Growing
as One
50 Years of Inspiring Community Leadership

National Community Leadership Institute

Growing
as One

Growing as One

50 Years of Inspiring
Community Leadership

National Community Leadership Institute

Growing as One:
50 Years of Inspiring Community Leadership

Contents

First Published October 2014
© People’s Association
9 King George’s Avenue
Singapore 208581
www.pa.gov.sg
All rights reserved.
National Library Board,
Singapore Cataloguing-in-Publication Data
Growing as One : 50 Years of Inspiring Community
Leadership / National Community Leadership
Institute, part of the People’s Association.
– Singapore : People’s Association,2014.
pages cm
ISBN : 978-981-09-1980-1
1. National Community Leadership Institute
(Singapore) – Anecdotes. 2. Civic leaders
– Training of – Singapore – Anecdotes.
3. Community leadership – Singapore – Anecdotes.
I. National Community Leadership Institute
(Singapore). II. People’s Association.
HM781
303.34095957 – dc23 OCN890364880
No part of this publication may be reproduced or
transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic
or mechanical, including photocopying, recording
or by any information storage and retrieval system,
without the written permission of the publisher.
Designed and produced by Epigram
Researched and written by The Print Lodge

Introduction

7

Anchoring the Roots

25

Nurturing More Gardeners

53

Watering the Plant Beds

83

Harvesting the Fruit

115

The Garden as a Home

147

Milestones

179

With Sincere Gratitude

185

Contributors

187

Introduction

In the Beginning was the Course…

The year was 1964. Singapore was on the brink of nationhood.
A small and vulnerable country surrounded by larger neighbours.
There were problems ranging from poverty and unemployment
to leftist pressures and riots. Our society then was far less openminded with many people only mingling with their ‘own kind’ or
kept to their ‘kampungs’. What was needed was increased social
awareness and improved education, as well as an urgent need to
focus on working together to address common challenges.
Against this grim backdrop, our hope lay in building the
foundation for a dedicated youth movement—one that would
empower youths to contribute to national development. It was a
huge responsibility. The focus was on the creation of future leaders
who worked with and for their communities. They would be
keystones in the bridge linking government and people—trusted
and loved for their efforts.
Then-Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew stressed the gravity of the
task ahead in his message in 1964:
“The young men and women who are now undergoing their
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training at the Buona Vista Youth Leadership Training Centre as
youth leaders and youth workers, have a heavy responsibility before
them. On them will lie the burden of organisation and direction.
Whether we have in Singapore young people who will contribute
to a healthy democratic State, will largely depend on them.”
Upon Singapore’s independence in 1965, the name of the
Centre was changed to the National Youth Leadership Training
Institute (NYLTI).
To describe training at NYLTI as physically and mentally
challenging would be an understatement. Training came in
four diverse areas—fitness, technical skills, social philosophy
and multi-lingualism. Technical skills such as unarmed combat
and marksmanship were taught. Students would go on to run
community centres and organise ‘gotong royong’ (coming together
to work as one) projects where villagers could help one another in
Drawing inspiration from
Former Prime Minister
Lee Kuan Yew’s vision of
starting an island-wide
tree-planting campaign
in June 1963 to uplift
the nation’s morale in
turbulent times, this
book outlines NACLI's
role as a Gardener: In
grooming community and
youth leaders, NACLI
is planting ‘trees’ to
create a flowering garden
of multi-culturalism
and multi-racialism.

digging trenches and repairing roads.
In 1968, the first batch of Organising Secretaries from the
three-year Community and Youth Work Diploma Course
graduated—laden with the expectations of becoming courageous,
socially sensitive and responsible youths within multi-racial
Singapore. They were sent to Community Centres (CCs) and the
Work Brigade as professional youth workers, reaching out to 60%
of the population aged 21 and below.
By May 1967, the capacity of the Institute had increased to allow
the simultaneous running of two or more Organising Secretaries

Ministry of Information and the Arts Collection, Courtesy of National Archives of Singapore

courses at once. Participant and course numbers had increased
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from one course with 96 participants in 1964, to nine courses and

dispel racial tensions. One of the first tasks had been to get its

593 participants in 1967. Despite the increase in participation, there

Organising Secretaries to integrate different races by visiting

were no failures—reflecting the resilience and determination of the

houses and inviting people to come to the CCs.

graduates to be tougher than the curriculum requirements.

The creation of new towns in Singapore and rapid demographic
changes resulted in a desire for renewed understanding between new

Beyond Our Shores

residents from all races. New, albeit temporary CCs were needed

Given that the Institute was the first of its kind in Southeast Asia,

as well as the Organising Secretaries to run them. NYLTI was

this opened the door to many opportunities such as hosting an

instrumental in providing the community understanding for these

Asian seminar on ‘Problems of Urbanisation—New Dimensions

CC ‘start-ups’ to provide a vital link to residents in the community.

in Relation to Youth’ in 1967, with an international gathering of

The NYLTI-trained Organising Secretaries played a crucial

delegates from as far away as Japan, Australia and Vietnam. This

role in fostering community bonding, for the CCs had a vital

was an important move on the Institute’s part to cement its direction

integration role to bring together residents from all walks of life.

and bring together youths—regardless of where they were from or

These places served as a gathering point for individuals and exposed

what their interests were—to be agents of positive change.

them to the varied and diverse practices of our different races. It

With good experience in running courses, the Institute’s Board

was a ‘safe’ place for people to learn, embrace and appreciate our

of Governors appointed a Committee headed by then-NTUC

multi-cultural influences. Courses at the CC provided a common

Secretary-General C V Devan Nair in 1969 to review its future

ground for people from all walks of life to revel in the essence of a

role, categories of people to be trained as well as the content and

newly developing culture. In the process, many more signed up to

duration of training.

be volunteers, aiding in the process of community building.

The early 1970s saw a number of new courses introduced,
including leadership training courses for civil servants and student

Courses for Everyone

union members as well as the first orientation programme for

In the 1980s, courses at NAYTI (there was an acronym change in

government scholarship holders to the United Kingdom and France.

1979 to highlight the national nature of the Institute) underwent
extensive restructuring to ensure that the youths and community

Training for the CCs

workers who went through the programme were professional,

The People’s Association (PA) had through NYLTI worked to

dedicated to their work and strong in the values which were part
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of the national ideology. The first community development course

In 1993, the Institute had the honour of becoming the

for newly appointed Residents’ Committee (RC) members was

Secretariat for the Training and Development Committee of

held in 1980. Specialised programmes were introduced to cater to

the National Community Organisations Council, which was led

relevant needs such as ‘Methods in Fund Raising’ and ‘Essentials

by the then-Ministry of Community Development. This raised

in Community Work’.

NACTI’s role to implement training courses on a national level

A notable event was the National Youth Conference (NYC)

with enhanced training facilities, such as the use of low element

with the theme ‘Our Society and We, The Youths’ in July 1982

adventure learning props in team-building. The year also brought

which saw 300 attendees from youth organisations including

about an integration of courses to develop the Standard Training

the PA Youth Movement. To aid individuals in better leading

Programme for grassroots leaders. These delved into discussions

the community, training programmes were crafted around

relating to conflict management and programme management for

sharing leadership skills such as ‘Interpersonal Relationships’ and

participants from different CCs and RCs.

‘Leadership Functions at Committee Meetings’. Towards the late
1980s, many new leadership training courses were started, including

Myriad Offerings for Leaders

for clan associations, statutory boards, staff of different PA divisions

The present-day National Community Leadership Institute

and the Commonwealth Youth Programme (CYP) Asian Centre.

(NACLI) was renamed from NACTI in 1995, along with the
change that saw the formation of the NACLI Advisory Panel

Rooting Our Wider Network

(NAP)—a mix of prominent leaders from various private industries.

Right before edging into the 1990s, with the expanded training

This spurred new workshops to aid grassroots leaders in effectively

programmes going beyond the scope of youth work, the Institute

performing their roles to serve their communities such as ‘Basic

was renamed the National Community Leadership Training

Conversational Malay’ and ‘Mandarin for Grassroots Work’.

Institute (NACTI) in 1989 to reflect its growth over 25 years.

These workshops enabled them to reach out to other races with

The 1990s saw the birth of the World Wide Web. NACTI,

a better understanding of their wants and needs. The importance

keeping to its mission of training and developing grassroots leaders,

of racial harmony and social cohesion was further boosted when

organised computer courses during the period and a seminar on

modules that provided a deeper understanding for other cultures

‘The Challenges of the 21 Century’ to ensure that grassroots

were added to the training of student leaders.

st

leaders stay relevant to the needs of the ever-changing times.
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NACLI also organised the National Education Seminars in
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1997, where key speakers spoke on water supply conservation,

Expanding the course offerings to provide for modern interest

land transport and health issues. On the regional front, NACLI

groups called for a new multi-purpose hall, which has been used

organised a joint ASEAN and Colombo Plan Community

to facilitate adventure learning in a safe, conducive environment.

Development Training Programme with participants from Bhutan,

Sheltered walkways were added to fully link up the campus

Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, Pakistan, the Philippines, Vietnam,

allowing mobility during heavy downpours. At that time, NACLI

Sri Lanka and Thailand.

was able to accommodate 164 people and had a total training

When the Asian Financial Crisis shook markets regionally

capacity of up to 800 participants.

in 1997, NACLI was quick on its feet to organise lessons from

With the aim of aligning community vision and programmes

the financial meltdown through the discussion titled ‘Economic

at constituency level, facilitation of the Annual Constituency

Crisis—Lessons for Singapore’. The event, which was part of a

Workplan (ACWP) was supported by NACLI in October 2003.

national education programme for grassroots leaders and PA staff

The ACWP brought grassroots leaders, Advisers and PA staff

called the PA Lecture Series, also analysed the success factors

together to plan their own ACWPs, along with the framework

of Changi Airport. Other national issue topics such as the ‘Role

to discuss issues of concern while improving teamwork through

of Newspapers’ and ‘An Overview of Singapore’s Water Supply’

experiential approaches.

wrapped up the course offerings for the 1990s.

In 2004, NACLI celebrated its 40th anniversary, introducing
the inaugural Leadership Dialogue themed ‘The Shaping of a

An Organisation for the Millennium

New Singapore’. Former Minister for National Development,

The dawn of the 21st century saw a shift in NACLI’s focus;

Mah Bow Tan, also the Chairman of the NACLI Board, touched

the Institute underwent reorganisation to increase its focus on

on social assistance and employment. That year, the Grassroots

organisational learning and grassroots development. NACLI also

Heritage Centre (GHC) was set up at NACLI.

refreshed its mission and vision, and more upgrading programmes
were made available.

Community Certified

The Institute spent 2002 revamping its facilities, unveiling

The Community Leadership Development (Community LEAD)

the Brickworks Auditorium—a 300-seater auditorium, an

framework was launched in 2007 to provide a systematic and

air-conditioned dining hall and training rooms for improving

holistic approach to the recruitment, grooming and renewal of

the comfort of trainees and sharpening the focus on training.

grassroots leaders. Community LEAD Champions were appointed
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to further efforts to select, develop and retain grassroots leaders at

through their Facebook accounts, promoting seamless connectivity

constituency level.

with the community. Blogs were also set up for members of the

Republic Polytechnic (RP) joined hands with NACLI to offer the

public to leave feedback in the digital world.

NACLI-RP Joint Certificate Programmes. These are the Certificate

NACLI started offering the Advanced Certificate in Community

in Community Development (CCD) for grassroots leaders and the

Leadership (ACCL) Programme with Republic Polytechnic in 2010,

Certificate in Community Leadership (CCL) for office-bearers. This

and signed an MOU with the Singapore Institute of Management

further strengthened the abilities of grassroots leaders to carry out

University (UniSIM) to offer a Master of Community Leadership

their community work more effectively. The first batch of graduates

and Social Development (MCLSD) in 2012.

was presented their certificates by former NACLI Board Chairman
Minister Lim Swee Say on 28 February 2009.
During NACLI’s 45

Forever Young at Fifty

Anniversary on 4 October 2009,

Even as NACLI celebrates its 50th anniversary, the process of growing

a refreshed mission and vision were announced by Minister Lim

and learning never stops. Youth training has been given a boost

Swee Say. The ‘Community Xchange’ was launched, which involved

with two new initiatives in 2012. Both are aimed at engaging and

and encouraged the sharing of success stories on community-led

encouraging youths to take an active interest in community work.

th

initiatives.

To pique interest and curiosity, the Grassroots Heritage Roving

Keeping the body as sharp as the mind, the NACLI Learning

Exhibition (GHRE) aims to raise awareness about the history of

Triathlon for PA, themed around the ‘Past, Present and Future’, was

the PA and the grassroots movement with schools and youths.

held during five days over a period of three weeks. Staff learning

The GHRE consists of panels thematically arranged to depict the

and bonding was carried out in a fun and highly interactive manner,

growth of the PA through the years. In addition, interactive touch

bringing about a rise in personal and professional effectiveness.

screens display key messages of having faith in the government,

With the rising popularity of social media, NACLI coorganised the 8th Leadership Dialogue around the opportunities

understanding communal bonding and the importance of
community participation.

and impact of social media with PA’s Corporate Communications

Having gained the interest of the youths, NACLI broadened

Division. Introductions to various platforms were carried out

its range of youth leadership development programmes. One

along with advice on how to use them effectively in promoting a

example is the Student Leader Challenge, a three-day on-site

wider outreach. Constituencies started interacting with the public

community learning suite for schools. During the course, students

16

17

are shown how community work is carried out and how leaders

It is with pride and pleasure that we present on NACLI’s 50th

build awareness and cooperation among neighbours. These efforts

anniversary a selection of ‘Gardening’ stories to commemorate

will bring grassroots work closer to the schools and expose students

half a century of nation-building efforts. We tell each story based

to the intricacies of building social cohesion at an early age.

on the role that each person played in NACLI’s development.

In terms of infrastructure, the former East Coast campus of

They are a diverse group of trainees, trainers, course participants,

Outward Bound Singapore (OBS) came under the auspices of

partners and supporters; but all helped in the growth of the

NACLI in September 2014. Plans are in place for the new campus

‘Community Garden’. In the various sections of this book, we hope

to offer experiential training in leadership development.

to tell the story of NACLI from different perspectives through

On the grassroots leader front, with Intact Group learning and

the eyes of those it has touched. We focused on five broad areas

Constituency-based training workshops, NACLI brought team

relating to innovation, influence, inclusiveness, community service

building and skills training to where the ‘tyre hits the road’ allowing

and warmth. To show that these wonderful elements were always

grassroots leaders to learn and practise as a coherent team, getting

present, we have arranged the stories within each section as follows:

to the crux of issues. The transformation continues…
Anchoring the Roots
Story of NACLI as the Gardener

The garden is solidly anchored, providing a strong foundation.

As we edit the stories that were shared with us, we became

This section shares stories of NACLI's rootedness, even in its

respectfully awed by the tremendous efforts that have been invested

spirit of re-invention in areas including infrastructure, approach

to build the Singapore we have today. Singapore as the City in the

and content, to stay relevant with the times.

Garden, with a level of racial harmony and social cohesion rarely
seen elsewhere in the world, would not have been possible without

Nurturing More Gardeners

NACLI. To date, more than 600,000 participants have passed

The Gardener does not work alone. As he tends to his plants, he

through the doors of the Institute. This has earned the Institute

trains and nurtures other gardeners who go on to become youth

the title of the Gardener—testament to its role in cultivating

and community leaders in their own right. We take a closer look

Singapore’s youths, grassroots leaders and PA staff over the years.

at current leaders during their training days at NACLI, and trace

Thus, we have used gardening metaphors to better illustrate and

their development paths to show how the Institute has influenced

frame the stories that we are going to share.

and shaped them.
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Watering the Plant Beds

It can be said that the sustenance which brings the garden to life is

Message

the water of harmony. NACLI’s training programmes are defined
by the inclusiveness of multi-culturalism and multi-racialism,
which allow people from all walks of life to live harmoniously in

by Lee Hsien Loong
Prime Minister of Singapore,
Chairman, People’s Association

Singapore.
Harvesting the Fruit

I would like to congratulate the National Community Leadership

The fruits of NACLI’s efforts go beyond training programme

Institute (NACLI) on its 50th anniversary. Established as the Buona

boundaries, for it is when the grassroots leaders who go away

Vista Youth Leadership Training Centre to train youths who were

inspired give back to their communities in new ways that the fruit

working in the community, NACLI has continually transformed

is sweetest.

itself to meet the needs of our community. Today, NACLI is one of
the few training institutions in the world dedicated to developing
community leaders.

The Garden as a Home

As a garden with fertile soil provides a conducive home for

As Singapore society becomes more diverse, NACLI’s

plants to be nurtured, NACLI’s stakeholders, trainees and staff,

importance will grow. Our community leaders need to be well

too, enjoy its rich and wholesome culture, as evidenced by these

equipped to bring together different interest groups and promote

heartwarming stories.

multi-cultural understanding and racial harmony, so that our
diversity becomes our strength and not our weakness.

Through these words and pictures, we hope to pay tribute to all who

I am heartened to read the many stories about NACLI’s role as a

have contributed to NACLI’s success over the last five decades: people

Gardener. These are stories of ordinary individuals coming together

who saw NACLI not only as a place to fill the knowledge buckets, but

to do extraordinary things. These are stories of different people

rather a crucible to light the fire of community passion for Singapore.

coming together—young and old, of different races, and different
backgrounds. These are stories of hope for a better future, where our
youths and community leaders in training stand on the shoulders of

Enjoy the read!

their predecessors and strive to do better for Singapore.
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Let us work together as one and continue the legacy of our
pioneers—a spirit of selflessness, community and togetherness
that has seen us through difficult times and brought us to where
we are today.
I wish NACLI a happy 50th anniversary and many more good
decades to come!
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Anchoring
the Roots
A strong foundation is necessary for eventual
success. This section traces the route taken
by NACLI from its earliest days as a centre
for youth work to its current status as a
learning institute for community leadership
development. However, new choices made
and journeys taken in pursuit of the goal are
equally, if not more, important. The dynamic
upgrading and transformation to ensure
timely relevance is chronicled here via the
stories of eight individuals who have played
crucial roles in this innovative evolution.
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PIONEER TRAINEE LIM AH YOOK

Racial Harmony on Parade
Even before she was recruited as a trainee in the pioneer batch of
NYLTI, Lim Ah Yook had already been a trainer with the People’s
Association. This enabled her to blend smoothly into the maledominated environment at NYLTI.
It also helped that Ah Yook was tough and fearless, traits forged
during the time she spent at the Beach Road CC which included
the period of ‘Konfrontasi’, Indonesia’s period of confrontation
against Singapore in the 1960s. As the CC was located near
the opposition Barisan Socialis headquarters, it made her work
doubly challenging. Due to the severity of the social unrest, a
curfew was imposed, confining her to the CC for two consecutive
nights and forcing her to sleep on a table-tennis table. During this
time, a family who lived nearby ensured she did not go hungry by
providing her with home-cooked meals. This act of graciousness
reinforced her determination to give back to society.
The skills Ah Yook acquired when she attended the threeyear Diploma Course in Community and Youth Work at NYLTI
have proven invaluable in her role as a CC leader. For example,
the psychology and people-management techniques she learnt,
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along with the physical training, taught her that when it came to

FIRST PRINCIPAL'S SON EYAL LEVY

resolving clan conflicts the solution lay in addressing the different
members as individuals and not as a group.
The tough nature of the Diploma course helped to forge Ah
Yook’s resilience. She also credits her bosses, and her early years as a

Home Away from Home

NYLTI trainee, for instilling the ‘Anything is Possible!’ spirit in her.
One of her career highlights was in working on the Chingay
Parade. A major event which has grown bigger and better over

Until he was 12 years old, Eyal Levy lived in a kibbutz in Israel

the years, Ah Yook has been given the opportunity to work on the

where his only ‘adventures’ involved travelling to Jerusalem and

Chingay Parade every year of her career, earning her the title of

Tel Aviv. At age 13, however, he was whisked off to distant

‘Madam Chingay’. When asked which Chingay event she found

Singapore, a place he would call home in the years to follow. It

most memorable, she smiled and said that while every one was

was an explosion of experiences for him as he encountered diverse

unique and close to her heart, two parades—in 1995 and 2007—

and vastly different ethnicities, cultures, architecture, social norms

were special. The 1995 parade was when it rained on the parade

and languages. Coming from a country where most of its citizens

and remains, until today, the only ‘wet’ Chingay. The dedication of

spoke Hebrew and had little chance for inter-cultural interaction,

the participants who soldiered on with their performances despite

Eyal was impressed with the respect and tolerance Singaporeans

the inclement weather touched her profoundly.

had for other races.

The 2007 parade remains a vivid memory for that was when she

Eyal came to Singapore for his father, Arieh Levy, had been

met former Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew, who first mooted the

employed as a Youth Adviser to the PA. Arieh was key to driving the

idea of Chingay in the early 1970s after the ban on firecrackers was

vision of a youth movement which ultimately led to the establishment

imposed in Singapore following a spate of fire hazards.

of the Buona Vista Youth Leadership Training Centre (BVLTC).

To ‘Madam Chingay’, the yearly parade truly showcases

This led to Arieh’s appointment as the Centre’s first principal. Eyal

Singapore’s multi-cultural and harmonious nature. Says Ah Yook,

saw in his father the mark that made him a great trainer and a true

“This is how Singapore is markedly different: while citizens

leader, and Arieh’s care and concern for those around him were

of many other countries parade to protest, we parade to portray

legendary. It was this characteristic which made him outstanding

racial harmony.”

and it is how his former students remember him.
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Eyal has many fond memories of his time at the BVLTC,
especially since the Centre was the site for many nationalistic
activities, including those for the Vigilante Corps. The Corps
was established by the government then to assist the police by
patrolling communities and reporting suspicious activities, and it
gradually evolved to become Singapore’s first civil defence force.
Growing up on campus allowed Eyal to witness the rigorous
training which trainees in those days were put through, as well
as their successes, and finally, elation upon graduation. Singapore
had just gained independence in 1965, and life was filled with
uncertainties, but the graduates, like Eyal, were hopeful for
the future.
Curious Eyal also explored every inch of the Centre, and was
familiar with every nook and cranny. His favourite hangouts
included the obstacle course and the dining room, because of
the camaraderie shown by the trainees gathered there, and the
delicious food. The bustling dining room reminded him of the
common eating areas in the kibbutz.
To Eyal, the general atmosphere of the Centre was warm
and friendly, making him feel like a member of ‘one big family’.
The trainees he met often became ‘elder siblings’ to him and his
younger sister, Ayellet. They also became his childhood friends.
Time has moved on. Although infrastructure has been upgraded
and the attitudes of the staff and trainees have changed, he hopes
that the spirit of inclusiveness still prevails today, so that all who
come to NACLI feel as welcome as he did in the old days.
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FIRST FEMALE PRINCIPAL CHONG HOO TUAN

The Logs of Success

While undergoing training at the Teachers’ Training College,
Chong Hoo Tuan realised that being a school teacher was not her
calling. Thus, when she saw job postings from the PA in 1970, she
decided to make a career switch.
As a fresh PA recruit, Hoo Tuan made use of every opportunity
to talk to more experienced seniors, many of whom were seconded
from the Civil Service. Determined and eager to learn, she
quickly ascended the ranks and soon assumed the role of Director
(Administration), which covered practically all the administrative
functions within PA. While serving in that capacity, she also
assisted the late President Ong Teng Cheong, then-Minister of
Communications, to garner support for the Community Centre
Building Programme island-wide.
Hoo Tuan’s inspiration and motivation to serve is drawn from
the commitment and dedication of the volunteers for the causes
they believe in. And it was her devotion to her work which led her
to become not only the first woman, but also the youngest principal
of NYLTI. In her 18-month stint as head of the Institute, she set
in motion the modernisation of its facilities and implementation of
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courses for PA staff, community, youth and student leaders, amongst

NYLTI TRAINEE WINSTON LIM

others. Until today, she treasures the memories of staff co-operating
in ‘gotong-royong’ (coming together to work as one) spirit.
Hoo Tuan’s legacy lives on today in the low-element log props,
constructed in the 1970s under her direction, which made it

Trainer Par Excellence

possible for more team-building and experiential learning modules
to be offered.
Hoo Tuan benefited immensely from her stints at PA and

Once a student in the NYLTI leadership diploma course, Winston

the Institute, which also honed her skills in reaching out to the

Lim went on to become a notable trainer. During his stint as

community in Teochew, Hokkien and Mandarin. Subsequently,

Commanding Officer of the Officer Cadet School (OCS), he had

she secured positions as Head of Public Relations/Corporate

under his command trainees who would later become key political

Communications at the Housing and Development Board (HDB)

and senior leaders in Singapore.

and the Land Transport Authority (LTA). In both capacities, she

He attributes his career success to the time spent at NYLTI,

applied her experience and skill in sharing and explaining various

which honed his leadership skills, perseverance and self-belief:

national initiatives to the community, including the HDB Estate

that nothing is impossible if you put your heart to it. Although

Main Upgrading Programme, the construction of the North East

the rigorous NYLTI diploma programme was challenging, it

(NE) MRT line and the launch of the Electronic Road Pricing

thoroughly prepared each trainee for work challenges they would

(ERP) system.

face upon graduation, and also equipped them with the skills to

Over the years, Hoo Tuan has witnessed the continued upgrading

serve their country.

of NYLTI’s ‘software’ with pride and pleasure. She believes that the

For instance, during ‘Konfrontasi’ there was a call for

Institute she helped to grow in its youth is now in good hands, and

volunteers to join the People’s Defence Force (PDF). Winston

looks forward to seeing its continued development.

recalls how about 50 of his peers in the PA stepped up to the
plate. As for himself, even though he was a full-time employee
of PA at the time, Winston still played his part by training with
the PDF on weekends.
After his three-year stint with PA, Winston was seconded
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to the Singapore Armed Forces (SAF), where he started out as
a recruit. The experience he gained from the NYLTI diploma
course helped him to rise through the ranks and he excelled in the
Army. He became Best Recruit and was awarded the prestigious
Sword of Honour in OCS.
Although his secondment to the SAF was for only three
years, Winston stayed in service for about 20 years, during
which he went on many tours of duty. In 1990, he returned to
the PA, taking over the reins of the Outward Bound Singapore
(OBS) in 1991 and transforming it into one of the best Outward
Bound centres in the world. He retired from PA in 2003.
Whether as the Commanding Officer of OCS, the Director
of OBS, or an employee of PA, Winston acknowledges that he
would not have had the wherewithal to perform to the best of
his ability, had it not been for the training he received in NYLTI
over 40 years ago.
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NYLTI TRAINEE WONG CHEE KONG

The Warrior Class

A firm subscriber of Sun Tzu’s ‘Art of War’, Wong Chee Kong can
be considered a ‘war veteran’ himself, having survived a gruelling
three-year course in Community and Youth Work at NYLTI
from 1967 to 1970 which included a four-and-a-half-month stay
at the Institute.
At around the same time, Chee Kong started work at the Delta
CC. It was an exciting time, for from 1967 Singapore’s urbanisation
programme gained momentum and thousands of Singaporeans
were moving into their new flats. To serve the new heartlanders,
all 17 CCs set up across Singapore were then equipped with
dance studios and offered activities ranging from archery and
scuba diving to music workshops. As Singapore’s ‘hardware’ was
being upgraded, so were the skills of the staff in PA. They took up
courses at NYLTI, so that they could effectively interact with and
serve members of their communities.
After over 30 years of service in PA, Chee Kong decided to
return to NACLI as a trainer in 2000 and to him, this was the
grand finale of his career. His classes were immensely popular
because the Sun Tzu fan taught his students how to apply the
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great general’s strategies to solving the modern-day problems of

FORMER DEAN TAN HUI SIANG

Singapore’s grassroots leaders.
Students of all ages were eager to learn how to use Sun Tzu’s
works in their everyday life, and his use of real-life scenarios not
only facilitated greater understanding among his trainees, it also

Harnessing Change

injected much-needed humour into his often over-subscribed
classes. He even conducted courses in Mandarin.
Over the years, Chee Kong has truly used his innate training

The year 2000 was significant not only for NACLI, but also

talent to pass on valuable skills to the current and future

for a former NACLI Dean, Tan Hui Siang. Following the

generations of leaders. His training and experience have taught

transformation initiatives led by then-Minister Wong Kan Seng,

him the importance of evolving communities that are sensitive,

Hui Siang worked very closely with then-Chief Executive Director

yet creative, when approaching novel situations. He has also learnt

Ong Keng Yong, to have NACLI as one of PA’s change agents,

that trust amongst team members should be carefully cultivated

move PA towards becoming a learning organisation of stature.

for this is vital for success. He is thankful for the all-rounded
training he has received from the Institute.

Beginning with her involvement in developing the new vision,
mission, core values and motto for PA, she went on to oversee
the comprehensive restructuring and upgrading of NACLI. In
2000, she chaired the first PA Workplan Seminar, to integrate the
organisational learning and leadership development efforts with
PA’s corporate plans, and align with PA’s strategic direction. This
produced refreshing and innovative approaches towards community
building and a slew of systematic training and induction programmes.
She fondly remembers the introduction of the popular ‘Knowledge
Kopitiam’—a creative way of conducting grassroots dialogues
across the ranks—and the Partners in Harmony programme, which
equipped PA staff and grassroots leaders with the skills to bring
people of many cultures together, including new citizens.
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As with any major restructuring, the challenge went beyond the
physical inconveniences of the campus renovations. Hard decisions
also had to be made, to do away with old practices and forge new
bonds. It also called for open communication and a strong need to
reaffirm values. That challenging period was well worth the effort,
with the transformation of NACLI into a vibrant outfit. Hui
Siang’s stint at NACLI also culminated in the formation of the
NACLI Board in 2003 to bring the Institute to greater heights.
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NACLI PARTNER YEO LI PHEOW

Leader in Adult Education
Yeo Li Pheow, currently the Principal and CEO of Republic
Polytechnic (RP), is the longest-serving NACLI Board member.
He is also considered by many to be the quintessential ‘guru’ of
adult education. As RP and NACLI share common communitycentric values, Li Pheow is always looking for new opportunities
for collaboration between the two organisations.
When asked about his biggest contributions to NACLI’s
training programmes, he said he was grateful for the opportunity
to help design the curriculums of the Certificate Programmes
in Community Development, Community Leadership, and the
Advanced Certificate in Community Leadership. These courses
which are made available to all grassroots leaders touch on various
areas which they work in, from budgeting for events to leading
through the use of Neuro-Linguistic Programming (NLP).
Grassroots leaders are also taught how to effectively communicate
government policies, and engage and manage volunteers so that
they can do their best.
Despite having relinquished his appointment as Deputy
Director of the Higher Education Division at the Ministry of
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Education for some years now, Li Pheow, an Economics graduate

NACLI PARTNER PROF TSUI KAI CHONG

of Macquarie University and a Harvard Alumni, continues to be
a passionate educator at RP. He welcomes the chance to explore
collaborative programmes and looks forward to nurturing future
leaders to benefit the community as a whole.

Collaborative Efforts

In this regard, Li Pheow appreciates how fellow Board
members and staff with a ‘can-do’ spirit have helped to generate
new ideas for various programmes. However, he acknowledges

In 2010, PA Chief Executive Director Yam Ah Mee envisioned

that there are still many areas for improvement. For one, it can be

that all PA staff should possess strong community leadership skills

challenging to engage volunteers—especially older volunteers who

that would allow them to adapt quickly and effectively to the

are plagued by work and family commitments—for progressive

challenges of a fast-evolving society. Therefore, NACLI and the

discussions and practical work assignments. He is also aware of the

Singapore Institute of Management University (UniSIM), which

challenges posed by rapidly changing technology, and understands

is driven to create excellence in life-long learning, worked hand-

that NACLI trainers need constant upgrading if they are to impart

in-hand to design the world’s first Master’s course in community

current and relevant skills to grassroots leaders.

development: the Master of Community Leadership and Social

Li Pheow’s life-long mission of creating an open-minded and

Development (MCLSD).

self-sustaining community framework for the next generation is

The MCLSD was borne out of the expertise of the UniSIM

evident in both his actions and words. Looking at his contributions

faculty, paired with NACLI’s years of training experience.

and the progress of the collaboration between the two institutions,

Graduate courses are structured to be a learning exchange between

he concludes, “We are off to a good start but our work is still not

students and lecturers, who are handpicked based on their fields

done yet!”

of expertise and years of experience. The programme adopts a
practical, interactive and flexible modular approach based on the
learning-and-feedback cycle. At the end of each class, new ideas
are discussed, acted upon, and are subsequently incorporated into
the MCLSD curriculum. This allows the syllabus to keep pace
with real-time developments.
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Kai Chong feels that the MCLSD can narrow the gap between
the present and the future by imparting critical thinking skills to
grassroots leaders, which will empower them to better meet the
diverse needs of the Singapore population. People, after all, are our
nation’s greatest resource. As such, he notes that it is imperative
that grassroots leaders be highly productive in their daily work as
this would contribute directly to Singapore’s social development.
Ultimately, Kai Chong is proud that this collaborative effort
not only covers leadership skills, but also project management
and evaluation, conflict management, and research methodology,
which can be applied in all fields of work. As Kai Chong puts it,
“UniSIM’s mission is to create excellence in life-long education,
in partnership with NACLI, through a uniquely-designed
learning experience, equipping learners for a better future. In the
challenging and fast-changing social landscape, practice-based
training for grassroots leaders and staff of PA will be the key to
growing a pool of effective grassroots leaders. NACLI can work
hand in hand with UniSIM to make this happen.”
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Message
by Lim Swee Say
Minister, Prime Minister’s Office,
Deputy Chairman, PA and former Chairman, NACLI Board

My first encounter with the National Community Leadership
Institute (NACLI) was in the early 1970s when it was known as
the National Youth Leadership Training Institute (NYLTI). One
of the more memorable moments in the orientation programme
for government scholarship holders was when the students were
asked to play the roles of the different Ministers in the Singapore
Cabinet. It was through this exercise that we appreciated
how difficult it was for a small country like Singapore to survive,
post-independence.
NACLI has evolved since then. Today, it continues to provide
training to nurture our youths and shape them to be future leaders
who will put the larger interests of the community before self.
Beyond nurturing youths, NACLI has also gone much further
to develop and inspire grassroots leaders of today to make a
difference in their communities. Our grassroots volunteers can
now upgrade and improve themselves through certificate courses
with Republic Polytechnic, or even undertake the Master of
Community Leadership and Social Development (MCLSD) at
the Singapore Institute of Management University (UniSIM).
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This is a testimony to the good joint efforts of NACLI,
partners and participants to elevate the training standards of
grassroots leaders.
As a former trainee who has benefited much from the learning
experience at the Institute, I encourage more of our youths and
community leaders to take advantage of the many learning and
sharing opportunities at NACLI, so that we can better serve our
multi-‘everything’ society by reaching out in an All C.A.R.E.
(Channels, Ages, Races and Estates) way. Even though NACLI
is very different from the NYLTI that I knew 40 years ago, one
thing remains the same: Its aim of moulding dedicated grassroots
leaders for today and tomorrow to improve our community, and
make our nation a better Singapore. Ultimately, all of our fellow
Singaporeans will continue to work, live and play together as one
united people.
For a brighter tomorrow, let us all learn to serve better, today.
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Nurturing
More
Gardeners
In the last few decades, community and
leadership training at NACLI has developed
exponentially in all directions. As these
youth leaders emerge from NACLI more
resilient and self-aware, they become
community leaders themselves, developing
and inspiring other young people. This
chapter takes a trip down memory lane to
discover how successful participants were
shaped by the NACLI courses they attended.
Ranging from cooking lessons to campfires
and role-play exercises, these nine stories
look at NACLI from the viewpoint of those
who have gained from their training.

NYLTI TRAINEE LU CHENG YANG

Duck Rice for the Soul
When Lu Cheng Yang was asked about NACLI, a tingle of
nostalgia warmed his heart. He will always remember the
Institute, then known as NYLTI, as the place near the great duck
rice stall. The stall, though no longer in existence, has served many
generations of the Institute’s trainees.
Those were the days when Cheng Yang and some of his friends
were in Officer Cadet School (OCS). Being able to attend the five
day pre-departure orientation course at NYLTI despite the tight
and gruelling OCS regime was a godsend, as it was a welcome
break to learn more about Singapore and all things non-military.
Of greater attraction, however, was the duck rice stall just outside
the Institute. He recalled sneaking out with friends during lunch
to feast on delicious duck rice, with succulent meat and tasty side
dishes. It was heaven on earth for the officer cadets, who had
been confined to military camp for the last nine months, deep
in training.
Of course, memories of NYLTI go beyond duck rice.
Cheng Yang recalled taking part in role-playing exercises where
participants put themselves in the shoes of cabinet ministers. For
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18-year-olds, absorbing the intricacies of state craft and thinking

NAYTI TRAINEE MIKE THIRUMAN

about how to safeguard our ‘little red dot’ proved to be a new and
challenging experience.
More significantly, it was at NYLTI where Cheng Yang met his
seniors at the University and made life-long friends. The seniors

Torchbearer for Leadership

also gave him advice on preparing for life overseas, which marked
the start of an informal apprenticeship. In that regard, NYLTI
played a pivotal role in bringing together a group of like-minded,

In the 1980s, Singapore faced many challenges, including a major

public-spirited people.

recession and economic restructuring in the form of wage cuts.
When Mike Thiruman joined his first training course at the
National Youth Training Institute (NAYTI)—as NACLI was
known in December 1986—he realised that strong leadership was
crucial to lead Singapore’s development. Then a teenager studying
at Jurong Junior College, the NAYTI course, which specifically
catered to youths, taught him skills he would remember for
a lifetime.
He fondly recalls interacting with his trainers, who were
themselves inspiring community leaders. There was good-natured
camaraderie between trainees and trainers, and the lessons Mike
learnt prepared him for his role as a union leader.
For when he led the union, Mike had to be focused and work
towards goals, such as achieving fair wages and working conditions
for citizens, and address these issues in a rational and harmonious
manner. One of his biggest achievements was in working with
the Ministry of Education to recruit support staff into schools,

which helped to ease the teachers’ workload so that they could
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focus solely on teaching. In this instance, he attributes his
success to his internal value of putting the community first.
Indeed, NACLI set the stage for Mike’s leadership journey. He
hopes that more Singaporean youths will be similarly inspired
in future and summed up the importance and relevance of
NACLI training in one line—“All of us must think like leaders
to survive and succeed.”
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NYLTI TRAINEE LIU-LOH WEE CHENG

An Inspiring Cooking Class
When Liu-Loh Wee Cheng was about to embark on life overseas
as a government scholar, she attended a cooking class conducted by
the Singapore Hotel and Tourism Education Centre (SHATEC).
The course, organised by NYLTI, was a pre-departure course
for government scholarship holders to ensure that they would
be equipped with the necessary ‘survival’ skills once they were
overseas. Participants were taught how to prepare fried rice and
other dishes.
But for Wee Cheng, it is not the dishes which linger in her
memory. It was her revelation—she realised how much thought
had gone into the education and preparing of youths for the future.
The simple arrangement of a cooking class remains her fondest
memory of NYLTI, for it ignited her desire to be more involved
in community development and inspired her subsequent work as a
senior education officer.
To her, cooking is about bringing different ingredients together
to create a nourishing dish. Every step is important, from the
careful selection of each ingredient to treating them appropriately
as instructed.
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That inspiration from the NYLTI cooking class continues to

STUDENT LEADER ROSEMARY LIM

drive Wee Cheng in her work today as Principal of Townsville
Primary School. “Education work and grassroots work share
similarities with the prepartion of a meal,” she says. “The result
will always be better if it is a collective effort from everyone”.

Finding a Soul Mate at the CC
Rosemary Lim was 16 when she found herself captivated by the
crowds who regularly turned up at the MacPherson CC near her
home. They seemed to be taking part in a variety of interesting and
exciting events. Eventually, when she saw a banner for a dumpling
festival celebration, she decided to sign up.
When she turned up at the celebration, it was every bit as fun
as she thought it would be, but there was more in store for her.
Rosemary met her soul mate—a kind committee member who
was a regular at several other events she attended. They got along
well, dated, and eventually got married.
Throughout the years, they both served as members of the
MacPherson CC Youth Executive Committee (YEC). She was the
innovative one, while he was her mentor. Together, they initiated
educational seminars, talks, camps, social welfare projects and fundraising activities for residents. As a team, they supported each other.
The YEC which the couple served on can be taken to
represent ‘Yesterday, Exciting and Complete’. Sure, there were
fond memories of leadership training courses at NACLI. But
more than that, Rosemary bore witness to members whose lives
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were transformed for the better after training was over. She says,
“NACLI can be your key in crossing the threshold, separating your
dreams from reality”.
Today, the aims of the YEC in reaching out to youths to engage
and inspire them to serve in the community remain fundamentally
unchanged. Members are generally more motivated than their
predecessors, and it is Rosemary’s hope that they will be able to
have the right mindset for leadership roles: one has to serve with
the heart and not expect material rewards in return, and satisfaction
comes from witnessing a community’s development and growth.
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STUDENT LEADER SERENE KHOR

Tagging Along Changed Her Life
Imagine for a moment, a typical classroom scene: Class is over for
the day and the teacher asks for volunteers. Typically, one or two
hands will shoot up while others will volunteer only to accompany
a friend. In the case of former student leader, Serene Khor, she had
been asked by her then-classmate, Lynn Koh, to attend a NAYTI
leadership camp in 1989. As she was curious and eager to find out
about the camp, she agreed.
Today, Serene continues to be amazed at how a mere invitation
has led to great experiences, sterling achievements and lifelong
friendships in community work. The intensive residential training
she participated in back then was aimed at the development of
student leaders. Trainees opened up to one another through group
learning and peer motivation.
The training transformed Serene from a quiet, shy and reserved
student to the natural leader she is today. The key concepts
taught to her were: ‘Do it today, not tomorrow’; ‘Never say die’;
‘Perseverance and Teamwork’. These became the bedrock of her
resilience and strength of character. Says Serene, “I’ve become
confident and eloquent with what I’ve gained from the camp.”
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Joining the camp was clearly one of the best decisions she made

STUDENT LEADER & TEACHER FABIEN YONG

in her life. As long as we remain open and say, “Yes, let’s go! It’s
time for a change!”, exciting adventures await us all.

Power the Community
When Fabien Yong signed up for courses at NACLI, he did not
realise that it would be a turning point in his life.
He was taught valuable life and group skills which proved to be
useful in his job as a teacher at Bukit Panjang Government High
School. It was also at NACLI where Fabien discovered the importance
of networking. Mingling with other participants who were attending
the same course paved the way for subsequent work collaborations.
He has since brought several groups of student leaders
to NACLI for the Student Leadership Challenge Camp, so
that they can benefit from the leadership training which he
personally enjoyed.
Apart from the course content, he was impressed by the
lush greenery around the campus, comfortable accommodation,
delicious food, and attention to detail from both trainers and
NACLI staff which defined the entire learning experience.
In Fabien’s opinion, student leaders represent the engine of
the student community and should be constantly oiled and tested.
They are a select group who should be given opportunities to
acquire new skills, so that they can impart these skills to others.
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A key takeaway from Fabien’s NACLI training sessions is a
constant reminder from his teachers: it is at NACLI that trainees
are taught critical skills to engage the community. One of his
favourite quotes is this: ‘Youths today are the leaders of tomorrow.
Nurtured well, they will go on to become leaders in their own
fields.’ He adds: “I can’t agree more.”
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STUDENT LEADER ATIQAH HALIM

A Pillowful of Training Memories
For any youth who attends a NACLI training camp, it is an
intense period of bonding and fun. Moments which continue to
burn bright in Atiqah Halim’s memory include sitting with friends
around campfires and shrieking during pillow fights.
She was a young girl, still in primary school, when she attended
her first leadership training course at NACLI in the 1990s. But
for Atiqah, despite her age, the camp wasn’t just about having fun.
She took the opportunity to make friends and build a sustainable
network of contacts.
Today, she continues to tap on these reliable contacts for her work
in the volunteer community. They also help to open doors when
it comes to her grassroots work. The two key values which Atiqah
believes in are self-awareness and confidence. As a volunteer, she
has initiated many activities aimed at youths in secondary schools,
which help the students to develop self-awareness and make them
stronger individuals.
Atiqah credits the NACLI courses she attended for setting a
strong foundation, for the community work she does today.
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STUDENT LEADER ALEXIS LEE

Giving Back to Society
Although it has been over three decades since Alexis Lee first
stepped into NAYTI as a student leader, the memories of how she
found her calling to leadership are still vivid.
Alexis was already groomed to be a leader when she was in
secondary school. She was class chairman, society chairman, track
and field captain and house vice-captain from 1983 to 1986.
Not surprisingly, her school enrolled her for a leadership camp
at NAYTI. The camp taught her to appreciate different points
of view and work cohesively with teams of people from different
backgrounds. It also gave her the courage to accept new challenges
as she was spurred by her belief that girls were just as good as boys,
if not better.
While Alexis remembers the camps of her time as being
gruelling, she also felt they were exciting and fun.
She notes that the lessons taught in leadership camps then
were very different from the courses offered by NACLI today. But
what remains unchanged is the underlying message: it is important
to make a viable contribution to society.
Alexis was secretary at the Tanah Merah Neighbourhood
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Committee (NC). Being effectively bilingual, she is not only an

NAYTI TRAINEE MINISTER CHAN CHUN SING

emcee at community events, but is also one of the few who can
communicate with older residents. She also offers her expertise
in events management and resident engagement in the NC. In
fact, this spirit of giving back to society has become her family

Coming Full Circle

tradition: her husband is a public servant and her grandfather,
mother, uncles, aunts had all served in the public service.
Similarly, the residents she works with are inspired by her

At the 19th NACLI Leadership Dialogue held in April 2014,

giving spirit. She says, “Nobody will care about what you know,

Chan Chun Sing, Minister for Social and Family Development

until they know that we care.”

and Second Minister for Defence, shared ideas and exchanged his
views on national and community concerns raised by grassroots
leaders. As he addressed the room filled with intent listeners,
it was evident that he had come a long way from his days as a
President’s Scholar.
When he was 19, Chun Sing attended a pre-departure camp
at NAYTI to prepare for his impending studies at Cambridge.
His course-mates, aware of his background as a President’s Scout,
promptly nominated him to take charge of team bonding as they
felt that he would be most suited for the role.
Even back then, his concern for the well-being of those around
him was apparent. He was a natural leader who easily gained the
support of his peers. As friendships were forged over campfires, it
paved the way for these course-mates to become fellow colleagues
in key leadership positions later in life.
Today, NACLI’s Leadership Dialogues represent a metaphorical
campfire, bringing people together to ask questions, probe and

76

77

clarify. Although the 260 grassroots leaders in attendance during
the 2014 dialogue discussed pressing issues, the atmosphere was
congenial. Chun Sing spent his time patiently listening and
clarifying concerns over issues such as the cost of living, the
demands of the education system, transport woes and competing
foreign labour.
His caring and down-to-earth approach was evident, and harks
back to a time when a similarly earnest 19-year-old President’s
Scout persuaded his course-mates to work towards putting
community before self.
If there was one key takeaway from Chun Sing’s message
during the dialogue, it is this: Trust in the Government’s intention
to make Singapore a better place for everyone, where no one gets
left behind.
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Message
by Mah Bow Tan
Former Minister and
Former NACLI Board Chairman

I first joined the National Community Leadership Institute
(NACLI) Board in 2003. Established after the 1964 racial
riots, NACLI’s solemn responsibility was to unite Singaporeans,
regardless of race, language or religion. Forty years later, it had
risen to the challenge with great success. In the Singapore of 2003,
the values of racial harmony and religious tolerance had started to
take root. But NACLI’s mission remained work-in-progress.
Minister for National Development then, I realised the
importance of developing not just the hardware—roads, schools,
shops, stadiums—but also the software and heartware—family
ties, community bonds, tolerance and understanding among our
residents of different races, cultures and religions. To help us
achieve this, we needed community leaders to spearhead these
efforts on the ground.
The harmony in our neighbourhoods today is due, in no small part,
to NACLI’s strenuous efforts in cultivating our community leaders,
who themselves come from diverse backgrounds reflective of the
residents they serve. Through various engagement programmes and
activities—house visits, block and floor parties, dialogue sessions—
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our community leaders help to foster better understanding among
residents who are increasingly diverse, and vocal.
The recruitment, grooming and retention of committed and
capable community leaders is therefore of critical importance.
NACLI plays a critical role in the development of these budding
leaders. NACLI’s training programmes aim to strengthen the
sense of togetherness amongst Singaporeans. Community leaders
are equipped with cross-cultural communication skills, enabling
them to interact well with the community at large, as well as to
understand each individual’s needs.
On this 50th anniversary, I am confident that NACLI will

Watering
the Plant
Beds

continue to contribute towards our nation-building efforts by
instilling the spirit of inclusiveness in Singaporeans, and giving
our community leaders a sense of pride in our national identity.
Well done, NACLI!
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One of the key aims at NACLI is the
importance of ensuring inclusiveness and
providing a common space for Singaporeans
from all walks of life to live harmoniously.
NACLI has, from its inception, nourished
and strengthened these values by
helping grassroots leaders to capture
the quintessential essence of building
understanding and trust in our multiracial society. In this regard, the
Gardener laid the foundation for us to
move forward as one, working together
for the greater common good.

GRASSROOTS LEADER ERIC WONG

Harvard for Grassroots Leaders
Just like Harvard, which is one of the top universities in the world
for academic studies, Eric Wong feels that NACLI provides a
rigorous training ground for Singapore’s grassroots leaders, one
that opens up a passage of self-discovery. It is an institution where
trainees who are exposed to the wide world of possibilities learn
about their own capabilities, and are therefore armed to face
future challenges.
Eric says that staff, trainers and trainees are like one big family,
and NACLI is like a home with a conducive environment for the
young and old to learn from one another. He likens the experienced
lecturers to a backbone that supports successful grassroots leaders,
by shaping and teaching them how to understand the various
groups that make up Singapore, their cultures and their languages.
The NACLI enthusiast knew that there was a long and winding
path ahead of him when he chose to delve into grassroots work
at the age of 24. He is thankful that the Institute equipped him
with the skills he needed, and on his own, he forged ahead in his
grassroots work by constantly gathering feedback from the ground
so that he could contribute effectively.
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As a grassroots leader, Eric does not just solve problems. He

GRASSROOTS LEADER AYESHA ABDULLAH

also brings joy to residents. He makes time for his grassroots work
by effectively juggling grassroots activities with his professional
work as a gemologist, and family duties. Interestingly, social
work has paid off in other areas of his life. For instance, good

Driven by the Kampung Spirit

communication and the ability to think out of the box—skills he
acquired at NACLI and frequently used as a community leader—
have helped him to excel at work.

When community leaders visited Ayesha Abdullah at her humble

Reflecting on his grassroots career, Eric acknowledges that

home during one of their door-to-door visits more than 29 years

when he started he just wanted to be a casual volunteer. However,

ago, she was deeply touched at how sincere they were in getting to

he became increasingly motivated to change people’s lives for the

know residents like herself. This ‘kampung spirit’ was what sparked

better as he embarked on one community project after another.

her desire to become a volunteer, and she has since embarked on a

Today, more than 30 years later, he still looks forward to gaining

29-year journey of selfless giving.

more experience and discovering new ways to reach out to those
in his community.

Apart from her grassroots work, Ayesha is pleased to note that
despite sentiment that the ‘kampung’ spirit in Singapore has taken
a backseat to the hustle and bustle of urban living, inclusiveness is
still very much alive. She witnessed this during the production of a
video for a NACLI training module in 2010. The day-long filming
was conducted during the fasting month, commencing at 9 am and
ending only at 10.30 pm. NACLI’s Senior Lecturer Jufri Osman
went to a nearby mosque to get porridge so that he and his fellow
Muslim participants could break fast as a community. It is such
heart-warming acts which motivate Ayesha in her grassroots work.
Of course, there will be naysayers. Ayesha has come across those who
feel that getting personal satisfaction from helping others is not possible.
She, however, believes that the spirit of community is as relevant today

86

87

as it was in the past, and it will remain relevant in the future; especially
as Singapore progresses as a country of diverse cultures.
On a last note, the energetic grassroots leader has a word of
advice for all potential volunteers: “If you serve, serve with your
heart. Never expect returns.”
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GRASSROOTS LEADERS VINCENT CHIA & FOO CE WEI

Grooming Generations of Leaders
When Foo Ce Wei became the youngest Chairman of then-Yew
Tee Zone 9 Residents’ Committee (RC) in PA’s history at the
age of 22, the man he replaced gladly spent time training his
youthful successor.
It helped that the pair had something in common. The former
Chairman, Vincent Chia, and Ce Wei had joined the grassroots
movement with the same aim—to adapt to a new neighbourhood
and immerse themselves in the heartland community. Vincent
spent his childhood in a ‘kampung’ with no closed doors where
everyone knew their neighbours, while Ce Wei used to spend
time with a basketball interest group, and he hankered for more
opportunities to meet people in the neighbourhood.
Thus, the pair clicked and their chemistry was apparent when
Vincent mentored Ce Wei in leading Choa Chu Kang Zone 9
RC, what it is now known as.
Vincent started off by constantly reminding Ce Wei that as a
grassroots leader, he had to place the needs of the residents first.
He also told Ce Wei, “Think big, start small and build deep”, and
showed him how he could apply this when serving the community.
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Both Vincent and Ce Wei hold NACLI in high regard as it

PA STAFF SIMON ANG

had helped them to pursue their passions for learning and sharing
of their experiences. Ce Wei found that his understanding of his
role as a community leader grew by the day, thanks to his time at
the Institute. Vincent was given the opportunity to inspire others

Applying Management Tools

by volunteering as an Adjunct Lecturer. They both agree that
NACLI had deepened their desire to serve society, and provided
them with skills to become grassroots leaders. NACLI’s training

One of the most impactful courses Simon Ang attended at NACLI

also helped them in their own personal development.

was the Community Development Programme (CDP). A three-

Vincent is proud of what Ce Wei has achieved, and feels

day leadership course which has benefited countless PA staff, it

privileged to have nurtured a talented young man who brought

teaches them how to apply powerful management tools such as

the RC to greater heights. Ce Wei, in turn, is grateful that Vincent

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs and the Ladder of Inference.

was his mentor, and acknowledges that true mentors are hard to

Simon is currently Head (RC Unit – Operations), RC and NC

come by in this day and age. Vincent now looks forward to the day

Division at PA. He feels that the CDP helps participants to deepen

when he can watch Ce Wei groom the next RC Chairman.

their understanding of management philosophies. Ultimately,
this helps them to better understand human behaviour and avoid
cultural biases which may lead to wrongful assumptions.
A memorable CDP training method involved role-playing
exercises which simulated real community interactions. It was
through these role plays that the participants were able to develop
their practical skills and thinking processes. For example, they
learnt through the Ladder of Inference how to avoid making
inaccurate conclusions and wrongful assumptions. As the course
involved participants from various backgrounds with diverse
experiences, this led to enriching group discussions.
The CDP course was also impactful as participants stayed
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away from the hustle and bustle of the city, in a cultured learning
environment laced with flora and fauna. The conducive nature
of the NACLI campus, where plenty of benches and cosy study
corners were scattered around, encouraged casual networking.
To Simon, attending courses at NACLI has been a wonderful
experience replete with fond memories of his induction days. For
PA staff, it is an ideal training ground because it offers innovative
teaching which promotes out-of-the-box thinking. It is also a home
for colleagues from different units to meet, interact, learn and renew
their friendships. Indeed, he feels that NACLI is a reflection of the
Singapore community, where people from different backgrounds
gather and work together to make Singapore a better home.
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GRASSROOTS LEADERS AFROSE SULTANA
& SHAHUL HAMEED

All in the Family
Shahul Hameed wanted to be a volunteer to make full use of
his spare time and make more friends in a new neighbourhood.
In his voluntary work, he was often greeted by smiles from
the participants.
The smile dearest to him, however, belonged to his wife, Afrose
Sultana, who was also actively involved in grassroots work. Afrose,
who was initially roped in by her husband, is now the ViceChairperson of Lam Soon CC Women’s Executive Committee
while Hameed is the Chairman for the CC’s Indian Activity
Executive Committee.
Both Hameed and Afrose are strong advocates of NACLI’s
training, passionately sharing what they have picked up from the
Institute with their friends and family and encouraging others to
pursue the different courses on offer.
The various NACLI courses they underwent have helped to
generate even more smiles for the couple. Some of the skills that
they have developed include para-counselling. It has allowed them
to better communicate difficult ideas and thoughts to residents
effectively and effortlessly—a key necessity, given the need for
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increased interaction to enable the community to come together.

GRASSROOTS LEADER DAPHNE GOH

To Hameed and Afrose, what drives them in their grassroots
work is the need to alleviate the problems faced by the less
fortunate. However, they admit that the path led by an active
grassroots member is not an easy one. It is important not to be

Giving Brings Joy to Children

disheartened by challenges, but to instead rise to the occasion and
continually improve oneself by picking up new skills.
The couple’s philosophy is well-articulated by Mahatma

Daphne Goh knows that all the hours she pours into grassroots

Gandhi in one of their favourite quotes: “You should live as if you

work is worth it when she sees joy emanating from the faces of the

were to die tomorrow, and learn as if you were to live forever.”

children who receive presents from their donors, and their sincere
appreciation when they give back handmade thank you cards.
The occasion is ‘Festive Wishes Come True’, a project organised
by Tampines Central CC Youth Executive Committee (YEC)
to benefit low-income families. As a grassroots leader, Daphne
actively participates in the project every year to do her part for
children in need.
The project is driven by the belief that an individual’s action
has a lasting impact on the lives of others, while a combined team
effort can benefit an even larger proportion of the community.
She agrees with the philosophy, and her thinking was partly
shaped by her participation in NACLI’s Leadership in Community
Programme. She counts the programme—which included an
overseas study visit to Hong Kong—as the most memorable
NACLI course she attended.
Not only did she get to tap on the wealth of experience
of fellow coursemates as well as new volunteers, she got to
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exchange ideas with them. While in Hong Kong, she was also
able to learn how volunteers in the community tried to tackle
gambling problems.
“Donations are not the only way to give back to society,’’ she
reflects. “One should consider new methods of contribution, such
as serving the community based on the love for children.”
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GRASSROOTS LEADER SAHUL KADIR

From Receiving to Giving Help
When Sahul Kadir moved into a new and unfamiliar
neighbourhood, he hardly knew anyone. So when his Grassroots
Adviser and Residents’ Committee (RC) Chairman paid him a
house visit, Sahul asked how he could become an RC member as
he wanted to meet his new neighbours.
Fifteen years on, Sahul’s goal has evolved from getting to know
his community better to serving them as a grassroots leader. He
fondly describes grassroots work as “an addiction”, and its essence
as “serving others before self ”.
It was the training at NACLI, putting him on a path of selfdiscovery, which equipped Sahul with the skills to be an effective
leader. The NACLI trainer that left the greatest impression on
him was ‘The Godfather’ Patrick Teo, whose constant sharing of
ground experience with personal motivational beliefs kept him up
when his spirits flagged. He also learnt how to interact well with
other grassroots leaders, and found that he enjoyed working with
them on projects.
In the true sense of ‘paying it forward’, Sahul has come full
circle. He once received help from the community, and is now the
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one giving to his fellow residents. He hopes to continue helping

PA STAFF LOUIS TAN

others integrate well, and is proud to play a role in ensuring
cohesiveness amongst the diverse groups that make up Singapore.

Making Meaningful House Visits
Louis Tan joined the PA in 2008. Over the course of six years,
he rose through the ranks, from Assistant Constituency Manager
to Deputy Constituency Director to his current post as the
Constituency Director of Tampines Central.
Louis believes wholeheartedly in the value of training, for it
enables new grassroots leaders to understand the crucial role which
PA plays in building and bridging communities and the meaning
of their work on the ground. It also helps them to perform their
roles confidently.
He cites ‘Organising Effective House Visits’ as one particular
NACLI programme which left an indelible mark on him. The
programme helped him see the connection between ‘learning’ and
‘doing’, for conducting a house visit is not about just knocking on a
resident’s door to say, ‘Hello!’, ‘Nihao!’, ‘Apa Kabar!’ or ‘Vanakkam!’,
or trying to sell a ticket for an RC event.
Instead, every house visit is an opportunity to know the
residents, understand their concerns, look out for cases where
further assistance is needed and invite them to attend community
events to get to know their neighbours.
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For the course, a half-day lesson is followed by real-life
experience. Participants get to go on actual house visits with
PA staff and fellow grassroots leaders, who are familiar faces in
the constituency.
The course is an instance of how NACLI makes learning
accessible—it is held in the CCs in intact groups, allowing PA
staff and grassroots leaders to learn together.
Training has brought about tangible results. The Tampines
Central grassroots leaders learnt how to better engage residents
in the course. Following that, they decided to launch an informal
chit-chat platform called ‘Void Deck Coffee Morning for Elderly
Residents’. Senior citizens who turn up enjoy a cup of coffee and
get to talk about matters including new government schemes. In
fact, two senior citizens who heard about The Pioneer Generation
Package at the CC from their friends decided to turn up for the
morning coffee session to find out more about the initiative.
“As our grassroots leaders learn how to connect with residents
on their house visits, they understand what’s needed to bring
residents together. In this instance, it was sincerity and a cup
of coffee to gain the trust of elderly residents to attend a talk,”
said Louis.
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GRASSROOTS ADVISER BAEY YAM KENG

Different Fronts of Engagement
Baey Yam Keng defines community as people, entities and
organisations coming together for a common bond, interest and
passion, as they learn more from one another. As a Grassroots
Adviser for Tampines Group Representation Constituency (GRC),
Yam Keng uses social media as an essential communication tool to
engage with his residents and the public. Social media is a space
he has become comfortable with and which allows him to extend
his persona . But he admits that there is a gap between how people
perceive him online and those who know him in real life.
Yam Keng has been actively involved in creating and shaping a
different type of community initiative over the last decade or so. At
two sessions of ComLEAD Reflections held at NACLI in 2013,
he shared that community engagement needs to be a spontaneous
and comfortable experience where residents get to meet and
gather in informal sessions. Typical dialogue sessions tend to be
organised by inviting grassroots organisations, community groups
and schools to nominate particpants. Nominated participation
unfortunately may not reflect views of the majority population.
This prompted him to organise ‘KopiTalk’—a monthly gathering
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where anyone could just walk in and talk over a cup of coffee or tea.
He has also adapted the format to engage the online community
through a monthly ‘Facebook Chat LIVE’. Both initiatives allow

Message

him to receive genuine feedback from people and for people to

by Ang Hak Seng
Chief Executive Director, PA

take part in an open and collective conversation.
Yam Keng also said that bringing the community together
should return to the basics, like in the past, where a television set in
the CC provided the platform to attract residents and bring people

As a Chinese proverb goes, “One generation plants the trees; the

together. Therefore, he started a monthly outdoor movie screening

next generation enjoys the shade.” When our pioneers set up the

series, held every first Saturday night of the month free of charge to

National Community Leadership Institute (NACLI) in 1964,

the public. Into its third year now, it has been attracting families to

they laid the foundation for Singapore’s social cohesion. NACLI

enjoy an evening under the stars, bringing the community together.

has grown from strength to strength, training generations of

Apart from giving talks, Yam Keng has also tapped on NACLI

community leaders to bring people of all races together.

to organise his Annual Constituency Workplan Retreat. This was

In the same spirit, NACLI has also been pioneering new

facilitated by NACLI staff and allowed for networking and team

approaches over the years to keep community leadership relevant

bonding among PA staff and grassroots leaders. He highlights

in a period of rapid change. For example, in recognising that each

the importance of NACLI in bringing the community together

community has its own unique needs, NACLI has pioneered

and preparing grassroots leaders for any problems that may arise.

constituency-based

There is a need for development, training, sharing and learning.

programmes, grassroots leaders from the same constituency can

He hopes NACLI continues to evolve and be at the forefront of

learn together as a team, tackle challenges jointly and apply what

changes, anticipating problems and equipping grassroots leaders

they are taught immediately. In addition, to deepen the skills

with the knowledge to overcome them.

and experiences of grassroots volunteers, NACLI has launched

training

programmes.

Through

these

certificate courses with Republic Polytechnic and the Master of
Community Leadership and Social Development (MCLSD) with
the Singapore Institute of Management University (UniSIM).
Looking ahead to the future, we will continue to develop,
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align and inspire leaders in building and bridging communities.
With its East Coast Campus, NACLI can now offer a greater
variety of learning adventures to better equip community leaders
for the more complex challenges ahead of us. NACLI’s renewed
emphasis on student leadership development will groom student
leaders, from a young age, to become future community leaders.
The forays into online learning and the Leadership in Community
Programme (LCP) show that NACLI is always thinking about
the future, to allow community leaders to ‘learn on the go’.
Learning in the future will need to be more dynamic—it must
be both research-based and action-oriented. Hence, PA will
continue to support and guide NACLI in improving its curriculum
and training offerings. Together, we shall provide our current and
upcoming leaders with the necessary skills—not only to preserve
the harmonious community we have in Singapore today, but to
create new ways of bringing the community even closer together.
As we forge ahead as a trailblazer in the area of community
leadership, may NACLI continue to nurture this pioneering spirit
in every generation of community leaders!
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Harvesting
the Fruit
NACLI can be said to have succeeded when
the trainees who pass through its doors go
on to do good work in building and bridging
communities. This section provides a glimpse
of how NACLI’s programmes—from the highlyregimented programmes in the early days to
the modern-day interactive approach—have
inspired its participants to commit themselves
to community work, sometimes for decades.

114

NYLTI TRAINER LOW FOO YONG

Forging Resilience in the Old Days
Low Foo Yong was a pioneer trainer at NYLTI. Between 1965 and
1973, he moulded numerous young men and women into resilient
leaders who would go on to contribute to Singapore’s social and
community development.
Foo Yong was a strict educator who believed in forging resilience
through hardship. His curriculum included physically demanding
activities like log-lifting, road runs, obstacle courses and even
army-like unarmed combat, which even some of his toughest male
trainees struggled to go through. As tough as it was, Foo Yong’s
methods bore fruit—his classes had a high graduation rate.
The NYLTI leadership courses which Foo Yong taught focused
on four main areas: physical fitness, technical competence, social
awareness and character building. As a final test, each trainee
had to complete a road run which included an overnight hike
through graveyards, farms and villages. They were given only
a compass and map for navigation, and all survival rations had
to fit into one small bag. The course thus pushed many beyond
their self-perceived boundaries, stretching their physiological and
psychological limits and giving the potential leaders a better sense
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of their own capabilities.

PIONEER TRAINEE LEOW PENG KUI

Now at the age of 76, Foo Yong still brims with undying
dedication towards community service. In April 2014, he was
invited to share his experience at the launch of the NACLI
Heritage Wall.

Early Spartan Life

He muses that the intensity of physical training at NACLI has
changed with the times. He has also noticed a shift from the ‘We’
culture, dominant in the 1960s, to a more internalised ‘Me’ culture.

Back in the 1960s, unionists had a hard life and it started even

It is necessary for grassroots leaders to be aware of the latest

at the training stage. In 1968, when Leow Peng Kui was one of

trends and constantly upgrade themselves to stay relevant on the

the trainees in the pioneer batch of the National Trades Union

ground. To this end, he believes that NACLI will continue to be an

Congress (NTUC)’s leadership diploma courses, classes were

important source of training and education for Singapore leaders as

regimental—they started at 6 am and ended at 10 pm. The

it remains the key training provider for grassroots leadership skills,

gruelling curriculum included physical training, classroom lessons,

which also enables grassroots leaders to communicate effectively

outdoor and indoor games, and occasional talks by prominent

on both social and professional platforms. It will also remain a

speakers in the evenings.

place for them to forge ties.

Despite the rigorous schedule—with only Saturday off each
week—Peng Kui still cherished his days at NYLTI as it was where
he made firm friends with other union leaders. Even after all these
years, he still meets his fellow students to share views on their
respective communities so they can better understand the people
they represent and Singapore as a whole.
When asked about his experiences at the Institute, Peng Kui
says,“Most of us were driven by our involvement with the struggle
of the workers. We were young and idealistic, with that burning
desire to become better union leaders through the programme.
We were sold!” He believes that the courses helped him be a
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better union leader as they opened his eyes to the issues faced
by workers and taught him how to tactfully and properly handle
such situations.
Post-training, life as a unionist was no bed of roses. Often,
Peng Kui returned home only at 2 am after a long day of grassroots
activities. It was during these event-filled days that he mastered
various languages and dialects, including Malay and Hokkien,
allowing him to communicate effectively with workers from all
walks of life. This is another reason he is thankful for having gone
through the course at NYLTI: without it, he believes he would not
have had the mental and physical stamina to carry out his duties
as a union leader.
The tenacious man also spoke about the persistence and
perseverance of the pioneers which gave them the conviction to
solve problems. For them, it never was about rewards or incentives
and obstacles were merely challenges to be overcome. They
remained dedicated and motivated when working on issues which
went beyond self-interest. Peng Kui himself has spent more than
30 years in the NTUC, establishing links between local unions
and other national organisations, as well as with unions around
the world.
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FORMER PRINCIPAL TAN KIN HIAN

Diversifying for Change
Nearly 50 years ago, Tan Kin Hian played a crucial role in
diversifying the range of NYLTI’s training programmes, which not
only enabled more people to attend the courses but also succeeded
in sustaining NYLTI in the long run.
When Kin Hian came back from the United States after
completing his Master’s degree in the late 1960s, he returned to
NYLTI while S.T. Bani was serving as its Principal. He served
as the Institute’s Director of Studies, which involved planning
and managing of NYLTI courses. When Bani left the Institute in
1971, Tan became acting principal, and subsequently full Principal
of NYLTI.
From the mid-1960s, demand for graduates with NYLTI’s
Diploma in Community and Youth Work was high. This was
partly because Community Centres were mushrooming across
Singapore and these CCs had to be staffed by properly-trained
NYLTI graduates to fill the position of Organising Secretaries. But
as each CC typically only required one or two trained Organising
Secretaries and two or three trained assistants to function, NYLTI
had to diversify its training programme to prepare other trainees
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to fulfill other roles in the community.

PIONEER TRAINER ALEC KUOK

Thus, the Diversification Review Panel, chaired by thenNTUC Secretary-General Devan Nair, was formed and Kin Hian
is proud to be a part of this effort. The Panel aimed to source

Close Bonds

for new NYLTI clients, as the diploma course for Organising
Secretaries was coming to an end and the campus facilities would be
under-utilised. Kin Hian was instrumental in opening up NYLTI
facilities to NTUC union cadres and civil servants, alongside

The 1960s was a period of social uncertainty. Singapore needed

other unionists including the Singapore Bank Employees Union.

able, tough and willing members of society to rise to the occasion

This business expansion not only diversified NYLTI’s trainee

to steer the country away from communism. Thus, a three-year

profiles, but also ensured that NYLTI would remain sustainable in

Diploma course was developed to nurture leaders from Singapore’s

the future.

cream of the crop. The course was highly competitive and many

During his time heading the Institute, Kin Hian also oversaw
the introduction of the Assistant Organising Secretary course,

dropped out from the selection trials, leaving only the most
versatile and adaptable.

a four-month residential course with a smaller cohort size, as

Alec Kuok was one of the pioneer sports instructors for the

opposed to its three-year predecessor. As NYLTI was able to

course. He speaks vividly about the bonds forged between

stay relevant, it remained at the forefront of being an indoor and

instructors and participants through intense training sessions.

outdoor training provider, giving it an edge over other competitors

When asked if the participants ever questioned the authority of the

at the time.

instructors, Alec proudly shared the Chinese proverb—

From 1974, PA recognised Kin Hian’s potential, and

—which means ‘respecting teacher, emphasising principles’. The

concurrently assigned him the post of Assistant Director of Special

proverb is about the cultivation of respect for one’s educators

Duties, Youth and Sports as well as Public Relations at the PA

and staying true to one’s morals. Thus, despite the small age gap

HQ. It was only in 1978 that he relinquished his appointment as

between the instructors and participants, NYLTI had a strong

Principal of the Institute.

learning culture.
Participants were required to complete obstacle courses during
the course, sometimes without prior warning, to help the trainees
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maintain their sense of being always prepared. The obstacle
course was also aimed at building their endurance and confidence,
which would be useful to help them deal with tough situations
by working through their problems systematically, and ultimately
overcoming them.
Alec recalls his time as an instructor fondly, as the course was
fun-filled, such as transporting a precious ‘commodity’ in the form
of a bucket of water or having to rescue ‘casualties’ in the obstacle
course. If the participants were worried about whether they would
be able to eventually pick up leadership skills, Alec was always
there to allay their fears.
Alec also admits that he loves building bonds through sport
rather than sitting in a lecture hall listening to theories all day.
Which is why he is well liked by those who have had the privilege
of being trained by him. Even to this day, he still gets calls for
coffee from his pioneer batch of trainees!
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NYLTI TRAINEE CHAN SECK SUNG

The League of Ironmen
The training received during the three-year Diploma course was
tough, but it has moulded some of the finest leaders in Singapore.
Chan Seck Sung is one such example. Seck Sung was a Queen’s
Scout who represented Singapore in 1961 at the Hong Kong
Scouts’ ‘Golden Jubilee Jamborette’, which celebrated 50 years of
scouting in Hong Kong. As a scout, he was already well prepared for
the physical demands of the diploma, such as camping and hiking.
Upon selection, he underwent part of the three-year course, which
eventually prepared him for his career with the Singapore Armed
Forces (SAF) in 1966. He later rose to become the Commanding
Officer of the Commando Unit.
“The harder the training, the stronger the bond,” he reflects,
when asked about the training mentality of the instructors back
then. He reasons that this was the basis that physical training was
pushed to the extreme. It allowed the trainees to cultivate bonds,
develop respect for one another and provide mutual assistance. As
the stronger trainees provided assistance to the weaker ones, it also
strengthened the group as a team.
The toughest demand of the course, according to Seck Sung,
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was the ‘Long March’, a 60km hike which stretched over two days.

FORMER NACLI STAFF JUFRI OSMAN

The hike saw the trainees constantly on the move; they set out at
the crack of dawn and only stopped to set up camp at Paya Lebar
at around 10 pm. The mission did not allow them rest or comfort,
in order to fully test their mental and physical limits. Throughout

Builder and Protector of the Peace

the training, there were many memories. He is happy to note that
he has maintained the friendships forged then.
One lasting friendship was the bond between Seck Sung

Former NACLI Senior Lecturer Jufri Osman joined the PA in

and his instructor, Alec Kuok. Seck Sung recalled Alec asking

1997 and therefore was no stranger to community service when

him about the first Ironman Challenge (triathlon) as he had the

he first joined the Institute a decade ago. By then, he already had

reputation of being the fittest trainee. Even though Seck Sung

ten years of experience under his belt, with stints at various CCs

was already over 40 years old, it did not deter him from enrolling

as well as at the Central Singapore Community Development

himself and ten other colleagues to support an old friend. As he

Council (CS CDC). His experience has led him to conclude, “The

thoroughly enjoyed the physical demands of the triathlon, he went

practicality and veracity of life—issues, concerns, problems on the

on to become actively involved in the development of the sport

ground—are real!”

in Asia.

A man of many talents, Jufri is fluent in Bahasa Indonesia

Seck Sung might have had a head start in his training as a scout,

and Malay. He puts his skills to good use as a NACLI Associate

but it was behind the doors of NYLTI where he and his course-

Trainer in Practical Malay and Cross-cultural Communications.

mates galvanised their determination towards self-improvement—

One important aspect he strongly advocates is the integration of

crafting Singapore’s very own league of Ironmen.

theory and practice in his lessons.
Jufri loves to share his own personal stories of community
interaction in his lessons. One interesting observation he made
was the stark difference between the concerns of private-home
owners and HDB residents. For example, when storms occur, trees
may be uprooted and fall on the roofs of landed properties, which
will affect only the former group, but not the latter.
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Another aspect of his ability to understand the ground well was
shown when he worked with the CS CDC. He learnt that in some
instances, even if one knew Mandarin well, it would be far more
useful and appropriate to use dialects when communicating with
the elderly, like those living in rented apartments in Chinatown.
Belonging to one of the minority races in Singapore, Jufri
understands the problems that members of the minority races may
face in integrating with society at large, especially one as diverse
as Singapore’s. This is why he often includes in his lessons racialrelated incidents that he has witnessed while overseas. Jufri is a
strong advocate of racial bonding and social cohesion in the face
of discrimination—be it racial or religious. To this end, he has
worked together with other grassroots leaders and NACLI staff
to create a communally harmonious training framework, which he
views as vital to the well being of Singapore.
When asked how he would like to be remembered in NACLI,
he replied, “Jufri Osman, the Do-er and Builder for Peace
and Harmony!”
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MCLSD PARTICIPANT DR LER SER YENG

An Inspirational Volunteer
Dr Ler Ser Yeng was a research fellow in a cancer laboratory. While
she may not be your typical grassroots volunteer, her desire to do
good deeds was clear from the start. Inspired by her course mates
at the NACLI Master’s programme—the Master of Community
Leadership and Social Development (MCLSD), she went on to
volunteer with numerous organisations, including the Alzheimer’s
Disease Association, and she also became a health ambassador for
the Health Promotion Board (HPB).
In her opinion, volunteering allows her to combine her passion
to serve the community with her professional work in the health
research industry. The socially driven work she does moves the
emphasis away from her own life to the lives of others. She is
grateful for the opportunity to attend the Master’s programme,
a collaboration between Singapore Institute of Management
University (UniSIM) and NACLI. She benefited much from the
well-structured curriculum which expanded her thinking. This,
combined with her training at NACLI, made her the person she
is today. She recalls courses such as The Singapore Journey and
Partners in Harmony that have given her a better understanding
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of the underlying dynamics in communal interaction. This has

NACLI PARTNER JEFFREY CHAN

helped her to better serve the community.
The altruistic volunteer with a Ph.D. in Biology also saw how
she could work with the knowledge she gained from the MCLSD
programme, such as Conflict Resolution, to be a more effective

Law Made Simple

leader by being persuasive and practical in managing negotiations.
These skills come in handy in her volunteer work, particularly
in event organisation or resolving difficulties among parties

Jeffrey Chan, a senior lawyer with the Attorney General’s

with differing opinions.

Chambers (AGC) of Singapore, champions a community-based

Ser Yeng encourages others to answer the call for volunteerism.

NACLI programme, “Law for Community Leaders”, aimed at

She shares that Singapore’s unique nature—of a peaceful multi-

educating grassroots leaders on matters of law and the Singapore

racial community and a strong economic foundation—frees the

legal system. Grassroots leaders are in a position of influence in

people from having to worry about bread and butter issues or

the community, and are often the first people residents consult

open conflict. The result is more productive volunteering and less

when they encounter problems. Many of the problems on the

argument on the ground. This has allowed Ser Yeng to commit

ground, whether personal or as a result of interactions with the

to a full-time job and active volunteer work. With the remaining

Government, involve legal issues. It is therefore important that

time she has, she channels to her studies in order to improve the

grassroots leaders understand the basic legal framework so they

way she serves others.

can effectively assist residents.
Jeffrey is a NACLI alumnus and his participation in this
programme is pursuant to a commitment made by the Senior
Counsel Forum, which comprise all the Senior Counsels in
Singapore, to increase awareness and access to the law for
Singaporeans as a whole. The specific objective is to provide
sufficient information on Singapore’s legal system and critical
aspects of our laws and regulations to grassroots leaders. This
will have a ripple effect and increase the general awareness of
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Singaporeans on how laws affect our everyday lives and the
importance of the Rule of Law in our nation. Jeffrey described
those who are appointed Senior Counsels as being privileged, and
they should be conscious of the responsibility to give back to the
society that nurtured them. This programme is one way for the
community of Senior Counsels to do so.
Singapore is constantly developing, and our people are
now living closer together with more opportunities for social
interaction. This increases the need for deeper community
understanding. There are always misconceptions about the law
and how it works, leading Singaporeans to incur unnecessary costs
and become unduly stressed when confronted with issues. Greater
understanding of our laws and legal processes would enable our
people to interact with one another and with the Government
with greater confidence and less stress. This is one way to improve
the quality of life for Singaporeans.
This NACLI programme is still in its infancy stage, and
there are space and time development constraints. Nonetheless,
it has great potential, and should eventually be able to reach all
grassroots leaders.
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PA STAFF CHEONG AI KENG

The HR-Training Nexus
Cheong Ai Keng has invested eight years of her career with
NACLI in the development of new dynamic initiatives, such
as the Community Leadership Programme (CLP) and the PA
Service Training Framework (STF). The highlight of her job was
when she was involved in the launch of the Joint Certificates with
Republic Polytechnic (RP).
All new officers of PA experience a three-week induction
programme prior to their deployment. The course covers a myriad
of personal developmental missions, including team building at
Outward Bound Singapore (OBS) and NACLI, dialogues with
senior management—to hopefully leapfrog in their learning—
while always staying focused on internalising the purpose of what
they do in their job roles.
In NACLI, it seems that teaching leadership is the first step,
followed by the NACLI faculty’s own efforts to ‘walk the talk’.
And that is what makes the NACLI experience a unique one.
Many who went through the induction programme recounted
how they had worked the correct formula and hit the bull’s-eye
via their accomplishments. Inductees shared how they found
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themselves working better and smarter. With the friendships
acquired through training, work became more enjoyable with

Message

support across different divisions.
But training does not end with a three-week induction. Ai Keng

by Jeremy Tay
Dean, NACLI

explained that there are milestone programmes for all officers,
from Constituency Directors to Constituency Management
Executives at the frontline. This is to ensure that they are equipped
with core skills and the ability to build up the four key groups

I am honoured to be the Dean of the National Community

of competencies required for PA officers—Servicing, Thinking,

Leadership Institute (NACLI) on its 50th anniversary. It is a

Achieving and Relating—under the STF. Needless to say, the

privilege to be in charge of an institution that has played a part

training is conducted mostly at NACLI.

in the building of modern Singapore. We deeply appreciate the

Ai Keng, through her work at PA’s HR division combined with
her enhanced appreciation of grassroots training, is in a position to

generous and unwavering support of our stakeholders over the past
50 years.

explore new ways of raising the bar on PA staff training. She lives

NACLI is a learning institution and as we move into the future,

by a philosophy shared by a previous Chief Executive Director—

we want to keep on pushing the boundaries of excellence. This is

“Always leave a toilet much cleaner than before you went in. So,

only possible if we focus on people. First, people within NACLI —

too, leave a place better than before you arrived.” That is exactly

our staff. We will develop ourselves in tandem with the times. The

what she aspires to achieve in her work.

pace of development in Singapore has quickened with advancements
in technology. So whether it is the latest sentiments at the grassroots
level or new technology in lesson delivery, we would like to be in tune
and always ahead. Our initiatives in Constituency-based Training
(CBT) and online learning efforts are a result of our listening to
what our participants want and moving in the right direction.
But developing from within is only one aspect. We will
continue to reach out to our partners to cover areas in which we
may not be experts, and we will tap on their tacit knowledge to
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be our collaborators. By engaging our partners such as veteran
grassroots leaders, experienced staff of People’s Association and
associate trainers and working together as one, we can strengthen
the quality of our training programmes. We hope to make the
NACLI learning experience a lasting one for all participants.
I would also like to take this opportunity to acknowledge the
efforts of my colleagues, past and present, at NACLI. They have
worked hard to do extraordinary things over the past 50 years.
Taking pride in what we do, we want to create a conducive learning
environment. We aspire to have all our participants feel that
their time at NACLI has been a re-energiser with new concepts
learnt, practical skills enhanced and passion renewed to serve
the community.
NACLI will keep its nurturing culture alive. We believe that
one learns best when a person is motivated to discover new things,
learn from mistakes or comprehend new sensitivities. We want to
‘propagate’ the NACLI nurturing culture to further serve and touch
our course participants so that they always come back for more.
As we look into the future, we pledge to continue our pursuit of
excellence in developing, aligning and inspiring our participants, in
collaboration with our partners, to build and bridge communities.
Here’s to another 50 good years of NACLI’s success!

145

The Garden
as a Home
This collection of stories features the
relationships that NACLI has helped build
and foster, and the people themselves whom
NACLI has touched, and who in turn give
back to the Institute. They may be resilient
personalities, but in all there is also the gentle
side that allows empathy with each and every
member of our diverse community. This mark
of a true leader is what NACLI develops in
all those passing through its doors, and will
continue to nurture in the years to come.

146

NACLI STAFF KOH AH MOY

The Bond of Mother and Child
In the 1990s, Koh Ah Moy taught Mandarin at the PA
kindergarten. But due to scheduling challenges and pressing family
responsibilities, Ah Moy asked for a transfer to NACLI where
she became an executive assistant in administrative work. Ah
Moy also took the opportunity to pick up accounting knowledge
and improved the speed and accuracy of her typing skills. This
combination of skills proved to be extremely valuable and Ah Moy
is thankful to her main educator on the job, NACLI trainer Shital
Dubey, who was also her English teacher and helped her to speak
more confidently.
Ah Moy paints a nostalgic picture of NACLI back in those
days. It was common then for staff to bring their children to work.
In her case, her young daughter tagged along every Saturday,
doing artwork or running around the canteen looking for familiar
aunties for treats. She says, “I think it is important to have this kind
of policy even today, to encourage families and young mothers to
bring their kids to work so that the children can see what their
parents do.”
After 50 years, it is clear that NACLI has not changed in its
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support of a pro-family environment. Ah Moy enjoys meeting the

FORMER COURSE PARTICIPANTS LAI KWOK WAH

children of her younger colleagues. There are plenty of opportunities

& LEONG CHAI PENG

for staff to bring their families, in informal gatherings, or when
former colleagues gather back at NACLI for a reunion barbecue.

The Love Game

When asked what has been the biggest change at NACLI,
the mother of three points to the increasing number of grassroots
leaders who are driven to upgrade themselves by coming to
NACLI for training. Also notable is the fact that NACLI’s list of

When Lai Kwok Wah’s sweetheart turned 21, several of his course

courses has expanded in tandem with the needs of the community.

mates organised a birthday party for the lady, Leong Chai Peng,

“We have collaborated with Republic Polytechnic (RP) so

so that he could show his concern for her. The two sweethearts,

that grassroots leaders can be awarded certificates, and are also

brought together by friends who ‘pulled strings’, ended up at the

given the opportunity to pursue their Master’s”, Ah Moy shares

altar two years later.

enthusiastically.

Today, more than 35 years since that party, they are still happily
enjoying matrimonial bliss while keeping volunteer work their
priority. For the last six years (since 2009), they have been offering
personal counselling to Chinese migrant workers and visiting
orphanages in Myanmar to teach life skills and hygiene practices.
In 1976, Kwok Wah and Chai Peng were sponsored by the
Ministries of the Environment and Health respectively, to attend
a Leadership Course for Civil Servants at NYLTI. This was a
turning point for them as they realised that their public sector
careers had implications beyond that of serving the people. They
saw how their work could contribute towards a public service that
would shape the impression of how foreigners view Singapore
from abroad.
The loving couple used their experience in volunteer work and
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their public service careers to judiciously inculcate the value of
serving from the heart in both public and community work—he as
Principal Technical Officer at the Public Utilities Board and she
as a Medical Screener at Health Sciences Authority. This includes
serving cheerfully and walking the extra mile. In doing so, they
emphasise that quality of service is what matters, not the time
spent on the job.
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NACLI STAFF TAY HOW KIA

From Ground Up to Deputy GM
After serving almost ten years in the Constituency Office, Tay How
Kia was hungry for something new. Attracted by the camaraderie
among the staff and the conducive working environment in
NACLI, How Kia joined the Institute as the Head of Co-Work
Development. With no prior training experience, How Kia
climbed the steep learning curve which eventually led him to
senior appointments such as Senior Lecturer and Assistant Dean.
After nearly a decade in NACLI, he was appointed Deputy
General Manager in Business Development. With his experience
in grassroots training, How Kia has been able to grasp the
difficulties faced by his colleagues. Highlighting these issues has
allowed How Kia to evaluate and recommend better workflow
enhancements for a more effective interface between the business
and training departments.
One of How Kia’s training highlights involved supporting the
Leadership in Community Programme (LCP), an advanced course
for grassroots leaders. Selection for the course is stringent, with
only 35 places available for each run. The programme duration is
12.5 days, which includes an overseas study programme to provide
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better exposure for grassroots leaders. How Kia shares that he

NACLI STAFF ENG KEE PING

enjoys seeing trainees in the LCP bond as a team, especially after
four months of coming together to complete eight modules. He
has seen many cohorts make an effort to re-connect long after they
have completed the course.
The

recently

launched

NACLI

Heritage

Trail,

Humanity Before Hierarchy

in

commemoration of NACLI’s 50 anniversary, was put together
th

by How Kia and his team of enthusiastic colleagues. This is a trail

Eng Kee Ping has been a NACLI trainer for the past six years and

set around the Institute’s campus which traces the various key

to her, the job has been the fulfillment of a long time dream. Prior

developments in the history of NACLI. It is a sterling achievement

to her NACLI stint, Kee Ping had worked closely with grassroots

for someone whose only credential is years of constituency work!

organisations through her appointment as a Deputy Constituency

“Some people think life in NACLI is a bed of roses, but it

Manager at the Constituency Office. As a people person, she

isn’t true!” How Kia points out. Challenges include juggling

relishes the chance to learn about people from all walks of life, a

between conducting training and coordinating multiple talks and

major attraction of her job as a NACLI trainer.

dialogues—all at the same time. That said, he relishes the joy of

Kee Ping is driven by the heartfelt appreciation of her

seeing the fruits of his labour when participants come up to him

participants. The glint in their eyes, smiles or even just a friendly

and his colleagues with a smile to thank them for an eventful

gesture to express their gratitude all make the daily toil worthwhile.

session of learning.

This spurs her on to fine-tune her lessons and delve into deeper

After all, a smile is a curve that sets everything straight.

research to improve the content and delivery of her lessons.
The devoted trainer has created three questions to prompt her
trainees to use as a ‘moral compass’ in checking their community
service commitment:
1. Have they chosen the right approach in effectively
performing their role?
2. How can they ensure the growth of a more inclusive
community?
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3. What would inspire them to progress further than their
current position?
These questions help her participants to tick off their mental
checklist as they improve on their leadership capacity through
better understanding of good practices. But good practices can
only be shared if they came from the heart, as Kee Ping likes to
remind her trainees.
Working at NACLI has provided Kee Ping with more time
to spend with her family. NACLI’s pro-family work culture of
putting ‘humanity before hierarchy’ is what Kee Ping treasures,
and eventually hopes to pass on as a philosophy to new colleagues
coming in.
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PA STAFF ENDANG NASRI

The Everyday Hero
Fuelled by her belief of bringing residents closer together in our
unique multi-racial society, Endang Nasri found herself joining the
PA. As a Constituency Management Executive, Endang, with her
colleagues, holds the fort at Pasir Ris East CC. Her intention was
purely to work towards a more cohesive Singapore, and this came
with its own set of challenges, ranging from dealing with demanding
residents to learning how to multi-task at grassroots events. All
this meant that she had to maintain her professional image while
adapting to a constantly evolving job scope.
Thankfully, she picked up key people-management skills
through courses conducted by NACLI. One tool that she swears
by is DiSC profiling which allows her to better understand the
behaviour of those around her—be it at work or at home—and
how to best manage them. Adding to her repertoire of skills,
she recalled a specific incident where she successfully pacified a
flustered resident by employing what she learnt at a NACLI course
on managing difficult customers.
At the end of the day, there is definitely more to the job than
dealing with angry residents. To her, the perks include knowing
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that she has helped those most in need of a helping hand. She

GHRE SUPPORTER WONG LIN HUI

even guides the elderly who are computer-illiterate in printing
their Central Provident Fund statements, helps them to address
their Income Tax queries and educates them about the various
government subsidies in transport schemes.

Developing Future Leaders
As a teacher and prefect mistress at Endeavour Primary School,
Wong Lin Hui is always on the lookout for programmes and
opportunities that would benefit her students and help them
to lead meaningful and impactful lives. When she came across
the Grassroots Heritage Roving Exhibition (GHRE) it piqued
her interest as it was in line with the school’s National
Education programme.
GHRE is a new NACLI initiative to trace how the grassroots
movement and the PA were established and their continuing
role to forge racial harmony, social cohesion and closer peoplegovernment connectivity. The exhibition consists of fixed and
interactive panels, supported by training and programming to
better engage students to learn and appreciate the importance of
racial harmony and social cohesion in nation building.
Students gain first-hand knowledge through inspiring talks
from grassroots leaders. Meeting such ‘role models’ adds a reality
spin on learning. For the students, it is interesting to hear what
grassroots leaders do to serve the community, in bringing people of
all races, ages and social economic backgrounds together.
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Lin Hui is grateful that the PA and NACLI brought the GHRE
to schools. Delighted with the response she got in her school,
she felt that her students were able to break out of their shells by
learning how to speak confidently and eloquently in public, when
they were given a chance to share what they learnt through the
GHRE. She also expressed hope that more schools will adopt the
meaningful GHRE programme, so that young students and future
leaders will be adequately equipped with a sense of nationalism
and pride in their country.
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NACLI STAFF TLEAGAVATHI D/O VYRAVAN

The Godmother of NACLI
Tleagavathi has been working at NACLI for over three decades.
She first joined when she was 21 years old through a referral from
a friend of her father. Better known as Vathi among her colleagues,
her first role at the Institute was that of a receptionist and
telephone operator before the advent of the Internet and emails.
Her job was considerably important as she was the unseen face of
NACLI which greeted every caller, and she was the bearer of all
letters which came through the post box. Today, Vathi remains
an essential part of NACLI as one of the key members in its
procurement team.
Singapore then was uncertain and troubled, a vastly different
environment from today. For Vathi herself, it was also a difficult
time of her life. With the arrival of her second child, she developed
hypertension and was forced to give birth prematurely during her
seventh month of pregnancy. “My mother took care of my first
child so I came back to work. But when I had to take leave for
my baby, with NACLI’s family-friendly culture, my colleagues
were understanding and supportive, helping to cover my duties. I
wouldn’t know how to cope otherwise,” she recounts.
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Vathi’s appreciation for NACLI’s family-friendly culture was

PA STAFF FU SHU YI

again apparent when she shares how her children were allowed to
join her at work whenever needed. In fact, when she was appointed
Residence Manager, her children were also allowed to remain in
the same room where she worked.

A Place to Groom Leaders

In her role as Residence Manager, she was responsible for
the well-being of children from various schools attending camps
held at NACLI. She likened her role to that of a ‘nanny’—a

Fu Shu Yi was only 18 years old when she had her first taste

responsibility she thoroughly relished. Her priority was to ensure

of grassroots work, as an intern at the South West Community

that the children were safe, well-fed and well-behaved. Vathi

Development Council (SW CDC). It was a major task, reaching

remembers having to make extra rounds within the camp area

out to secondary schools and institutes of higher learning, to

after work hours.

participate and bring youths from diverse backgrounds together

Of her going the extra mile, Vathi explains, “Parents needed

for the WORLDview Youth Conference. Shu Yi learnt how

assurance that their children were in safe hands. Some of the

important it was for the conference to be seen as a ‘safe platform’

parents met me personally and I assured them that their children

for people with differing views to come together, to speak their

would be well looked after. It was a promise I kept.” Despite the

minds and have their concerns addressed.

hard work, she shared that being a Residence Manager has been
the most enjoyable part of her NACLI journey thus far.

A few years later, after graduation from university, Shu Yi
joined the PA as a senior community development officer. Upon
her colleagues’ recommendation, Shu Yi enthusiastically joined
NACLI’s Partners in Harmony programme to better understand
the delicate sensitivities of dealing with people from multi-cultural
backgrounds. It was an eye-opener for her to learn that the course
was launched in the wake of the 9/11 incident in the United States
in 2001, when terrorists caused the collapse of the Twin Towers in
New York, and the revelations of Jemaah Islamiyah terrorist cells
operating on home ground.
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The course took participants on an experiential journey, learning
from talks and visits to different places of religious worship and
coming together in a safe, common space to question, probe
and clarify.
Working in PA took on deeper meaning for Shu Yi after
the course, as she developed a better appreciation of her role in
fostering PA’s core mission to bring people together and strengthen
the racial and social harmony that was painstakingly nurtured.
A strong advocate of the principle that learning is best achieved
in a trusted atmosphere, Shu Yi feels that NACLI, with its green
surroundings, is a safe haven where she can support her colleagues
and grassroots leaders to go for training.
She says, “NACLI is an inspiring place where people
from diverse backgrounds can come together to learn. From
classroom theories on managing diversity to learning from people
with ground experience, the trainers always have time to hear
everyone’s views!”

171

NACLI BOARD DEPUTY CHAIRMAN DR FAISHAL IBRAHIM

Bringing the Lesson Home
A Parliamentary Secretary, Adviser, Professor and the Deputy
Chairman of the NACLI Board, Dr Faishal is a familiar face and
active leader in the community. The Nee Soon Central Adviser
constantly challenges himself and his grassroots leaders to find
new and improved methods to engage residents and to bring
about a more connected community. He makes the most of his
varied appointments by adapting Constituency-based Training
(CBT)—a programme developed by NACLI—to make training
more accessible for his team of grassroots leaders. Faisal notes
that constant training is necessary to keep up with changing
demographics and the needs of his residents.
CBT is carried out in the vicinity of Community Centres/
Clubs. This facilitates the ease of attending courses for constituency
office staff and grassroots leaders. It also instantly speeds up
the application of what is taught at constituency level. Deputy
Constituency Director at Nee Soon Central, Ho Peck Hong,
shared that the CBT’s focus is definitely more resident-driven
and this has been helpful in understanding the needs and interests
of residents before programmes are crafted. Prior to conducting
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house visits, grassroots leaders are trained on the finer points of
dealing with the community such as racial and cultural sensitivity.
This helps grassroots leaders to better serve residents.
With early signs of success, grassroots leaders in Nee Soon
Central have shown their appreciation towards their Adviser
for his efforts in making the course accessible to them, and

Message
by Grace Fu
Minister, Prime Minister's Office,
Second Minister for the Environment and Water Resources,
Second Minister for Foreign Affairs and Chairperson, NACLI Board

the Nee Soon Central community itself has benefited with the
implementation of CBT. But this has not stopped PA staff and

The National Community Leadership Institute (NACLI) is

grassroots leaders from going to NACLI for training. Christina

celebrating its 50th anniversary this year. Being of the same vintage

Ang, Vice-Chairman for Nee Soon Central Zone 5 RC, shared

as NACLI, I ponder on the journey it has taken as I reflect on my

that after enrolling for the ‘Handling Difficult People’ module, she

personal life journey.

was able to effectively handle negative feedback from her residents

Growing up in the early years of our nationhood, the challenges

in a professional manner. Hence she is now able to better focus

that the Government faced were experienced by my family too.

on the issue at hand and is quick in suggesting solutions during

Besides having to improve the basic living conditions of its citizens

regular house visits.

and raise literacy rate amongst the populace, the Government

Dr Faisal wholeheartedly believes that leadership training

needed its citizens to be tolerant and respect the different races, to

in community service is a meaningful journey. It is through the

share precious community facilities, and to help one another in the

training provided by NACLI that leaders are able to sharpen the

kampung. NACLI had filled the role of training the pioneer group

learning points of their own experiences and use them in serving

of PA staff in basic foundational skills to help the community.

the wider community.

Over the years, as the education level rose among our population,
NACLI’s role evolved as well. Today, more professionals are
volunteering in the grassroots and they are starting at a younger
age. Of the 4,000 new grassroots leaders who join each year, about
35% are below 35 years old. These professionals are competent
in their own fields and most are new to community service. This
is where NACLI comes in to equip them with the necessary
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skills to become effective grassroots leaders, by showing these
young professionals how to better engage the residents, facilitate
dialogue between different stakeholders and bridge people across
generations or racial groups.
The types of issues that require the assistance of grassroots
leaders are also increasing in complexity and diversity. Today,
residents need help in areas ranging from caring for an elderly at
home to resolving disputes between neighbours. With these varied
and diverse needs, NACLI has to help our grassroots leaders be
versatile in handling such cases.
Moving ahead, NACLI has three key roles to play. First is to
help the new and young professionals learn the ropes in becoming
grassroots leaders. NACLI has to keep a close tab on training
needs to be relevant to the younger volunteers. Second is to adapt
to serve the changing needs of residents. Understanding how our
society develops, being aware of the latest trends and knowing the
range of options available when the situation arises will greatly
help our grassroots leaders.
The third, and perhaps the most important role, is to engage
the hearts of our young volunteers and help nurture them. Just
like a gardener, NACLI can toil its soil carefully and diligently to
grow many thriving and healthy trees in its garden. Having a good
understanding of the soil condition is essential, so is adjusting
the amount of water according to the needs of the saplings, and
weeding and fertilising regularly to cultivate healthy trees with
deep strong roots and extensive canopy.
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As I approach mid-life, I start to see the future through the
lens of my children. I want my children’s future to be basked in
the same safe, secure, multi-racial and multi-religious society.
NACLI will continue to have a vital role in the 21st century where
social cohesion continues to be important for Singapore to grow
and prosper.
Let us continue to serve leaders, inspire the community and
grow as one.
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Milestones

The early years saw the Institute
establishing a strong foundation
in youth education, training and
leadership training.

1968 The Institute welcomed its

1972 NYLTI Alumni was

NYLTI initiated a regional workshop

first batch of graduates of the Diploma

formed and registered to promote

for adult education trainers.

in Community and Youth Work.

active participation amongst members

1979 NYLTI was renamed the

in social and recreational activities.

1963 Israeli Gadna (Youth

1969 With good experience

movement) specialist Mr Arieh Levy

in running courses, the Board of

A Leadership Training Course for

(NAYTI). The acronym of the

was appointed by Mr S Rajaratnam,

Governors appointed a Committee

Indonesia’s Golkar Youth was also held.

National Youth Leadership Training

then Minister for Culture, to

headed by then-NTUC Secretary-

spearhead the development of

General C V Devan Nair to review

1974 The Institute was returned

the curriculum at the official

the Institute’s future role, categories

to PA’s administration, and the Board

Role of Youth Organisations in Cities

announcement of the Buona Vista

of people to be trained as well as the

of Governors was dissolved.

and Their Contribution to Social

Youth Leadership Training Centre.

content and duration of such training.

National Youth Training Institute

Institute was changed from NYLTI to
NAYTI. A regional seminar on ‘The

Development’ was organised with
The inaugural ‘Regional Training

the support of the UN Economic and

The decade of the Seventies was
marked by the Institute spreading
its wings with numerous overseas
and joint United Nation courses
for leadership training, in
addition to holding leadership
training courses for a broader
category of civil servants and
youth leaders locally.

Workshop for Youth Workers in Urban

Social Commission for Asia and the

Communities’ was held for the UN

Pacific (ESCAP).

1970 Leadership training

1977 The first course of

courses were held for civil servants

Awareness of Political, Social and

appointed Residents’ Committee (RC)

and student union members of the

Economic Issues for Vigilante Corps

members was held.

Singapore Polytechnic.

was organised.

show its focus on training young

1971 The first Orientation

1978 Sponsored by UN

leaders. The Board of Governors

Programme for government

Education and Scientific Organisation

(CYP), a two-week national course

was inaugurated, and the Institute

scholarship holders to the UK and

(UNESCO) and the Asian South-

on ‘Community Work in an Urban

achieved autonomy.

France was conducted in August.

Pacific Bureau of Adult Education,

Society’ was conducted.

1964 The Institute was
established by Dr Goh Keng Swee,
then Minister for Finance and Deputy
Chairman of the PA and would be
managed by the People’s Association
(PA). It aimed to train youth leaders
in the community through a threeyear diploma programme, which
required participants to meet physical
fitness demands alongside an intensive
curriculum.

1965 The Institute was renamed
the National Youth Leadership
Training Institute (NYLTI) to
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Economic Commission for Asia and the

The Eighties saw the Institute
venturing deeper into the
learning and development of
different categories of grassroots
leaders in Singapore.

Far East (ECAFE) with 21 participants
from eight member countries.

1975 The first Asian Youth
Council (AYC) advanced youth
leadership training course was organised.

1980 The first community
development course for newly

1981 As part of the
Commonwealth Youth Programme
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1982 The nation-wide inaugural

1992 The lecture rooms were

2003 The NACLI Board was

2007 The Community LEAD

three-day ‘National Youth Conference

upgraded with the latest audio-visual

set up with Mr Mah Bow Tan, former

framework was launched to provide

on Our Society and We, the Youth’

aids to improve training.

Minister for National Development,

a systematic and holistic approach

as its Chairman. The Board provides

to the recruitment, grooming

advice, broad perspectives and

and renewal of grassroots leaders.

technical expertise in the development

Community LEAD Champions were

of NACLI’s programmes and chart its

appointed to further efforts to select,

future directions. NACLI’s refreshed

develop and retain grassroots leaders

mission is to develop effective leaders

at the constituency level.

was attended by 300 participants.

The mid-Nineties saw the
Institute’s development with a
new vision and policy change.

1984 The first leadership
training course for gifted pupils was
organised.

1995 NACTI was renamed the

1986 A series of Social

National Community Leadership

through quality training in service

Development Weekend Workshops

Institute (NACLI) and the NACLI

to the community. That year, the

The NACLI-Republic Polytechnic

was started for single ‘O’ level

Advisory Panel (NAP) was formed.

Grassroots Heritage Centre (GHC)

Certificate in Community

men and women in support of the

NAP’s objective was to provide

was set up.

Development (CCD) and Certificate

government’s concern for singles.

guidance and advice to NACLI in its

1988 Many new leadership
training courses were started, including

training programmes and to propose

2004 The Institute celebrated

improvements to NACLI.

its 40th anniversary on 5 October,

for clan associations, statutory boards,

2000 NACLI underwent re-

staff of different PA divisions and the
Commonwealth Youth Programme
Asia (CYP) Centre.

1989 NAYTI was renamed

grassroots leaders.

theme of ‘Celebrating Leadership

2008 Mr Lim Swee Say,

organisation on 15 April to focus on

Development in Service of the

Minister in the Prime Minister’s

organisational learning and grassroots

Community’. Highlights of the event

Office, took over as the Chairman of

development. NACLI refreshed its

included the launch of the inaugural

the NACLI Board, on 1 February.

Vision and Mission statements.

NACLI Leadership Dialogue Series,
and opening of the NACLI Resource

2009 The Institute launched

Gallery, which traces 40 years of the

its refreshed Vision and Mission.

2002 NACLI underwent a

Training Institute (NACTI) at its 25th

year-long upgrading programme.

Institute’s heritage and leadership

anniversary celebrations, to reflect the

The upgraded campus is equipped

training.

Institute’s broader range of training

with a 300-seater auditorium,

programmes for the young and old.

an air-conditioned dining hall,
accommodation facilities for up to
164 people, and 14 training rooms

were air-conditioned as part of the

with a total training capacity for about

renovation after the name change.

800 participants.
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programmes were launched for

with a celebration-cum-open house

the National Community Leadership

1990 The hostel rooms

in Community Leadership (CCL)

2010 The Advanced Certificate
in Community Leadership (ACCL)

As NACLI matures, it refocused its effort to offer more
benefits to grassroots leaders
past, present and future.

programme, a joint collaboration
with RP, was launched in October
as a progression pathway to further
develop the community leadership of
grassroots leaders.
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2011 Ms Grace Fu, Senior

The Law for Community Leaders

Minister of State, Ministry of

programme, supported by the Senior

Information, Communications

Counsel Forum, was initiated to help

and the Arts, and Ministry of the

grassroots leaders better understand

Environment and Water Resources,

legal issues on the ground. A total of

took over as the Chairperson of the

19 Senior Counsels were invited as

NACLI Board on 1 June.

Speakers between 2012 and 2014.

The Enhanced Community LEAD

2013 NACLI awarded its first

Framework was launched to develop

Advanced Diploma in Community

the competencies and capabilities of

Leadership and Social Development.

grassroots leaders to better support

2014 To commemorate

PA's refreshed vision and mission.

NACLI’s 50th anniversary, NACLI

2012 Leveraging on the new

launched a Heritage Trail and

With Sincere Gratitude

Putting together a book of this nature was no mean feat, and we
have many to thank for making it possible:
First, those who laid the foundation for NACLI to come into
being. For this great innovation, we thank former Prime Minister
Lee Kuan Yew for his foresight and determination, and the late

resources, the PA and SIM University

Heritage Wall revealing the Institute’s

Dr Goh Keng Swee and Lim Kim San, both of whom worked

signed an MOU to offer Singapore’s

developmental milestones on

hard to bring their colleague’s dream to fruition.

inaugural Master of Community

1 April. It also launched its Grassroots

Leadership and Social Development

Heritage Roving Exhibition and

(MCLSD) programme.

Youth Leadership Programmes on

Second, past and present Ministry of Community, Culture
and Youth, People’s Association and NACLI staff. These people

21 July. It held three Distinguished

have dedicated their time and efforts in fostering the spirit of

ComLEAD Reflection was

Speaker Series talks, involving

NACLI, and its commitment to its cause; in particular, each PA

introduced to equip specific groups

Professor Tommy Koh, Mr Lim Siong

of grassroots leaders and key PA

Guan and Mr Gerard Ee.

CED and NACLI Dean or its equivalent has consciously ensured

constituency staff with skill sets to
respond to critical and challenging

A commemorative book titled,

community issues.

‘Growing As One: 50 Years of
Inspiring Community Leadership’,
was launched together with a new

that NACLI is well-positioned to serve the training needs of
Singapore’s grassroots leaders and PA staff.
Thirdly, the more than 600,000 participants who have passed
through the gates of NACLI—their contributions of time, energy

NACLI logo at the 50th anniversary

and opinions have helped NACLI evolve into the renowned

main celebration on 12 October.

Institute it is today. Special thanks must go to all grassroots leaders
and PA staff who not only come to NACLI to be trained but
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who then go on to apply their learning tirelessly in community
engagements, interactions, and events, so that racial harmony and
social cohesion are assured.
Some of the NACLI trainees, partners and supporters have
shared with us their insights, and for these we are grateful. While
we have depicted their NACLI roles in the stories, we have
tabulated their current appointments overleaf as a token of our
acknowledgment. Although not all their stories could be published,
their feedback is very much valued and deeply appreciated. It has
helped to craft the framework and direction of the book, and
perhaps, engender an online version of the Gardener’s stories in
time to come.
Lastly, this book was written for all Singaporeans, residents and
visitors, who believe in social harmony and cohesion regardless of
race, language or religion. Thank you for being a supporter of our
cause, and for giving us something to work towards in future.
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