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SMU wants students to ‘interrupt’ studies

In this second of
a four-part series
on reimagining
universities, senior
education
correspondent
Sandra Davie talks
to Singapore
Management
University president
Lily Kong

BEYONDACADEMICACHIEVEMENTS

Weshould consider
thevalue of students’
otherexperiences,
achievements, skill
sets picked up atwork
before they headto
university.

SMU PRESIDENT LILY KONG

When the Singapore Management
University (SMU) was set up in
2000, it was the upstart in the
higher education landscape.

Unlike the National University of
Singapore and Nanyang Technolog-
ical University, which admitted stu-
dents based on examination re-
sults, SMU used a broad range of cri-
teria, including interviews and re-
flective essays toselect students.

Another changeit instituted right
from the start - awarding marks for
participation in class. It forced abe-
havioural change inits students.

Four years later, employers re-
ceiving SMU’s first batch of under-
graduates noted they were more
outspoken and articulate than their
peers fromthe other universities.

SMU president Lily Kong said the
university is ready to innovate and
lead change in the university sector

again.

The changes will not be to differ-
entiate itself from the others, but
because of the vast and sweeping
changes in work trends which de-
mand that universities inculcate
the habit of interspersing learning
with work throughout their stu-
dents’lives.

SMU wants to start inculcating
the habit even before its students
start on their degree studies.

Prof Kong said: “We want to press
home the point among school
leavers that there is value in seek-
ing other experiences, be it work,
doing a start-up or undertaking
community service, before starting
on university studies and even dur-
ing their studies.

“Front-loading all of their univer-
sity education before starting on
their careers may not necessarily
be good for everyone.

“But right now, very few school
leavers want to take a gap year to ex-
pose themselves to other experi-
ences before starting onundergrad-

uate studies.”

She revealed that university offi-
cials are considering various op-
tions to encourage this.

“Weare looking athowwe canas-
sess and make these other experi-
ences count for admissions to SMU.
For example, if someone has
worked forayear or twoand gained
from that experience, how can we
make that count?”

She elaborated on how SMU
hopes to lead the change in admis-
sions and other aspects of univer-
sity education.

Q The vast majority of students still
want to go touniversity immediately
afterA levels or diploma studies.
How can they be persuaded not to
“front-load” their education?
AThis is the prevailing mindset be-
cause students worry that they will
lose momentum. Or they feel that
they are going to lose out if they
waitayearor twotogeta place.
One way of persuading them is
for universities to put in place cer-
tain policies which show that going
out to work or taking some time out
to travel would help them with
their personal and intellectual

growth.

We should consider the value of
students’ other experiences,
achievements, skill sets picked up
at work before they head to univer-
sity.

Though this may seem to be a dif-
ficult thing to do, it is important
that we find ways of being able to
make thoseassessments.

If we say employers are not look-
ing for the right thing when they fo-
cus on qualifications, then we
should apply that to ourselves as
universities. If we're not looking for
the right thing, behaviour will not
change.

Q Canyou elaborate on how you will

channels
ssion and

assess non-academic experiences,
including work?

A We don’t expect someone who's
18 and worked for two years to
change the world. Butwe would ex-
pect they would demonstrate cer-
tain qualities of resilience, of age-
appropriate innovation, creativity
and adaptability.

And, if you have made that transi-
tion and been successful, it tells me
something about you, your adapt-
ability, resilience and ability to
learn in a vastly different context.
And that’s the sort of student that I
surely want.

QDo you have atime frame in mind
forthe newadmissions criteria that
willtake into account attributes from
non-academic experiences?
A It will not happen overnight. It
willtake time and needs testing.
We must keep in mind how impor-
tant the opportunity of a university
education is to students and par-
ents. There must bea sense of even-
handedness and fairness inthe new
criteria.

QDo you think students see the value
of combining work with study?

A Yes. In the same spirit of offering
different pathways, we offer stu-
dentsvarious opportunities tocom-
bine work withstudy.

First, we have SMU-X courses,
where students take on real
projects with organisations or com-
panies and help to find solutions.
Though we intend every student to
get to do one SMU-X course, we ac-
tually have some who do up to six.
Students like getting a taste of dif-
ferent industries and companies,
and a sense of what they would
truly beinterested in.

Second, all students are required
to complete at least one 10-week in-
ternship before graduation. On av-
erage, our students complete be-
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About
Lily Kong

Professor Lily Kong is Singa-
pore Management Univer-
sity’s fifth president, and the
first Singaporean to lead the
20-year-olduniversity.

Prof Kong, 55, is also the
first Singapore woman to
head a university in Singa-
pore.

She was previously provost
of SMU; vice-provost and
vice-president at the Na-
tional University of Singa-
pore (in various portfolios)
and executive vice-president
(Academic) of Yale-NUS Col-
lege.

ProfKong s internationally
known for her research on
social and cultural change in
Asian cities, focusing on a
range of issues, from religion,
cultural policy and creative
economy, urban heritage and
conservation, to smart cities.

An award-winning re-
searcher and teacher, she has
received five international
fellowship awards and has
also won the Association of
American Geographers
Robert Stoddard Award for
Distinguished Service (Geog-
raphy of Religion and Belief
Systems).

She was conferred the
Public Administration Medal
(Silver) in2006.

QIn what ways can industry and
academia work more closely
together?

A Consulting industry and getting
their endorsement for new pro-
grammes is par for the course.
What we need is for academia and
industry to come together on curat-
ing and delivering courses.

Wesee this in our continuing edu-
cation for working adults at our
SMU Academy.

The Academy offers 400 courses
and works with a range of industry
partners which include Deloitte,
KPMG, Alibaba and Accenture.
Lastyear, we trained nearly 20,000

Singapore Management participants. We should see more of

University. this close collaboration between
demia and industry in the under-

WHEN: Feb 15, Saturday, graduate space as well.

10amtonoon To further strengthen our part-

WHERE: Singapore Management
University School of Law
Building, Basement 1SMU Hall

COST: Free for ST readers

ONLINE REGISTRATION:
httpsy//str.sg/JShn
Limited seats available.

tween two and six internships, and
many are offered jobs before gradu-
ation. The latest graduate employ-
ment survey found that one in two
students who receivedjob offers be-
fore graduation landed full-time of-
fersthrough internships.

Third, for a longer work stint, we
introduced a work-study scheme
with SingHealth and Google Singa-
pore.

So, yes, students see the value in
combining work and study. We are
working hard at creating new indus-
try links and strengthening existing
ones.

At SMU, we believe that the drive
for ongoing self-development is
what will ensure relevance and value
in an ever-changing world. We draw
from current global and industry
perspectives to ensure our learners
can compete internationally,
capitalise on opportunities, and
make a positive impact on tomorrow.

Imagine a better world with us.

smu.edu.sg
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nerships with industry, we could,
for example, have more visiting fel-
lows from industry doing teaching
stints.

Similarly, we should send out
more of our academics to do stints
inindustry.

QSMU s celebratingits 20thyear
this year. How do you hopeit will
continue to contribute to the higher
education landscape?

A It is an opportune time to cele-
brate the university’s collective her-
itage and, importantly, the values
that underpin us - of innovation, of
breaking new ground, of engage-
ment with and giving back to the
community.

My hope is for SMU to continue to
flourish and innovate in the higher
education landscape, creating new
research and knowledge that con-
tribute to developing the best tal-
ents for Singapore and make mean-
ingful impact on economy, society
and polity.

sandra@sph.com.sg
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