12,000, and another 37,000 par-
ticipating in its professional and
continuing education courses,
Singapore Management University
plays host to thousands daily at its
4.5ha campus in the heart of Singa-
pore’s civic district.

A large number of members of
the public also criss-cross the cam-
pus daily. They may stop for a meal
at one of the cafes in the basement
concourse, view an art installation
at the de Suantio Gallery, use the
running track on the campus green
or attend events such as the Singa-
pore Night Festival.

In an interview with The Straits
Times, SMU president Lily Kong
said the university community
knows how privileged it is to be
given the prime location in the
heartofthe city.

“For a university that started off
as a business university, having the
banking and busi ¢ ity
on its doorstep was priceless. Over
the years, we have leveraged our
location and the various communi-
ties there, including the business,
legal and cultural institutions and
groups.”

But having the prime location
comes with the responsibility of
giving back to the city and the SMU
community has done this in many
ways, she said. These include allow-
ing the use of campus facilities for
public events and students taking
on community service projects to
help disadvantaged groups, such as
some homeless people who took
shelter in the university’s base-
ment concourse.

Integrating the entrance pillars
of the old National Library in Stam-
ford Road into the SMU campus
wasalsoaway of giving back.

Professor Kong said: “In con-
structing the SMU Connexion, the
university chose to retain the
brick pillars and the cast-iron
fence of the former National Li-
brary building. They are a part of
Singapore’s history and the collec-
tive memory of generations of Sin-
gaporeans, for whom the National
Library building was a cherished
partof their lives.”

Apart from the key role of
preparing students for jobs in a
rapidly changing world, universi-
ties also have an important civic
role, she said.

“Our responsibility goes beyond
preparing graduates for jobs. We
can nurture engaged citizens, and
cultivate meaningful involvement
in the community, be it through
community-based participatory re-
search, volunteer work, or initia-
tives that support social develop-
ment,” she said, before discussing
the many other ways in which SMU
tries to be a university for the peo-
ple, not just for its students.

QSMU has arather porous campus,
with hundreds, ifnot th dsof

THE UNIVERSITY
AND THE CITY

In the second of a four-part series on the changing role of universities,
SMU president Lily Kong talks to The Straits Times’ senior education
correspondent Sandra Davie about the special role of city universities

-

. @

4

1 >

-~

of Singapore Management University. "We can nurture

”..‘
-y

d

.

=

» rt o

s

“s.-r.

Apart from the key role of preparing students for jobs in a rapidly changing world, universities also have an important civic role, says Professor Lily Kong, president
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About Lily Kong

Professor Lily Kong is the fifth
ident of Si M

people passing through or using the
campus facilities every day. Is that
intentional?

A Yes, pre-Covid-19 there was a
constant stream of people using
our concourse and campus green,
which has a running track that is
open to the public.

SMU also lends its venue for
many public events, including the
art festivals, and the Singapore
Night Festival.

We also have seminars, talks and
workshops which are well at-
tended. So, in that sense, we are a
university in the city, but we also
bring the city into the university in
many ways.

Q How have your students and
faculty leveraged the campus
location in the heart of the city?

A Our faculty and students have
leveraged our urban location for
the mutual benefit of university
and city.

As | said earlier, in the initial
years, it was a boost for our busi-
ness school faculty and students,
who could tap the firms nearby for
case studies, work attachments
and student projects.
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ment University (SMU) and also
Lee Kong Chian Chair Professor
of Social Sciences. She was for-
merly provost at the university.

Before joining SMU, she was a
faculty member at the National
University of Singapore’s (NUS)
department of geography for
nearly 25 years.

She held various senior manage-
ment roles at NUS, including vice-
provost (education), vice-provost
(academic personnel), vice-presi-
dent (university and global rela-
tions), dean of the Faculty of Arts

The business community, in
turn, has the opportunity to tap the
university’s vast database of knowl-
edge and intellect, in the form of
its teaching faculty, student body,
research resources and its offer-
ings of executive education and
customised courses.

SMU’s Yong Pung How School of
Law too has linked up with law
firms in the city to provide work at-
tachments for our students.

We bring in top lawyers and

and Social Sciences, dean of the
University Scholars Programme,
and director of the Asia Research
Institute.

An award-winning researcher
and teacher, she has received
five international fellowship
awards including the Common-
wealth Fellowship Award and
the Fulbright Fellowship Award.

She has also won the Robert
Stoddard Award from the Associ-
ation of American Geographers
for her contributions to the study
of religion. In 2006, she was con-
ferred the Public Administration
Medal (Silver).

judges for talks, and to mentor and
interact with our students.

At the same time, the law faculty
gives back - our law students, with
the help of volunteer lawyers, runa
pro bono legal clinic on campus. It
helps about 300 people a year who
need legal help.

Our other four schools also en-
gage and collaborate with various
public and private sectors in the
vicinity.

You see it in many cities around
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Prof Kong is widely known for
her research on urban transfor-
mations, and social and cultural
change in Asia. In particular, she
has published a large body of
work on religion, cultural policy
and creative economy, urban her-
itage and conservation, and na-
tional identity.

She is on a dozen editorial
boards of international journals
in her field and is frequently in-
vited as keynote speaker to con-
ferencesin her domain.

She studied at NUS before pur-
suing her PhD in geography at
University College London.
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the world - the strategic interplay
between universities, firms, entre-
preneurs, research labs and the di-
verse communities in the city - and
we draw strength from one another
invirtuous circles of innovation.

Q What about the research that SMU
has chosen to focus on?

A Our research is geared very
much to solving the challenges
faced by Singaporeans and better-
ing their lives.

Take for example the Centre for
Research on Successful Ageing
(Rosa) set up in July 2020, which
was built on the foundations of its
predecessor, the Centre for Re-
search on the Economics of Age-
ing. Rosa does research on issues
related to ageing. Through the cen-
tre’s work, we are able to examine
Government’s policies impacting
older folk and how tweaking these
policies may lead to improved out-
comes for older adults in Singa-
pore and ensure their well-being
into later life.

In the last two years, we have re-
leased important research find-
ings on how the Covid-19 pan-
demic has impacted older Singa-
poreans. Through our research, we
have found that older Singapore-
ans are concerned about access to
affordable healthcare even as Sin-
gapore transitions to a phase
where Covid-19 is endemic.

While the pandemic has dis-
rupted the provision of healthcare
for older adults who suffer from
chronic ailments, the respondents’
satisfaction with health remained
constant as the shift to working
from home enabled some older
adults to adopt healthier lifestyles
and exercise routines. This brings
to attention the point on how we
canimprove older adult well-being
evenafter the pandemic.

Q What about a university’s role in
enabling social and
inter-generational mobility,
especially since studies around the
world have found that
inter-generational inequality is
increasingly entrenched.

A It remains very important to us.
Higher education is widely viewed
as a pathway to social mobility.
Studies have shown that most
universities successfully “level the
playing field” across students with
different socio-economic back-
grounds, because they provide
greater value-add for children
from low-income families.

SMU has the Access programme
that guarantees eligible students a
financial aid package which pays
for 100 per cent of their tuition
fees, after taking into account all
scholarships, bursaries and other
grantsa student receives.

Unlike most other scholarship
programmes, it does not involve an
often stressful interview process,
and there is no cap on the number
of recipientsin perpetuity.

SMU Access isalso bond-free.

Q You have talked much about the
“social"role of universities, but what
about the “economic "role of
universities - in particular,
preparing students togo on to thrive
in this rapidly changing world?

A Certainly, universities should
prepare students to be economic
citizens. I am happy to report that
SMU continues to do well in prepar-
ingits students for jobs.

The university’s class of 2020
notched a high job rate despite the
disruptions brought on by Covid-19.
Close to 94 per cent found jobs
within six months of completing
their final examinations. Both the
mean and median gross monthly
salaries were atanall-time high.

Preparing our students for the
job market remains an important
role for us and all universities. But
to prepare young people for the
changing world of work, universi-
ties have had to go beyond just pro-
viding a strong grounding in the
disciplines that students choose to
study. It is also about developing
other skills and attributes, includ-
ing global competency, adaptabil-
ity and resilience.

These skills are soimportant that
increasingly, universities around
the world, including SMU, have
drawn up plans to ensure the devel-
opment of these skills is explicit
and intentional and given priority.

SMU has various programmes in
place, including overseas experi-
ences, work-study opportunities
and SMU-X student projects to nur-
ture these key competencies.
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Explore urban issues with the freshest perspectives. Join the changemakers and awaken new ideas today at City Perspectives.

cityperspectives.smu.edu.sg
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