
PRIVATE institutions have turned their
attention to engineering degrees, to
keep up with industry demands.

Some, like PSB Academy and Man-
agement Development Institute of Sin-
gapore (MDIS), have set up laboratory
facilities and brought in machinery for
students to use.

This comes as engineering jobs rank
among the top 10 unfilled positions for
the third year in a row.

Young people, even those with engi-
neering qualifications, tend to shun the
profession for other fields such as fi-
nance and banking as they perceive it
to be dull, not as high-paying and in-
volving work that gets their hands
dirty.

But while engineering jobs are not
popular, engineering degrees continue
to be in demand, with local universities
offering programmes with overseas
partners such as London’s Imperial Col-
lege to attract each cohort’s best.

Last year, Nanyang Technological
University accepted 2,800 engineering
students, and National University of
Singapore took in 1,500. These figures
were about the same as those in the pre-
vious year.

The number trained by local univer-
sities will rise further with new offer-
ings from Singapore University of Tech-
nology and Design (SUTD) and Singa-
pore Institute of Technology (SIT).

The bulk of SUTD’s first intake of
340 students in 2012 will graduate this
year with an engineering degree.

Last year, SIT introduced two of its
own degrees in infrastructure engineer-
ing and software engineering.

Noting this demand, private schools

are offering engineering qualifications.
Last year, PSB Academy started of-

fering an electrical and electronic engi-
neering degree by Britain’s Coventry
University. This is on top of two degree
courses in electrical and mechanical en-
gineering that the academy runs with
Australia’s University of Newcastle.

In 2011, MDIS introduced degrees in
electrical and electronic engineering,
and mechanical design engineering,
which took in more than 50 students.
These now have about 350 students.

MDIS also started a new product de-
sign engineering degree last year.

It let polytechnic graduates with rel-
evant diplomas complete these two
courses in a year instead of the usual
three.

MDIS’ senior director Tan Gek Khim
said: “The top-up programmes, specifi-
cally, were introduced to meet the de-
mand from polytechnic graduates who
wish to upgrade their qualifications.”

The school has built three work-
shops and laboratories with equipment
such as 3D printers and machines for
welding and plasma cutting to let stu-
dents hone their skills.

Similarly, PSB Academy will be
bringing in 3D printers and scanners
for students. It has four labs and three
rooms with electrical, mechanical and
physics equipment.

Mr Kenneth Tay, 28, who joined its
mechanical engineering degree course
from the University of Newcastle, said
not many private schools offered engi-
neering courses five years ago.

“I was considering going overseas to
study, but I was looking for a shorter
route as I want to start work soon,”

said the former Institute of Technical
Education student. He did a Higher
Nitec in electronics and electrical engi-
neering in 2008, and hopes to work in
the silicon chip industry.

At least three other institutions, in-
cluding James Cook University Singa-
pore, are exploring the possibility of en-
gineering degrees.

Kaplan Singapore is wrapping up dis-
cussions with Australia’s RMIT Univer-
sity to offer degrees in mechanical and
aerospace engineering, which will start
in the second quarter of the year. Stu-
dents may spend part of these courses
at RMIT’s laboratory facility in Mel-
bourne to gain practical experience.

Kaplan Singapore’s president Leon
Choong said these new degrees “are in
response to the increasing trend we see
of large aerospace companies such as
Rolls Royce and Pratt and Whitney set-
ting up their operations and manufac-
turing facilities in Singapore”.

Similarly, the East Asia Institute of
Management is looking to start aero-
nautical and mechanical engineering de-
grees in one to two years’ time. It may
also launch a master’s degree in engi-
neering.

Its principal and executive chairman
Andrew Chua said: “We are aware that
setting up engineering labs to support
the practical aspects of engineering edu-
cation is necessary and can be expen-
sive. However, as a considerable part
of engineering lab work revolves
around the use of computer simula-
tions, cost is not a major factor in the
provision of a good engineering de-
gree.”
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THE Singapore campus of
Australia’s James Cook University
(JCU), which started moving to its
new campus in Sims Drive in
Aljunied last week, aims to grow
its student number from the
current 3,700 to 5,000 by the end
of next year.

On top of its 23 degree courses
in areas such as business, psychol-
ogy and early childhood educa-
tion, JCU Singapore is also look-
ing into offering degree courses in
civil engineering and nursing at
its new 24,000 sq m campus,
which used to house Manjusri
Secondary School.

Its degree courses are the same
as those run at its home campuses
in Australia, and its students here
take the same examinations.

The new programmes are ex-
pected to be popular with Singapo-
reans, who make up one-third of
the student population that cur-
rently uses two campuses in
Upper Thomson Road and Ang
Mo Kio.

Dr Dale Anderson, JCU deputy
vice-chancellor who heads the
Singapore campus, said the new
courses are likely to be launched
next year.

Like some of the current offer-
ings, the new courses will offer
professional accreditation in Aus-

tralia. Its psychology degree, for
instance, is accredited by the rele-
vant professional bodies here and
in Australia, which means JCU
graduates can practise in both
countries.

The private school, which is
run like an offshore campus of
JCU in Queensland, has for years
offered counselling services to
members of the public for a small
fee.

The clinic run by its psycholo-
gy professors and graduate stu-
dents counselled 173 people last
year, including those suffering
from depression and gambling
addiction.

With a bigger facility, it will be
able to cater to more people, al-
though the school’s focus remains
on the students, said Dr Ander-
son.

The fully wired, high-tech cam-
pus enables video conferencing
and flipped classroom teaching –
where students watch lectures on-
line and class time is used to delve
deeper into the topic through dis-
cussions and debates.

One of the central features of
the new campus is a student hub
where students can meet their
classmates to brainstorm and col-
laborate on assignments.

There are also “learning sup-
port teachers” on hand to help the
students.

Students who want help incor-

porating a set of figures into a pa-
per or a project can approach an
officer trained in statistics, for in-
stance, while those who are weak

in English can get tips from an
English language specialist.

Dr Anderson said: “They are
stationed at the hub itself so

students have easy access to
them.”

The 58 full-time faculty mem-
bers here are all required to have
at least a PhD.

JCU, which is making a mark in
research in areas such as climate
change and marine science, aims
to become a world leader in tropi-
cal issues and has declared that its
Singapore campus will play a key
role in its plan.

It hopes the proximity of the
new campus to the Singapore
Sports Hub and Central Business
District can lead to new partner-
ships with business organisations.
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THESE days, private institutions
are moving beyond offering busi-
ness and management degrees.

In the last two to three years,
they have brought in more degree
courses in niche areas, from early
childhood education to fashion
and biomedical science.

School officials said that these
are in line with the rising

demand in Singapore for special-
ised skills and knowledge in the
job market.

These degree programmes,
usually three years long, cost
between $17,000 and $40,000.

Dr Dale Anderson, the deputy
vice-chancellor of Australia’s
James Cook University (JCU) who
heads the Singapore campus,
said: “As the private education
sector evolves, we have to deliver
relevant programmes that meet

the needs of Singapore.
“Gone are the days when pri-

vate schools just delivered basic
business degrees. Churning out
people just to have a degree no
longer works.

“Students are too astute. They
want to do a course that will give
them a job.”

JCU Singapore started its early
childhood education degree
course with 13 students last year
to meet the “huge demand for

qualified pre-school teachers”
here, he said. It expects to enrol
nine new students this month,
and hold two more intakes this
year due to “steady demand”.

Its bachelor of business and en-
vironment science programme,
which started in 2010 with eight
students, now has 49 students.

Dr Anderson said: “With time,
businesses are seeing the impor-
tance of sustainability and being
environmentally sound.”

Some schools such as Kaplan
Singapore are offering new degrees
in digital media, in addition to oth-
ers in cyber forensics and informa-
tion security management.

This is in anticipation of the ris-
ing demand for people who can
work with online content market-
ing, social media and mobile tech-
nology, said Kaplan Singapore’s
president, Mr Leon Choong.

Last year, PSB Academy start-
ed three courses for new science

degrees awarded by Australia’s La
Trobe University in specialisa-
tions such as molecular biology
and pharmaceutical science.

Similarly, the East Asia Insti-
tute of Management (EASB) start-
ed a biomedical science degree
course three years ago. It has
enrolled 20 to 30 per cent more
students each year.

In July, EASB will start a
performing arts honours degree
course with Scotland’s Queen

Margaret University.
The Management Develop-

ment Institute of Singapore said
its biggest increase in intake size
was for its fashion degree cours-
es, launched in 2011. The number
of students taking up the courses
increased by more than 100 per
cent last year.

Students who chose niche de-
grees, such as Ms Teh Jiexin, 20,
a first-year early childhood educa-
tion student at JCU Singapore,

said it was difficult to find such
courses even in local universities.

“I considered the National In-
stitute of Education’s teaching de-
gree, but I prefer to interact with
very young children,” she said.

Another student, Ms Chrispin
Lim, 25, who took up PSB
Academy’s biomedical sciences
degree course by La Trobe Univer-
sity, said: “The options in this
field are quite limited in the pri-
vate sector.”

She works at a contract re-
search company and attends
night classes a few times a week.

“The knowledge I’ve gained on
the course has helped me have a
better understanding of the can-
cer drugs I’m working with.”

Some private schools also saw
an increase in demand for courses
in hospitality and tourism.

EASB and Kaplan Singapore
both saw up to 10 per cent more
students in such courses in the

last few years. To cater to this
demand, PSB Academy intro-
duced six courses last year in
tourism and hospitality for
degrees awarded by Edinburgh
Napier University in Britain. It
said student numbers are “encour-
aging”.

More students are also going
for double degrees. SIM Global
Education (SIM GE) received
more than twice the number of
applications for courses leading

to double degrees and degrees
with double majors offered by the
University at Buffalo in New York
last year than in 2013.

These include courses in areas
such as psychology and interna-
tional trade.

These degrees offer “a more
broad-based education and wider
choices for employment after
graduation”, a SIM GE spokes-
man said.
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Many options for engineering

More degree programmes in niche areas at private schools

Mr Kenneth Tay is on a PSB Academy
mechanical engineering degree
programme under the University of
Newcastle. He hopes to work in the
silicon chip industry.
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About 14,000
students took the
A-level examinations
last year and received
their results on
Monday. This is the
last of a three-part
daily series on the
results and the
developments in the
educational
institutions that
students can join after
the examinations.
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James Cook uni eyes
bigger pool of students

Learning support teachers (from left) Nimrod Delante, Michael Joyce and George Jacobs are stationed at JCU’s student hub
to offer help. The school started moving to its new Sims Drive campus (below) last week. ST PHOTOS: LAU FOOK KONG
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