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Expose girls to science and tech early: Panel

The opportunity will help them to make
informed choices about education and career

AmeliaTeng
Education Correspondent

Girls must be exposed to science
and technology early in their lives
in order to make informed choices
about their education and careers,
said panellists at a dialogue yester-
day.

United States Secretary of Com-
merce Gina Raimondo, who is in
Singapore on an official visit and
was one of the speakers, cited an
example from the US state of
Rhode Island, where she had
served as governor. “We brought
about the teaching of computer sci-
ence in every public school in
Rhode Island, starting when kids

were in kindergarten, (at) five
years old. And the result of that
early training was astonishing.

“Once girls were exposed to com-
puter science, naturally they took
to it, they did incredibly well and
more of them started to go into
tech fields, simply because they
were exposed toit,” she said.

She was speaking at a panel dis-
cussion at the National University
of Singapore about getting more
women into the tech sector. The
event, titled Women In Tech - Seiz-
ing Opportunities In The Digital
Economy, was co-hosted by the US
Department of Commerce and Sin-
gapore’s Ministry of Communica-
tionsand Information.

Minister for Communications
and Information Josephine Teo,

whowas also one of the speakers at
the event, highlighted the impor-
tance of growing the pipeline for
techtalentatan earlyage.

“We have to start very young. In
our schools, for example, any child
above the age 0f 10 has the opportu-
nity to do coding for fun. And this
is where they get to learn some of
the core computational concepts,”
she said.

Compulsory coding enrichment
classes have been conducted forall
upper primary pupils since last
year, as part of efforts to expose
children to basic coding.

“We hope that it provides a foun-
dation so they don’t feel alienated
and can grasp the domain.”

Social norms, too, tend to dictate
what girls can and cannot do, and
what they should and should not
do, Mrs Teo said. She added that as
girls grow up, they must have the
confidence to pursue subjects typi-
cally associated with boys, as well

as careersintechnology.

Ms Raimondo, who is in Singa-
pore for two days, said the world
cannot afford for women not to be
fully engaged in the workforce.

“Homogeneityis the enemy of in-
novation,” she said. “If only one
kind of person is innovating, doing
start-ups, we will not be success-
ful. In order to have the creativity
of an entire population unleashed,
everybodyneedstobe included, in-
cludingwomen.”

In Singapore, women make up 41
per cent of the tech workforce -
well above the global average of 28
per cent.

At the panel discussion yester-
day, three women entrepreneurs
shared their insights about joining
the tech field: Ms Lim Ee Ling, who
heads business development for
venture capital firm 500 Startups
in the Asia-Pacific, biotech start-
up TurtleTree co-founder Lin Fen-
gru, and Ms Tulika Raj, co-founder

of green hydrogen start-up Sun-
GreenH2.

Ms Lim had left her corporate job
in the banking sector to start educa-
tion platform Smarter Me, which
equips children with skills such as
coding and robotics.

It was her daughters who in-
spired her to make the switch.

“I looked at them going through
school. Here I was in banking,
working with a lot of tech founders
raising funds, realising that the
world has changed so much, but
my girls were still not having the
opportunities to go into robotics
and entrepreneurship,” she said.
“And (they) had no mentors to tell
them that there are other opportu-
nities out there, that they don’t
have to walk the same path as ev-
eryone.”

Women must have the power to
make choices of their own that are
not shaped by social norms alone,
said Ms Lim.
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Mrs Teo said women might face
challenges as a minority in the
workplace.

“It does mean that your view-
point is less likely to find reso-
nance in the room. It does mean
that sometimes, you’ll have to
project yourself a little more force-
fully to be heard. And it does mean
that because of your gender, you
may be misconstrued as having
other attributes that are not al-
ways very flattering. These things
do happen,” she said. But society is
changing and men are increasingly
supportive, she added.

“I think most women would like
to know that if they got a job, they
got it on merit, not because some-
one gave them a concession. And
the women who are put into posi-
tions of seniority, of leadership,
most often live up to the expecta-
tions,” said Mrs Teo.
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