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Informatics’

long, hard
road
to recovery

By Jane Ne

FOREIGN student Ayesha Erasmus
is studying for a mass communica-
tions degree al Informalies, a pri-
vate school here, but her parents
back in India can access a report on
her progress every term.

It is all online — her grades, her
attendance, and what her lecturers
say about her.

Not that the 19-year-old minds,
She says of her parents: “They're
paying so much for my education
that they have a right to know how
I'm faring."”

This progress report, which the
school introduced three months
ago, is Informatics’ “insurance”
against students who feign igno-
rance about how they are doing
and make allegations against the
school, said chief executive Val Or-
tega.

He cited as an example a report
in this newspaper three weeks ago
about two China smdmttsh who are
suing the school, sayi ey were
unlgfvare that t ayyﬁaagd faﬁed to
earn their diplomas in 2001.

They continued paying course
fees to an errant former staff mem-
ber, it is claimed — attending class-
es all the way to their “masters pro-

" last year.

Said Mr Ortega: “Such a claim
could never be made today. Our
system is totally transparent and
students know exactly where they
staﬂd.)i

The e-report card is am-:m% a
slew of measures the new hoard has
put in place to turn the school
around since it was embroiled in an
accounting scandal in 2004,

Founder Wong Tai and former
chief executive Ong Boon Khe
were charged with overstating prof-
its.

Wong, who pleaded guilty, was
fined $240,000 on Sept 1; Ong is
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gtill on trial. The end iz in
sight for the case, but the
new management has & long
road ahead to repair the
school's battered image, said
Mz Ortega.

The school has not re-
gained the confidence of the
public, he added, saying that
t]mugfl recruitment figures
bounced back to pre-scandal
levels within six months, he
expected more to slgn up.

Mr Ortega, an Informatics
veleran in the classiooimn, as
well as in its administration,
emerged from retitement in
2002 1o take up various posi-
tions in the gchool. He be-
came the school's acting
chief executive in April, and
ita chief exceutive, two
months ago.

Bul rather than focus on
buffing up the school's pub-
lic image, he decided more
shine was needed in the way
the school wag rumn.

This included shifting the
organigation from @ %us:i-
ness-driven model to one
that focuses on education.

The 59-year-old chief
who was Iﬂgc‘ihi candid
aboul the sethacks faced by
the school, said in his usual
straightforward  manner:
“Education comes first, Prof-
ils are the result of providing
a good education.

He ditched a manage-
ment team run by business
people for one nin by cxperi-
enced educators. omE
on the team now has over a
decade's worth of teaching

His next task: Bringing
the school back te its main-
stay of offering post-second-
ary level courses,

He has spring-cleaned the
course offerings. Courses in
“hot"” areas, such as gaming
and animation, hospitality
and tourism management,
and networks and cybersecu-
rity, were inttoduced, while
the school's new O-level
through-train programme,
which took students to a de-
gree by ssing the O lev-
els, was thrown out.

He declared: *“When nars-

ing yourself back to health,
you can't try to carry
weights at the same time.
You have to focus on the
things you do best and do
them even better."”

Mext, he looked to the
well-being of the students.

The school, which oper-
ates oul of a refurbished,
60,000 sq m campus in Ju-
rong East, now runs co-cur-
i activities, such as
those found in mainstream
S_t‘.hﬂ‘f.l'i;

Students take their pick
{rom enrichment modules
covering subjects such as the
fine arts, sports and 1.'0?&.
And to prep graduates for
the working world, classes in
PC maintenance and career
development are available,

Students new Lo (he
school, or Singapore, have
the services of a student con-
cierge, who can help out
with details rangi.u% from
{inding accommodation tp
fiﬁurin ot lmhiir: fransport
and where to buy phone
cards.
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Other little extras include
a computer gamoes Toom,
PCs installed all over the
campus g0 students can sorl
the Met for free, and “print
stations”, where students
can print their projects.

Mr O fully realises
that turning the school
around isa long-haul process
— one made tougher due fo
the serious competition the
school is up against, as the
Government dwehﬂ:ls Singa-
Ponsag for. 180,000 Toreign
aiming for (e}
students by 2012,

“In the past, privale:
schools were just tuition cen-
tres preparing students for
external ;fx&g&nﬂui we’:‘lu
now part i ed-
ucaﬁﬁ hub,” he n%tgglm

He takes pride in saying
that the school now devel-
aps its ewn curriculum, and
has even developed its owm
internal and external exams
board, “rumning much like a
mini-Ministry of Education™.

Academic standards will
be maintained — which

means that students who do
not pass their moduoles run
the risk of being kicked out.
This will mean a loss of
fee revenue, but, says Mr Or-
tega: “We will aim to main-
tain standards. Having stu-
dents who stay the distance
will translate into dollars
and cents eventually, so ['m
not worried about that,”

Changes are still unfold-

Nine months ago, he intro-
duced an electronic attend-
ance-tracking system. He-
fore entering a class, stu-
dents flach their identity
passes at a screening ma-
chine, which caplures and
stores their personal data
and course information.

Tardy ones who show up
more than 30 minutes late
for class are absent.

‘This new system has elimi-
nated dis g over whether
the student has missed a
class or whether a lecturer
has missed taking his attend-
ance, said Mr

It also provides the school
administration with
at-a-glance information on
frequent absentees,

Students such as Mutari
Ishak, a 24-year-old Migeri-
an, say they have been more
3 for classes since the
system was Introduced.

Consumers Assoclation
of Singapore chief Seah Ser
Choon hails it as “fantastic
and an unusual feature for a
private school,

“It's definitely a step in
the ripht direction. If more
schoals were to follow suil,
it weould enhance the image
of the éducation industry,”
he said.

Mr plans to take
the school’s best practices to
its 138 centres and 16,000
studenta abroad, )

“This is not poing to be
the end, We need 1o work
doubly hard to regain confi-
dence, because public per-
ception will be affected by
the ongoing trial.

“I remind my staff to get
the basics right — we're edu-
cators first. Talk less, get the
basics right. Talk too much,
and it just becomes hype,”
T sl
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