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Mr Cheong Choon Hee, 72, never
dreamed that he would go back to
school after he quit his studies in
Primary 6.

But in July last year, he did just
that. He signed up for classes at
Yah! Community College at Jurong
Point.

For four months, he joined oth-
er senior citizens to learn about top-
ics such as communication and
how to deal with death.

At the end of last year, he
donned a graduation gown to re-
ceive a lifelong learning certificate.

It was a proud moment for him.
“The whole experience was emo-
tionally fulfilling and showed me
that I can still learn and lead an ac-
tive life,” said Mr Cheong. The
former owner of a textile business is
married with four children.

The senior-education sector has
been growing over the last few
years. Yah! or Young-At-Heart!
Community College was started in
2005 by the Marine Parade Family
Service Centre. So far, 1,088 stu-
dents have attended its courses.

The Active Ageing Academy
(AAA), under Fei Yue Community
Services, was launched in 2008.
Based in Bukit Batok, it offers
six-month courses taught in Man-
darin, on subjects such as mental
wellness and basic counselling.

The course costs $450 and AAA
has had close to 240 students.

Fei Yue also launched an English
version of the AAA on May 8, called
Golden Age College. Said Mr Sam-
my How, senior executive of Fei
Yue: “We felt that English-learning
opportunities should be made avail-
able to seniors, especially to the
non-Mandarin speaking groups
such as Malays, Indians and Eura-
sians.”

There are also other places
which offer shorter courses in sub-
jects such as photography, IT and
drawing.

The Retired & Senior Volunteer
Programme (RSVP) has trained
more than 1,200 people in IT cours-
es, launched in 1998, and 120 sen-
iors in photography courses,
launched last year.

At the launch of the Golden Age
College, Minister in the Prime Min-
ister’s Office Lim Boon Heng said:
“Lifelong education keeps the
mind active and continuous learn-
ing ensures one can stay active and
engaged in life.”

Indeed, seniors give the thumbs
up to such courses.

Mr Chhua Bak Siang, 61, who
owns a publishing firm, completed
a six-month course at AAA in 2008.
“It has taught me how to live happi-
ly and communicate with my fami-
ly and understand people better.
This helps a lot both at home and
in business.”

Others hope to monetise what
they have learnt. Retiree Theresa
Kam, 59, is taking a course in Micro-
soft Excel under RSVP to help her
look for part-time work.

“I think it’s good for me to up-
grade. Because these classes cater to
seniors, they explain things more
slowly,” she said of the 10-lesson
training which costs $100.

Seniors are easy to teach, said ed-
ucators. Said Mr Jim Then, 64, a
training manager with the Centre
for Seniors: “They already have lots
of experience so rather than being
‘taught’, they prefer if you ‘share’
things with them.”

Said Madam Goh Ai Yat, 53,
who teaches an introductory
course on how to plan for retire-
ment: “I have to prove my credibili-
ty with older people because they
want to be taught by someone with
actual life experience.”

Added social worker, Ms Iris Lin,
28, who has been teaching at AAA
for a year: “Because many of the stu-
dents see education as a gift, they
are even more enthusiastic and mo-
tivated than young people. They ex-
press so much gratitude for the op-
portunity.”

Some feel that while senior edu-
cation will become lucrative in
years to come, it is a struggle now.

Mr Ng said it takes between
$400,000 and $500,000 a year to
run Yah! College. But he can charge
students only $300 for the
100-hour course in lifelong learn-
ing as they have complained about
price rises.

Schools can get funds from bod-
ies such as the Council for Third
Age, an independent body that pro-
motes active ageing.

The Council for Third Age said
Singapore’s lifelong learning land-
scape is complex and thriving, in-
volving multiple players who offer
a wide variety of options.

Mr Then said the Centre for Sen-
iors, whose workshops for mature
employees help them understand
the ageing process, plans to be an
accredited training body in about a
year.

He said: “We’ve a vision of a
more holistic programme for sen-
iors’ mental, financial and physical
health. It makes sense, seeing that
an ageing population is a global
problem.”
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Instructor Carol Lim (left), 52, leading Mr Cheong Choon Hee, 72, and other participants in a song and dance at the
Yah! Community College at Jurong Point. Since the college opened in 2005, 1,088 seniors have attended its courses.
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The silver market is worth its
weight – in gold.

This is why more efforts are now
in place to train people to mine this
business.

Temasek Polytechnic (TP) has
started a 31/2-day course to train
“silverpreneurs”.

The National University of Singa-
pore (NUS) Entrepreneurship Cen-
tre started think-tanks about a year
ago to help innovators come up
with products for senior consum-
ers.

Said Ms Julie Spencer, section
head of gerontological manage-
ment studies at TP: “There are op-
portunities but some businesses
may not see it as such.

“If the business looks at the age
demographic of its clients, they
would probably see the older ones
form a fair percentage.”

In 2005, the silver market in Sin-
gapore was worth US$4 billion
(S$5.5 billion). This is expected to
rise to almost US$11 billion by
2015 with the nation’s rapidly age-
ing population.

The first batch of baby boomers
– those born between 1947 and
1964 – will turn 65 in 2012.

Courses like the one TP offers
aim to help entrepreneurs under-

stand the new breed of older con-
sumers, who are likely to be
cash-rich and tech-savvy, said Ms
Spencer.

This is on top of giving them the
basic tools like marketing and
branding skills.

Mr Lee Junior, 35, managing di-
rector of Silver Capital Investment,
an investment advisory and incuba-
tor focusing on the silver industry,
said: “Ours is a newly ageing popu-
lation, which is why looking into
the silver market is not second na-
ture to us.”

He will be teaching some mod-
ules in the TP course, and he said
the aim is also to engage these old-
er consumers as an alternative work-
force.

The problem that needs to be
tackled, he noted, is the mindset
that older people are rigid and
stuck in the past.

“Many are retired professionals
with connections, money and expe-
rience. They can contribute as men-
tors to younger entrepreneurs with
products and services for the older
consumers.”

Mr Chia Sze Soon, 66, president
of the Active Retirees’ Association,
applauds the efforts to tap the sil-
ver market.

“We’re retired but educated pro-
fessionals. If we can acquire new
skills and experiences, and even
some income, why not?”

Singapore has come a long way
in making public facilities more
senior-friendly but there is still
room for improvement, ageing
experts and senior citizens said.

They were responding to the
draft recommendations released
last week by a focus group set up
by the Urban Redevelopment
Authority to look at what can be
done to improve the quality of
life.

Below is a wish-list of what
seniors want.

1 More road crossings
instead of overhead
bridges

Service staff Ron Menon, 68,
thinks there should be more
traffic light crossings instead of
overhead bridges.

“They are the worst. Is there
an alternative for us older
people? Or maybe the
authorities can consider making
the steps for future overhead
bridges less steep, because they
are very difficult to climb right
now.”

2 Senior-friendly
public buses
Operators have rolled out

buses with low steps and a
single-level aisle. But more
should be on the roads, said
teacher Elena Choy, 65. “All
buses should be step-free. It’s
very hard for older people to
climb the steps, especially when
the buses are moving. Lower
floors and no raised platforms
would also make our riding
experience more comfortable.”

3 Buildings with facilities
like ramps and
accessible lifts

Ms Susana Concordo, assistant
director of inter-agency

collaborations, Tsao Foundation,
said: “Many (buildings) are still
without accessible lifts, ramps
and railings.”

Nominated MP Laurence
Wee, 63, feels more can be done
at the design stage. “On paper,
they may have included
barrier-free facilities but they
may not be functional. For
instance, they may build a ramp
but it doesn’t connect you to
other parts of the building
smoothly. They should invite
elderly people or the disabled to
test it out.”

4 Pedestrian crossing
lights that stay
green longer

Mr Wee, who is immediate past
president of the Gerontological
Society, feels that the lights
should stay green longer for
pedestrians.

“Older people walk slower.
When the light changes so
quickly, they get flustered
because they have to dash across
the road. Also, some motorists
drive off very quickly and that
can be dangerous for
pedestrians.”

5 Rest areas in
public places
Retiree Liang Siew Ping, 71,

thinks there should be more
such areas provided in public
places.

“It’s quite difficult for me to
accompany my children and
grandchildren when they shop
and do other things. I would like
to see more places for older
people like me to sit, catch my
breath and wait for my family to
run errands,” she said.
Jamie Ee Wen Wei
Kueh Xiu Qing

The senior-education
sector is growing, with
courses ranging from
photography to IT

She saw photos of a graduation cere-
mony in a newspaper.

“I thought to myself: I want to
wear one of those mortarboards,”
recalled Madam Sharon Liew Poh
Yin, 60.

So she signed up for 100 hours
of a lifelong learning course at the
Young-At-Heart! (YAH!) Communi-
ty College in Jurong Point.

Participants discuss issues such
as mental well-being and communi-
cating with family members.

She graduated with a certificate
in lifelong learning at the end of
2008. At the ceremony, she wore a
graduation gown, complete with
mortarboard, of course.

The
former kin-
dergarten
teacher has
gone on to at-
tend other
courses, from
learning mag-
ic tricks to us-
ing the Inter-
net.

The cost
o f e a c h
course de-
pends on the
number of
hours. The
rate is $3 an
hour.

Having the chance to learn new
things at an older age has been a
great experience for Madam Liew,
who studied till Secondary 4.

“I’ve told one teacher how I felt.
Only when I came here, was I dis-
covered and appreciated by oth-
ers,” she said.

Madam Liew now spends at
least eight hours at YAH! each
week, a place that she calls her “sec-
ond home”. She lives with her hus-
band in Jurong and her three sons
are all married.

“When I asked my son why he
never comes to visit, he joked that
I’m never at home when he visits,”
she said.

She is either busy being a facilita-
tor at sessions with other seniors or
preparing for activities organised
by YAH!.

“All these opportunities to take
on leadership roles have given me
the chance to be more responsible
and independent,” she said.

She even took part in a cultural
exchange trip to China last year.
Debby Kwong
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Madam Cecilia Evelyn Koh, 71, has trouble using the stairs at Braddell MRT
station after suffering a stroke last year. The station entrance closest to her
home has an escalator that goes up, but not down.

After she gave birth to her second
child about 20 years ago, Madam El-
ida Teh found it hard to get back in-
to shape.

Growing older also made it
more challenging for her to get her
figure back. “Demands are greater

when it comes to older women.
Their bodies tend to be flabbier
and, well, you also can’t fight gravi-
ty,” she said.

Fed up of not being able to find
comfortable lingerie that would flat-
ter her shape, she set up a store,

D’Elegance, six years ago to help
others suffering the same plight.

Today, at least half of her cus-
tomers are aged 50 and above.

“The market now is mostly tar-
geted at younger customers be-
cause they think they have the
spending power. But now, those in
their 50s are different, they want to
pamper and take care of them-
selves,” said Madam Teh, 48.

Her shop in Anson Road carries
bras, corsets, girdles and other
items that promise to help women,
especially older ones, achieve a
more svelte silhouette.

They cost a pretty penny too,
with the cheapest one selling for al-
most $200.

Lest you think the designs are
conservative, they are not, with
some “naughty” ones on sale too.

“I use lace and embroidery. I
want my customers to feel elegant
and self-confident even in middle
age, so that they can feel young
again,” she said.

Madam Teh, who is a single par-
ent, spent about two years research-
ing materials and designs before
opening her store. She designs the
lingerie.

Said one customer Grace Tai, 59:
“I like the fact that in this case, com-
fort does not mean ugly.”
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Madam Teh, 48, does her own research and designs lingerie for her customers,
at least half of whom are aged 50 and above.

It’s back to
school for
these active
seniors

Retired tailor William Chan
dropped out of school after Second-
ary 2 to work in a clothes factory.

He never thought he would go
back to class again, until he came
across a newspaper advertisement
about a six-month course at Active
Ageing Academy (AAA), which is
run by Fei Yue Community Servic-
es.

He signed up for it and learnt ba-
sic counselling and wellness tips.

Mr Chan, who is 62 and single,
said: “I volunteer regularly at a hos-
pital with workers from China who
have on-site injuries, and they of-
ten tell me their problems and wor-
ries. This course taught me to com-
municate
with them.”

He a l so
took part in a
group project
at the end of
the course in
which mem-
bers came up
with a practi-
cal idea to car-
ry out.

I t was a
big day for
him when he
graduated
this year.

“I was so happy. I thought they
were joking when they said I would
get to wear the cap and gown. It
was only on the day that I realised
it was real.”

But more than opening doors
for him into volunteerism, the
course also helped him foster
family ties.

“Previously, I used to see my
family only on big occasions. After
I learnt how to better communi-
cate, I started calling them on the
phone to find out how they are,”
he said.

“Three of my siblings and I have
become so much closer because of
this.”
Shuli Sudderuddin

Her lingerie store
caters to older women

YAH! makes
her dream
come true

Mr Chan picked up
basic counselling
and wellness tips.

Madam Liew
graduated with a
certificate in
lifelong learning.

New courses train people to tap silver dollar

AAA helps
improve his
family ties
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