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My First Skool 
at Block 997 
Buangkok 
Crescent (left 
and left below) 
partners the 
National Gallery 
Singapore to 
offer visual 
arts learning 
experiences 
to the children 
at its centre. 
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Sixteen-month-old Raiden Low
shrieks  with  delight  as  he  plays  
with toys in a bath at his infant-
care centre. 

This is  no ordinary bath,  how-
ever. It is a baby onsen bath cus-
tomised  for  Akarui  Early  Years  
Learning Centre. 

The school worked with a Japa-
nese hot springs expert to replicate 
an authentic experience – from the 
imported Hinoki  wood  bath to  a  
filtration  system  that  treats  tap  
water – as well as mineral salts from 
a well-known onsen. 

The water temperature is kept at
a comfortable 39 to 40 deg C and 
babies spend about five minutes in 
the bath daily, after their shower 
and toileting. 

Akarui’s founder and pro-
gramme  specialist,  Mrs  Jocelyn  
Khoo, 57, says the idea came from 
her husband Alvin Khoo, an onsen 
aficionado. The couple have been 
running brain-stimulation pro-
gramme The Shichida Method
here since 1999. 

Mr Khoo,  in  his  late  50s,  says  
onsen baths have health benefits, 
including helping to reduce the age-
ing process of the skin. “Japanese 
regularly take their babies to the 
onsen,” he says.

He  reckons  he  has  spent  well  
over  $30,000  on  the  baths  for  
Akarui’s two branches in Tanjong 
Pagar and Toa Payoh, but did not 
factor this cost into the fees. Both 
opened in early 2020. 

Because of Covid-19 disruptions, 
there are fewer than 10 babies in 
each centre – about a third of their 
capacity  –  although  the  number  
changes monthly with new enrol-
ments and infants graduating. 

Besides the onsen bath, Akarui’s 
approach  to  infant  care  differs  
from other centres in several ways. 

For one thing, prospective parents 
must  have  a  session  with  Mrs  
Khoo, where she shares the impor-
tance of parental involvement in a 
baby’s development. 

“I ask parents, ‘Tell me, what do 
you focus on after birth?’ They say, 
‘Nothing. Baby sleeps, nanny takes 
care.’ I say no, you are the one who 
inspires,” she explains, adding that 
babies  need  “stimulating  activi-
ties” for their brains to grow well. 

Mrs Khoo, who is a trained social 
worker, has four grown-up children 
and  studied  in  Japan  under  Pro-
fessor Makoto Shichida, founder of 
the Shichida approach to learning. 
She  has  been  a  Shichida  master  
trainer for more than two decades. 

Under  her  supervision,  Akarui  
provides a  “brain-based environ-
ment” where babies are exposed to 
multiple languages and 600 types 
of music, and dine on brain food 
such as shiitake mushrooms and 
black sesame seed powder. 

They  get  15  minutes  of  brain-
stimulating  activities  daily,  con-
ducted one-to-one using flash
cards and Shichida products. 

Parents pay $2,700 in monthly 
fees for full-day care, before
government subsidies, making it a 
premium centre when compared 
with the median infant-care fee of 
$1,275 last year. 

However,  Mrs Khoo demurs at  
the word “hothousing”.

“Not hothousing. Just trust, disci-
pline and love,” she says, stressing 
that her objective is not academic 
deliverables, but to instil a love of 
learning and help parents uncover 
their children’s talents, be it in mu-
sic or mathematics. 

She has no immediate plans to 
extend her facilities to childcare. 

Still, parents are expected to do 
“homework” with their children in 

the form of a home training kit, a 
book of customised activities that 
they take home every month. 

Raiden’s  father,  Mr  Low  Shou  
Pin, 34, says he and his wife were 
drawn to the centre’s onsen bath at 
first, but they are happy with how 
their son has progressed since he 
enrolled in January. 

“They have more programmes to 
help the child develop at this criti-
cal age,” says the account manager. 
He is unsure of how much Raiden 
is absorbing from the home learn-
ing  kit,  but  he  and  his  wife,  a  
project manager, have noticed that 
the child picks up new skills easily. 

“It’s something fresh to keep him 
occupied because sometimes he’s 
bored with the toys at home.”
Stephanie Yeo

At  first  glance,  My  First  Skool  
(MFS) at Block 997 Buangkok Cres-
cent looks like most other infant-
care centres. 

There is a wide range of activities 
around the perimeter of the main 
space, leaving plenty of room in 
the centre for little ones to crawl, 
cruise and walk freely under super-
vision. Younger babies have their 
own dedicated area.

But visitors who look closely will 
spy a mini art gallery along a corri-

dor space that is lined with bold 
splatter  paintings  on  canvas  as  
well as other colourful works. 

Thanks to a partnership with the 
National  Gallery  Singapore,  the  
centre has been introducing visual 
arts learning experiences to its chil-
dren since it opened in 2018, says 
executive principal Pearlyn Tan. It
is one of 17 MFS centres offering a 
deeper dive into the practice than 
the typical curriculum offers. 

The centre caters to many low- 

income families in the area, and art 
is a tool that helps them develop 
expressive  language,  which  they  
may  not  have  opportunities  to  
hone at home. 

“When we first observed the chil-
dren, they were always waiting for 
the teacher to tell  them what to 
do,” she says. “Through art, they’re 
free to explore. Teachers will ask, 
‘Can you share with me what you 
have drawn? Why do you want to 
do it this way?’. They have an op-

portunity to say something and we 
respect what they say.”

While  the  programme  was  ini-
tially meant for pre-schoolers, who 
learn about art elements and tech-
niques, Ms Tan extended it to in-
fants too. Babies and toddlers can ex-
plore what is called “mark making” 
using crayons and paints, as well as 
discover colours and textures. 

Their  weekly  dose  of  art  can  
sometimes be as simple as step-
ping on or touching a “Christmas 
tree”  painting  taped  securely  to  
the floor, which The Straits Times 
saw during its visit to the centre. 
The painting had a layer of bubble 
wrap on it for sensory stimulation 
and educarers talked  to the tots  
about the colours green and red. 

Ms Tan says when infants  en-
gage  in  making  art  using  child-
friendly materials, “we encourage 
them, ‘I see that you’re using red all 
over the picture. Do you like red?’”

“They  cannot express them-
selves (yet), but if they can stay en-
gaged in the activity for a longer pe-
riod of time, we know that they’re 
interested and we can continue to 
build on this interest.”

The pre-school chain offers infant 
care at 117 of its 145 centres, with 
more slated to open next year. Fees 
for Singaporean babies  are about 
$1,365 a month before subsidies. 

Besides respecting children’s in-
terests,  MFS’  relationship-based  
curriculum seeks to create a safe 
and nurturing environment for the 
young ones to thrive. Each child is 
assigned a primary caregiver.

“We have a consistent caregiver to 
build the attachment because, for 
very young children, the attachment 
is important to help them to build on 
their learning,” Ms Tan says.

The pre-school chain also works 
closely with parents to equip them 
with the skills they need to support 
their babies’ development at home.

The Buangkok Crescent centre,  
for  instance,  holds  online  work-
shops in which parents can create 
musical instruments from recycled 
materials and learn how to choose 
books for infants. They also take 
home craft and sensorial activities 
each term. 
Stephanie Yeo

Account 
manager 
Low Shou Pin 
and his wife 
Joanne Lee were 
initially drawn to 
Akarui Early 
Years Learning 
Centre’s onsen 
bath, but are 
happy with how 
their son Raiden, 
16 months 
(all above), 
has progressed 
since enrolling 
in January. 
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Using art to help babies
develop language skills 

Stephanie Yeo
Senior Correspondent

Ms Jothi Letchimi Ramakrishnan, 
40, started looking for infant care 
even before her daughter was born 
in January. 

The  human  resource  manager  
had heard good things about the E-
Bridge Pre-School centre near her 
home in Punggol, but there were 
no available slots.  “I called them 
every other day to ask if they had a 
vacancy. I think they remembered 
my name by heart,” she says. 

Just before her maternity leave 
was up in May, the centre called 
her as someone had dropped out. 
She rushed down to enrol Diya Jay-
lyn, her first child, who was then 
four months old. 

Demand  for  infant  care  from  
parents such as Ms Jothi has led to 
exponential growth in the industry 
and waiting lists in some popular 
centres. 

Infant-care places for babies aged 
two to 17 months old have surged by 
66 per cent in five years, from 6,200 
in 2015 to about 10,500 places last 
year, says a spokesman for the Early 
Childhood  Development  Agency  
(ECDA) in response to questions 
from The Straits Times. 

Punggol and Sengkang, in parti-
cular, have seen a 90 per cent in-
crease in infant-care and childcare 
places, it adds. 

ECDA  expects  to  add  another  
10,000  new  full-day  pre-school  
places by 2023. These will be “con-
centrated  in  areas  with  more
young  families”,  although  it  de-
clined to say how many of those 
places will be for infant care. 

What is it about infant care that is 
attracting so many families,  who 
prefer  it  over  hiring  “auntie”
babysitters or domestic helpers? 

After  all,  some may argue that  
babies who eat, sleep and poo on 
repeat need only simple child mind-
ing. 

Public servant Angelyn Tan, 31, 
employs a helper, but chose to en-
rol  both  her  daughters  in  infant  
care at My First Skool in Buangkok 
Crescent. 

She  says  she  wanted  them  to  
have social interaction with others 
and exposure to different types of 
learning activities.

“We were looking at something a 
bit  more  structured  in  terms  of  
how they spend their  days,”  she 
says.  Her elder child turns three 
next month and started infant care 
at almost 12 months old, while her 
younger girl  is  eight months old 
and enrolled last month. 

Similarly,  Ms  Rozana  Ishak,  in  
her 30s, likes that infant-care edu-
carers  are  professionally  trained  
and there is a “wide range of activi-
ties” every day. 

Her daughter Amirah Naura, 19 
months, recently graduated from 
infant care at PCF Sparkletots @ 
Sengkang East Block 103. 

Her  son,  Adam  Amsyar,  who  
turns  three  next  month  and  at-
tends childcare at the same centre, 
did not attend infant care. 

PCF offers infant care at 177 of its 
268  full-day  childcare  centres,
with a curriculum that includes un-
usual  aspects  such  as  key  word  
signing. 

As they talk to babies, PCF educa-
tors weave in Singapore Sign Lan-
guage  and  natural  gestures  to  
support language development of 
children with communication diffi-
culties,  says  Ms  Angela  Yang,
PCF’s  deputy director of  Profes-
sional & Education Development.

In September, it started a Music 
For Early Years pilot programme 
in three Early Years Centres that 
cater to infants and pre-schoolers 
up to Nursery 2. While there is al-
ready a music curriculum, the pilot 
adds additional music classes that 
focus on executive function skills 
to boost language exposure. 

Parents also appreciate the regu-
lar  communication  that  centres  
provide. Ms Jothi gets updates via 
an app “at  least twice a day” on 
Diya’s  routine  at  E-Bridge,  from  

feeding –  she  still  drinks  breast  
milk that her mother leaves at the 
centre – to toileting habits. 

E-Bridge,  which  is  part  of  the
EtonHouse  group,  offers  afford-
able infant care at 18 of its 21 cen-
tres  under  the  Anchor  Operator  
Scheme. 

Like  EtonHouse,  it  offers  a
Reggio Emilia-inspired curriculum 
that believes in child-led learning 
and the environment as the third 

teacher, among other core values.
While Ms Rozana and her hus-

band Muhammad Amin Ismail, 32, 
missed seeing  their  baby’s  mile-
stones as they both work full-time, 
Amirah’s teachers uploaded videos 
in PCF’s Parent Engagement Por-
tal so they could share in the joy. 

One  of  the  most  memorable  
videos showed her turning from a 
tummy-down position and sitting 
independently,  at  between three 

and five months, Mr Amin recalls.
They were also impressed when 

she was “able to speak one sen-
tence”  when  she  was  17  or  18  
months old, he says. The couple de-
clined to reveal their occupations. 

During quarterly parent-teacher 
meetings,  PCF says its  educarers  
would also prep Amirah’s parents 
on upcoming skills and milestones, 
such  as  teaching  her  to  shower  
while standing, so they could antici-
pate and practise them at home too.

Amirah has progressed by leaps 
and  bounds  since  her  first  two  
weeks at the centre last year, when 
she had separation anxiety at three 
months old.  Mr  Amin  says:  “It’s  
been a fruitful journey for us.”

However,  ever-changing  pan-
demic  regulations  have  affected  
the transition into infant care for 
some parents. 

Ms  Tan  recalls  being  able  to  
accompany  elder  daughter  Cara  
for the first  two half-days when  
she entered infant care at the start 
of the pandemic. 

But when it came time to enrol 
Tara last month, parents were not 
allowed in the centre because of 
prevailing restrictions. So, she and 
her  husband,  engineer  Choo  Jek  
Bao, 34, decided to take it slow as 
they are working from home. 

“In the morning, we take her to 
infant care and pick her up about 
an hour later. We started off with 
like 10 to 15 minutes,” she says.

“The teachers told us  that  she 
was improving. She started observ-
ing the environment instead of just 
crying. And she’ll sit and observe 
the other babies.”

Mr  Choo  adds  that  “trust  and  
communication”  are  vital  for  a  
smooth transition to infant care. 
Parents should not be afraid of ap-
proaching centre staff with their 
concerns. 

Despite  Covid-19-related  chal-
lenges like not being able to ob-
serve the classroom in person, as 
well  as  perennial  issues  such  as  
catching “the usual sniffles” from 
other children, Ms Jothi is pleased 
at how much Diya has blossomed 
into a curious, sociable child. 

“I feel that she wouldn’t be what 
she is  today if  I  had kept  her at  
home with a helper because of the 
interaction with the teachers and 
other babies there,” she says. 

stephyeo@sph.com.sg
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INFANT-CARE BOOM IN SINGAPORE
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Baby onsen bath and 
brain-stimulating 
lessons at this centre

CHOOSING AN 
INFANT-CARE CENTRE: 
WHAT PARENTS MUST KNOW

“Deliberating whether to enrol 
your child in infant care is often 
fraught with a quiet but linger-
ing  sense  of  guilt  or  doubt,  
especially  for  first-time  par-
ents,”  says  Dr  Geraldine  Teo-
Zuzarte, vice-president of Cur-
riculum  &  Research  at  Pre-
School By-The-Park.

Parents should remember that 
infant care is  ultimately group 
care,  she  adds.  The  officially  
mandated ratio is one educarer 
to five infants,  although many 
centres  claim  to  offer  more
favourable ratios. 

However, studies have shown 
that “children cared for in infant 
care do not fare any worse than 
children  being  cared  for  at
home”,  notes  Dr  Teo-Zuzarte.  
She is also an Early Childhood 
Development  Agency  Fellow
who partners the agency to raise 
the quality of the sector. 

Managing  the  transition  to  
ensure continuity is critical, so 
parents should find out how the 
centre  manages  this  process,  
she says. “Be explicit about the 
means  of  communication  you  
are comfortable with and, where 
applicable, see how you can also 
accommodate  what  the  infant  
centre practises.”

Building  a  solid  relationship  
with an infant-care centre takes 
time, she adds. 

“The effort put in in the begin-
ning months when your child is 
enrolled in infant care will bene-
fit not just him or her, but also 
give you peace of mind knowing 
that  he or  she  is  cared for  by 
professionals you trust.” 

She  suggests  the  following
checklist  when  scouting  for  a  
centre:

The environment
• Is the environment warm, 
friendly and nurturing? 
• Are there spaces for active 
exploration, nap time, 
diapering and showering? 
• Do the furnishings support 
children’s development?
For example, is there furniture
that is sturdy and low enough for
crawling infants to pull 
to stand? Is there equipment or
furniture that encourages babies
to cruise around as they gain
strength and skill for walking? 

The programme 
• Other than the routines of 
feeding, diapering, showering 
and napping, what else does the 
centre provide in terms of 
developing your child’s early 
language acquisition, curiosity, 
physical and motor 
development?

Meals 
• Infants spend much of their 
day feeding as they are growing 
rapidly. Does the centre have a 
clear plan of transitioning your 
infant from milk to semi-solid to 
solid food?

Educators 
• Talk to your baby’s prospective 
educarer. Is she warm and 
responsive? How does she 
spend the day with the infants in 
her care and how does she 
communicate their 
development to parents? 
• How does the centre manage 
incidents and emergencies?
Stephanie Yeo

I feel that she wouldn’t be
what she is today if I had kept 
her at home with a helper 
because of the interaction 
with the teachers and other
babies there.

’’HUMANRESOURCE MANAGER JOTHI LETCHIMI 
RAMAKRISHNAN (left, with her husband, aircraft engine 
mechanic Deep Singh) on how sending Diya Jaylyn 
to infant care has helped in their 11-month-old daughter’s 
development 

Demand has surged 
in recent years as 
parents prefer the 
structured learning 
environment and 
trained caregivers 
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