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MANY tuition or academic enrichment
centres are reluctant to publish perform-
ance data, so it is almost impossible for
parents to compare one tuition provider
with another.

The result is that word-of-mouth re-
commendation or even advertising is
used by parents as a guide when selecting
an organisation.

But at least two centres – SmartLab
and MindChamps – have become indus-
try pioneers in their efforts to make what
is a tricky choice that much easier for par-
ents.

SmartLab, which provides math-
ematics and science lessons from primary
school to junior college level, posts over-
all performance data on all its students on
its website.

The site lists what proportion of stu-
dents achieve A, A/B, Distinction or A*s
in GCE A-level, O-level and Primary
School Leaving examinations.

It makes public numerical data on the
percentage of students in each subject
whose performance improved by more
than one grade.

Also, previous years’ performance
records going back as far as 2001 are up
for scrutiny.

SmartLab’s founder, Mr Tony Tan, a
Cambridge University-educated former

Singapore Armed Forces Merit scholar-
ship holder who joined the Reform Party
last year, insists that transparency is vital
for parents to make informed choices on
behalf of their children.

It also helps the company maintain
stringent quality standards.

“This is also our way of being account-
able to the parents and students who
have trusted us and have selected us to
partner them in their journey of prepar-
ing for major examinations,” says Mr
Tan, who founded the company with his
wife Hazel Poa, also a Cambridge gradu-
ate and former government scholarship
holder.

The centre also plans to introduce a
“results guaranteed” programme by the
end of the year. If students do not im-
prove their performance by one or two
grades, as agreed earlier, the centre will
offer a full refund of tuition fees.

Executive secretary Pamela Yeo, 39,
has been sending her two sons, Robin, 13,
and Dominique Goh, 11, for maths and sci-
ence lessons at SmartLab since 2008.

Their interest and performance in
these subjects have steadily improved
and, for Madam Yeo, the company’s poli-
cy of transparency has been “very reassur-
ing and helpful”.

“Since they voluntarily put themselves
up for scrutiny, you know they will never
compromise on quality,” she says.

For its part, MindChamps offers par-
ents their money back if their child’s ex-
am performance does not improve by at
least one grade as a result of its “PSLE
Success” courses. Pupils generally need
to score between 30 and 74 to qualify.
The courses, which run for a minimum of
21 weeks, come with a price tag of
$1,980. A 30-week course costs $3,080.

The lessons, in maths, science, English
and Chinese, are meant for pupils prepar-
ing for the Primary School Leaving Exami-
nation (PSLE).

The price tags may appear hefty but
the company says they work out to be-
tween $30 and $35 an hour – a rate many
parents are used to paying anyway.

Timothy Lim, 12, is among the 1.055
children who have signed up for the mon-
ey-back deal. His mother, Ms Tina
Wong, 38, says the company’s “confi-
dence” in offering the money back guaran-
tee persuaded her to sign up. “We want
him to stretch his potential and the guar-
antee helps prove that MindChamps will
try its best,” says Ms Wong, who works
in a real estate firm.

About 45 per cent of the 616 pupils
who enrolled last year received As or A*s.
The company plans to have its results au-
dited by an external auditor this year.

Unlike in conventional coaching cen-
tres, PSLE Success courses do more than
just teach children how to revise the sylla-
bus. “Most schools and coaching centres
focus on teaching children what to
learn,” says MindChamps founder and
chairman David Chiem. “We focus on
teaching them the art and craft of how to
learn.”

Last year, the company sponsored 60
“at risk” children, who were failing sub-
jects and came from dysfunctional
homes, to attend its programme. One in
four ended up with A*s and As. The vast
majority improved by at least one grade.

“These were children who were facing
multiple problems and had been virtually
written off as failures,” says Mr Chiem.
“The course gave them hope and confi-
dence.”
radhab@sph.com.sg
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WHEN homemaker Grace Michael, 40,
enrolled her 12-year-old daughter at a
Woodlands tuition centre in March this
year, she did not expect miracles – just
some solid coaching for the girl.

The centre boasted more than a dozen
branches islandwide, featured glowing
testimonials from “clients” on its website
and even had its own “teachers’ training
hub”. Only those with “exceptional teach-
ing qualifications” made the cut at their
exclusive centre, the site claimed.

Impressed, Ms Michael signed her
daughter up for classes four times a week
in English and maths and paid the first
month’s fees – $500 – upfront. The girl
is sitting her Primary School Leaving Ex-
aminations and has not performed well in
her semestral examinations.

But reality was far removed from the
promises made online.

The “trained” teachers turned out to
be polytechnic students out to make a
quick buck. The teacher could not control
a bunch of unruly children during lesson
time. When her daughter asked a ques-
tion pertaining to the lesson, the teacher
said she would explain the next week. She
never did.

No English classes were arranged at
all.

“And all this happened in the first
month itself,” says Ms Michael, exasperat-
ed. “It was a total hoax.”

She withrew her child from the centre,
but like many parents, Ms Michael had no
idea who to complain to.

So she wrote off the $500 as a bad in-
vestment and began scouting for tutors
again. The girl has three private tutors
now, with Ms Michael forking out $1,800
a month.

Parents who feel they have been duped
or let down by tuition agencies may lodge
complaints with the Consumers Associa-
tion of Singapore (Case) or the Ministry
of Education.

But many, like Ms Michael, may not
bother to do so.

Case and MOE have received only
around 160 complaints in the past three
years. The bulk relate to unsatisfactory
services and misleading claims, says Case
executive director Seah Seng Choon.

Misleading claims made in advertise-
ments and websites – for example, tutors
falsely said to have been trained or certi-
fied – also prompt complaints from cus-
tomers.

Case can help aggrieved customers to
negotiate for refunds. It can also invite
the business to sign a Voluntary Compli-
ance Agreement (VCA) or take a court in-
junction to stop the unfair practice.

Schoolteacher Edwin Lim, 28, enlisted
Case’s help when an online agency har-
assed him for a $250 agency fee for pro-
viding a tutor for his sister, Sandy. The
JC 2 student had decided halfway through
the first session to sack her tutor.

The latter, a Chinese national, had no
certificates to prove that she had the qual-
ifications that she claimed she did. And
Ms Lim found it difficult to understand
the woman’s accent.

After that aborted first encounter, Ms
Lim got repeated abusive calls from the
agent demanding that she pay up.

Mr Lim, who also received the calls,
lodged a police report and complained to
Case. “It was only then that the calls final-
ly stopped,” he says.
� Unhappy with tuition services?
Call the Case hotline on 6100-0315

SHE went where no child had gone before.
St Hilda’s Primary pupil Natasha Nabila
Muhamad Nasir, who scored a
record-breaking 294 marks in the Primary
School Leaving Examination in 2007, did not
receive any private tuition.

Her school teachers helped her prepare
for what some regard as Singapore’s most
stressful board examination. And she
practised with assessment books her mother
bought from local bookstores.

But if you feel that your child needs
tuition or academic enrichment, there are
hundreds of centres to choose from. Here is
the lowdown on what some of Singapore’s
better-known centres consider their
strengths, what they teach, and their fees
per subject per month for the Primary 6
level, unless stated otherwise.

A lesson is usually about 90 minutes long.
JUST EDUCATION: A long-time seller of
curriculum-based assessment books, Just
Education is one of the largest chains here
for English, maths and science tuition at
primary and secondary levels. Total
enrolment: 13,000. Monthly P6 fees: $96.
KENT RIDGE TUTORS: Unlike some centres
which accept only students of a certain
ability, this centre accepts all students
regardless of grades. Established in 1988, it
offers English, maths and science at primary
and secondary levels. Total enrolment:
10,000. Monthly P6 fees: $160.

KIP McGRATH (above): Its 40 outlets
conduct “diagnostic tests” to assess
“learning gaps” a child may have. Tutors
draw up individualised lesson plans. English
and maths lessons at primary and secondary
levels are held in small class sizes of four or
five children. Monthly P6 fees: $140.
MAVIS ACADEMIC TUTORIAL CENTRE:
This centre, set up in 1986, does not charge
a month’s deposit, unlike many others. It
offers English, maths and science at both
primary and secondary levels. Monthly P6
fees per subject: $96, or $208 for three
subjects. Total enrolment: 11,000.
MIND STRETCHER: It teaches English,
maths and science at primary level. Its
“distinct” strength, says proprietor Alvin
Kuek, lies in his and his principal Kristie
Lim’s backgrounds. He is a former Asean
scholarship holder from Raffles Institution
and Raffles Junior College, while Ms Lim,
who is trained in early childhood education,
has a child who is from the Gifted Education
Programme. Monthly P6 fees: $135. Total
enrolment: 9,900.

PRO-TEACH (above): With 26 centres
islandwide, this is a before- and after-school
student care centre that provides tuition in
English, maths, science and Chinese.
Compulsory tuition classes are held for two
hours, five days a week. The majority of the
children are aged seven to 10. Fees range
between $300 and $350, inclusive of food,
tuition and supervision of school homework.

SMARTLAB (above): It offers maths and
science tuition at primary and secondary
levels in 10 centres islandwide. Unlike other
centres, SmartLab posts detailed results
data on all its students on its website.
Teachers are appraised based on the
performance of their students. P6 fees are
$160 for every four lessons.
THE LEARNING LAB: Students need to sit a
test to enrol. It offers English, maths and
science tuition. The curriculum is pitched at
a level 30 to 50 per cent higher than
that in schools. The average waiting
time to get in is about a year. The
P6 fees are about $250 pre-GST for
four lessons. Each lesson is usually
two hours long.
KUMON: With 81 centres islandwide
and an enrolment of 17,000, Kumon
is possibly Singapore’s largest
enrichment chain. However, the
company does not see itself as a
“tuition centre”. The centre
specialises in worksheet-based
“individualised learning” in English,
maths and Chinese. Fees: $120 for
eight half-hour lessons.

ONE is a former bookseller with a passion
for Chinese chess, another a soft-spoken
former teacher. There is a fast-talking
government scholarship holder, and a pe-
tite young woman who made her first for-
tune in her 20s.

While their backgrounds differ, Singa-
pore’s “tutor-preneurs” all share the
same basic traits: business brains and a
desire to help students lift their grades.
Oh, and they have all built empires on the
back of tuition for schoolchildren.

“There is no secret recipe for this busi-
ness,” says the chairman and chief execu-

tive of Just Education, Mr Des-
mond Peh, 48. “You must make
lessons fun. And make the chil-
dren want to learn.”

Mr Peh, whose firm has 14
branches with three more in the
pipeline, got into the tuition busi-
ness by accident.

As a young man running a
small family-owned bookshop,
he noticed that comic books
were flying off the shelves while
the curriculum-based assess-
ment books gathered dust.

To boost business and feed his

passion for Chinese chess, he invited chil-
dren to games of chess. If they won, they
received free comic books; losing meant
having to do mathematics assessments
from books that were also given away
free.

The kids rarely won against Mr Peh,

yet the assessment books sparked an in-
terest in mathematics.

Students began thronging his shop to
buy the books and ask for explanations to
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Madam Pamela Yeo, who sends her sons Dominique (left) and Robin to SmartLab, finds its policy of making public previous years’ performance records reassuring. ST PHOTO: JOYCE FANG

Mr Alvin Kuek (left), a former audit manager at PriceWaterhouseCoopers, founded Mind Stretcher
in 2001. The tuition chain now has 13 outlets. PHOTO: COURTESY OF ALVIN KUEK/MINDSTRETCHER
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