Overseas Students And S21 Vision

More than 320 Singaporean students from 50 universities in the United States met in Philadelphia recently for Links 2000, a three-day conference to update themselves on happenings in Singapore. They came together for the Singaporean fellowship and to hear more about “S21” – the popular acronym for the visioning exercise on Singapore society in the 21st century.


In his keynote address, Dr Tan Chi Chiu, Executive Director of the Singapore International Foundation and a member of the Singapore 21 facilitation committee, spoke on “Process not perfection – Singapore 21 and its relevance to overseas Singaporeans”. He gave the background to S21, that Singapore society being so focussed on economic and material success, there was a need for another paradigm for a more balanced and better society.


His view was that overseas Singaporeans should take heart that a sincere process is in place to make Singapore the kind of home that all Singaporeans would be proud of and to which they could happily return to. Perfection may never be attained, but the process itself is worth participating in. Singaporeans currently overseas have a part to play in building a more active civil society by staying informed about national events and issues and participating in dialogue and feedback with Singaporeans.


One participant, Yak Chau Wei, 20, form the University of Pennsylvania, felt that Dr Tan’s address placed in proper perspective the values of S21 to overseas students. “Many of us appreciate the fact that he did not try to push it upon us to accept the vision immediately.”


Yeo Chuo Hao, a second year electrical engineering student in Massachusetts Institute of Technology, said, “It is difficult to get people to change their mindset about S21, which is that it is another top-down government-driven campaign of social engineering.”


In the panel discussion were Warren Fernandez, The Straits Times News Editor now a Mason Fellow at the John F. Kennedy School of Government in Harvard, filmmaker-actor Glen Goei now London-based, and Colin Goh, a founder of MerchantMatch.com based in New York City.


The panel session was lively with students expressing concern over having a voice in national policies. Some questioned the “ban” on Singlish despite it being an identifiable part of Singapore culture and they were disturbed by the “abuse” of innocent TV shows such as Phua Chu Kang in promoting good English.


The largest gathering of Singaporean students in the US so far, Links 2000 is the second conference organised by them to network and be updated about developments in Singapore. The first was in Chicago last year.

