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The announcement of a new 
university of the arts by Minister of 
Education Lawrence Wong on 
March 3 is a bold strike amid the 
coronavirus pandemic, volatile 
economies, uncertain geopolitics, 
changing demographics and 
unprecedented challenges for 
higher education and the arts and 
cultural sectors worldwide. 

The university, to be private but 
supported by the Government, will 
be formed through a strategic 
alliance between Singapore’s arts 
institutions, Lasalle College of the 
Arts (Lasalle) and the Nanyang 
Academy of Fine Arts (Nafa). 

Both will remain as distinct 
colleges, and the alliance will see 
degrees awarded in the name of 
the new university. It is envisioned 
to be a champion of the arts, 
creativity and innovation as a 
post-Covid-19 Singapore prepares 
to become a highly desirable city of 
the future. More importantly, it 
will have catalytic impact on the 
arts, integrating them throughout 
society, enhancing the social 
resilience of Singaporeans through 
reflection and practice as seen 
during the pandemic. 

WHY AN ARTS UNIVERSITY, NOW?

Three key aspects drive the need 
for a specialised arts university.

First, the future demands a 
creative and innovative-led 
mindset to fuel economies in the 
Fourth Industrial Revolution.

The World Economic Forum’s 
Future of Jobs 2020 shows that 
creativity, originality and initiative 
rank within the top five emerging 
skills in demand in Singapore. 
These happen to be the core skills 
that Lasalle and Nafa espouse in 
their education. The arts 
university will enable the two 
institutions to fortify their 
strengths to better support various 
sectors of the economy.

Second, the arts have come a 

long way since the early days 
of Government investment to 
make Singapore a vibrant global 
city of the arts.

Before Covid-19, attendance at 
arts and cultural events reached
a record high of 15.6 million in 
2019, surpassing 2018’s record
of 13.6 million. The arts university 
will become symbolically and 
culturally central for a 
fast-evolving Singapore to 
produce a new generation of 
artistic and creative talent. 

Third, the alliance will bring to 
the fore the centrality of Lasalle 
and Nafa’s roles in the cultural and 
creative sectors. With the 
combined strength of 120 years of 
arts education and a current 
full-time student population of 
over 5,000 in an array of 
programmes, they meet the full arc 
of these sectors’ educational 
needs, and are poised to drive 
research and innovation. 

The university will empower the 
two independent colleges to 
strategically coordinate a diverse 
talent pipeline, develop 
technology-inspired capability, 
and further the future of artistic 
craft, research and discourse. 

NEEDS OF THE ‘NEW’ STUDENT

The “new” student of the 21st 
century, born post-2000, is aware 
that learning experiences can be 
found in many places, and they are 
enriched by reaching out, 
collaborating and participating 
locally and globally. 

Exposed to technology, social 
justice and global networks, 
students’ idea of work is also 
changing; they can opt for 
freelance and short-term project 
work instead of a full-time, 
institutional job. 

Universities of the future need to 
embark on strategic alliances with 
industry and other educational 
institutions to engage and educate 

such students who will be the 
architects of their own future
and communities. 

While the industry will continue 
to define jobs, universities need to 
expand their definition of 
occupations. As all forms of jobs 
become vulnerable in a globally 
challenging environment, 
universities have to not only 
prepare graduates for 
employment, but also sharpen 
their focus in becoming centres of 
ideas and innovation spaces that 
will support the development of 
students’ lifelong learning.

In this regard, the new university 
under a Lasalle-Nafa alliance will 
be Singapore’s unique 
contribution to the world of higher 
education.

Tried-and-tested higher 
educational alliance models exist 
in many creative and 
future-looking cities. These 
include the University of the Arts 
London, which houses the 
world-renowned Central Saint 
Martins and London College of 
Fashion, and the AP University of 
Applied Sciences in Belgium, 
home to the prestigious Royal 
Academy of Fine Arts and Royal 
Conservatory of Antwerp. 
AP University, in particular, was 
developed to “deepen the world 
view of its students” by creating 
research and shared learning 
experiences in areas such as health 
and well-being, and science and 
technology.

Home-grown institutions Nafa 
and Lasalle were founded by 
prolific artist-educators Lim Hak 
Tai in 1938 and Brother Joseph 
McNally in 1984, who believed in 
the significance of the arts to 
humanity, with the latter being 
clear that an industrialising 
Singapore needed a soul through 
the arts. 

Today, armed with a portfolio of 
distinctive practice-led arts 
practices, organised around atelier 

and conservatoire models of 
learning, both institutions are 
highly regarded in the region, with 
Lasalle ranked by the QS World 
University World Rankings as
No. 2 in Asean among specialist 
arts institutions.

Both have their distinctive 
approaches to arts education, 
earmarked by their pedagogic 
systems, student profiles 
as well as exhibition and 
performance-making; producing 
Singapore’s award-winning 
artists, and cultural scribes who 
showcase the Republic’s talent 
globally.

Their new leap into the future 
provides a sustainable plan for 
them to face a fast-changing 
demographic and a reinventing 
creative economy.

VISIONS FOR A FUTURE

The new university must be an 
inspiring centre of arts and culture 
– where ideas and practices, 
ideologies and philosophies, 
methods and materials, and 
peoples and their cultures 
coalesce, co-exist and share. It 
must foreground a manifesto to 
push the boundaries of art-making 
and propose an aesthetic befitting 
21st-century Singapore. 

It should engage with 
Stem-focused universities (those 
whose areas are science, 
technology, engineering and 
mathematics) in Singapore to 
cultivate a culture of collaboration 
between the arts, sciences, 
technologies and the study of the 
future of the city-state.

Through the alliance, the 
university will become Singapore’s 
largest hothouse for artists, 
artisans, musicians, film-makers, 
craftspeople, technicians, arts 
educators and more – a strong 
value proposition to the industry 
and region. The arts communities 
must find a “home” through 

access, participation, work and 
education at the university. 

The university should aspire to 
be a thought leader and industry 
standard-setter in the creative 
arts, regionally and beyond. 
Through exchanges and global 
collaborations, research and 
enterprise, it should enable 
Singapore-trained artists and 
educators to become 
world-leading experts in the 
creative arts.

And it must be a significant 
engine of the cultural and creative 
economy. It should be a “cool” site 
of incubation to develop the next 
generation of artists, artist-led 
companies, creative enterprises 
and collectives. 

Through partnership with 
cultural, corporate and 
community-based organisations, 
it should be the first port of call for 
the new, adventurous and 
experimental. While enabling the 
employability of graduates, the 
university should be a key player in 
defining the cultural and creative 
sector 2.0 for Singapore. 

A university’s purpose remains a 
search for truth and the 
transformation of individuals 
through knowledge. Lasalle and 
Nafa do this through reflexive 
practice. 

The new specialised arts 
university will be a unique, 
practice-based institution in 
Singapore – the first of its kind that 
presents a potent cycle of 
teaching, research and 
art-making, all in equal portions
at every level of a student’s 
learning journey. These integral 
features present a value 
proposition unlike any in creative 
Singapore and the region. 
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Stanford University’s faculty 
members may have convinced 
themselves that they struck a blow 
for egalitarianism when they voted 
for a policy meant to de-emphasise 
wealth in admitting 
undergraduates. But those 
professors should hold off on 
breaking out the champagne.

At a school like Stanford, wealth 
is not an explicit admission 
criterion – imagine the outcry if it 
were – but the wealth of an 
applicant’s family makes a world 
of difference.

This isn’t news. A 2017 study 
showed that at 38 colleges in the 
US, including five in the Ivy 
League, more students come from 

the top 1 per cent of the income 
scale than from the bottom 60 per 
cent. These hyper-rich youth are a 
jaw-dropping 77 times as likely to 
attend an Ivy League college as 
those whose parents’ income is in 
the bottom 20 per cent.

Stanford’s faculty proposes to 
rebalance this equation by 
requiring applicants to detail the 
help they receive in crafting their 
applications. Yet being able to pay 
for expert counselling is the least 
of the advantages that well-heeled 
students enjoy.

From the moment they enter 
exclusive pre-schools, which cost 
upwards of US$30,000 
(S$40,200) annually, through 
their cosseted years at Saint 
Grottlesex prep schools or 
top-ranked high schools, wealthy 
students are being groomed for 

elite universities. While coaching 
is part of this package, it is the 
proverbial icing on the cake.

“We’d like to diversify, but we 
can’t find enough qualified 
applicants,” top-ranked 
universities lament. 

But that shopworn excuse has 
been demolished by the recently 
published results of a programme 
that enrolled more than 300 
juniors and seniors from 
high-poverty high schools in 
credit-bearing college courses.

Eighty-nine per cent of students 
who completed the course passed 
a Harvard class that is identical – 
same paper assignments, same 
final exam – to the Harvard Yard 
version. Nearly two-thirds 
received an A or B. And although 
the students who earned those 
As and Bs would probably flourish 
at an Ivy League school, few of 
them will get the chance.

Last year, Stanford admitted 5 
per cent of its applicants, which 
makes it one of the most selective 
universities in the nation. Even 
applicants with near-perfect SAT 
scores have only a 7 per cent shot 
at being admitted. 

College Simply, an organisation 
that combs admissions standards 
across the United States, estimates 
that applicants with SATs of 1,370 
– that’s in the 94th percentile – 
could make the grade there. 

But unless they are among the 
privileged – athletes in patrician 
sports like fencing, for instance, or 
the offspring of alumni – their 
chances of being accepted there, 
or at similarly selective schools like 
MIT and Harvard, rival the odds of 
finding a four-leaf clover. 

And being rejected can have 
long-term consequences, since a 
liberal arts degree is a ticket to the 
good life, with hefty salaries and a 
movers and shakers network.

Most enterprises where demand 
far outstrips supply would seize 
the chance to expand. A handful of 
public universities like Arizona 
State have done precisely that. 

Last autumn, it enrolled more 
than 128,000 undergraduate and 
graduate students at campuses 
across Arizona and online. Even as 
it has become bigger and more 
egalitarian – the number of 
undergraduates from low-income 
families has risen nearly 300 per 
cent since 2002 – it has also 
become better. The percentage of 
students who earn a bachelor’s 
degree has climbed to 69 per cent, 
well above the national average.

WHY NOT HARVARD-SAN DIEGO?

Here’s a revolutionary idea: A top 
private university like Princeton or 
Yale (or perhaps a renowned 
college like Amherst or 

Swarthmore) should open a new 
campus. The institution would not 
have to lower its standards, 
because the best and brightest 
would queue for admission. 
Professors with glittering resumes 
would jump at the opportunity to 
teach there – indeed, for the 
adventurous Yale-calibre 
academic, the opportunity to be 
present at the school’s creation 
could be a powerful draw. Cities 
would perform handstands to land 
such a school.

Harvard-San Diego, 
Yale-Houston – this idea is not 
simply off the table in academe. It is 
not even within the realm of these 
universities’ imagination. But why 
should it boggle the mind? If Yale 
can open a campus in Singapore, 
why can’t it start one in Houston?

Institutions like these, which 
guard their reputation with 
mother-bear fierceness, 
predictably fear that if they took 
such a bold step, their 
coin-of-the-realm prestige would 
suffer and that their US News & 
World Report ranking would slip a 
notch or two. 

Yet if Harvard-San Diego were 
truly a clone of the mother ship, as 
it could well be, it is hard to see 
how the university would be worse 
off. On the contrary – because it 
would acquire what economists 
call first-mover advantage, it 

would be lionised. 
It’s not hard to contemplate a 

Bill Gates or Laurene Powell Jobs 
writing an eight-figure cheque to 
help underwrite the venture.

DIAMOND-LIKE EXCLUSIVITY

Companies like Tiffany, which 
traffic in luxury items, are 
reluctant to expand, and De Beers 
limits the number of diamonds on 
the market. Exclusivity is an 
essential part of what they are 
selling, and if they get bigger, they 
risk diluting their brand.

Unlike Tiffany or De Beers, 
top-ranked universities don’t 
promote themselves as avatars
of exclusivity. 

If you take them at their word, 
their calling is to educate the best 
and the brightest – to promote 
what Stanford University’s 
mission statement calls “the 
public welfare”.

Educating more students who 
would benefit from that 
opportunity, not tinkering with 
the behaviour of the admissions 
office, is one way to realise that 
mission. NYTIMES
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A new arts university will cater
to the needs of the student of the 
21st century. What are they? 
Some thoughts, and a wish list.

If elite institutions such as Stanford, Yale 
and Harvard are serious about diversity 
of class and race, there is a simple solution

The new arts 
university under 
an alliance 
between Lasalle 
College of the 
Arts (left) and 
Nanyang 
Academy of Fine 
Arts will be 
Singapore’s 
unique 
contribution to 
the world of 
higher 
education, says 
the writer. It 
should aspire to 
be a thought 
leader and 
industry 
standard-setter 
in the creative 
arts, regionally 
and beyond. 
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