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Creative thinking and exploration: Art university breeds talent in the era
of innovation

As digital technology becomes of greater importance in the post-COVID era,
more attention must be given to arts and humanities education. Thought
leaders, creative professionals and scholars have pointed out that an
education in the arts trains students to develop innovation and creativity,
which are more and more sought after in the new economy.

In early March 2021 during the Ministry of Education’s Committee of Supply
Debate, Minister of Education Mr Lawrence Wong announced that Nanyang
Academy of Fine Arts (NAFA) and LASALLE College of the Arts will form an
alliance to establish Singapore’s first university of the arts. This university will
leverage on the strengths of the two institutions, enabling each to award its
own university degrees. A 17-member pro-tem committee, headed by
Professor Chan Heng Chee, Ambassador-at-Large at the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, will work with both institutions to develop the structure and operating
model of the new university, which is expected to be up and ready in early
2023.

According to the Presidents of both institutions, innovation and adaptability
are skills which Singapore needs in the new digital era and these are best
cultivated through an education in the arts.

“Art, science and technology have long moved past the need for silos. Digital
tools will be of utmost importance in the post-COVID world so there is no
reason an arts education should be mutually exclusive from technology and
digitalisation,” said Professor Steve Dixon, President of LASALLE College of
the Arts

"For example, in a bank, you need designers to work hand in hand with
programmers to create banking apps and online interfaces. Compared with
engineers, artists might have different ideas about what an office should look
like. It is only through this coming together of skill sets can an organisation
really thrive,” he added.

Tan-Soh Wai Lan, President of NAFA, said that arts education can cultivate
students' respect for different cultures, values, and beliefs, which can help to
bring different social strata closer together. In addition to improving students'
technical skills, NAFA also focuses on cultivating creativity, a spirit of
exploration and resilience.

"No matter which industry students go into, the most important thing is that
they have the mentality and ability to learn for life and adapt to emerging
industries. NAFA promotes this through its interdisciplinary curriculum while
inspiring students to develop themselves through an education in the arts,”
she shared.
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In the eyes of many, Singapore’s first university of the arts will boost the
development of culture and arts in Singapore. Executive Director of the
Singapore Chinese Orchestra and former Nominated Member of Parliament,
Terence Ho, had previously raised an Adjournment Motion in 2019,
recommending Singapore to develop its own university of the arts.

In an interview, he said that an arts university would further improve tertiary
art education pathways, providing students with more research and learning
opportunities. In addition to nurturing top arts professionals and encouraging
excellence in the arts, he hoped that the new university of the arts can
promote Singapore as a hub of culture and arts in Southeast Asia.

Under the new alliance, LASALLE and NAFA will collaborate synergistically
while still maintaining their own characteristics and traditions.

Professor Gunalan Nadarajan, who is currently the dean of the Penny W.
Stamps School of Art and Design at the University of Michigan and previously
held academic appointments at LASALLE, pointed out that the pro-tem
committee has a long road ahead as they will need to properly discuss
matters such as avoiding competition in enrolment between the two
institutions, ironing out overlaps in curriculum content, and allocating of
budget, resources and personnel.

He further shared that creative professionals of today need to not only carry
out cultural production and cultural transformation, but must also deal with
complex social, political, economic and technological issues as well as
propose innovative solutions that are empathetic and culturally sensitive.
Leaders must therefore consider what kind of arts education can respond to
these needs.

Alumni hope to encourage society to place more attention on the arts

Alumni of NAFA and LASALLE are pleased to see the establishment of
Singapore’s first university of the arts, and hope that this will encourage
society to place more attention on the arts and give it the recognition it
deserves.

Stacy Huang (28 years old) graduated with a BA(Hons) Fine Arts degree from
LASALLE in 2016 and currently teaches at Art Wonderland, an arts learning
centre.

Prior to studying at LASALLE, Stacy did not have any formal training in
painting and was actually a science major in junior college. She nevertheless
made the decision to enrol into an arts college in order to pursue her interest
in the arts. During her time at LASALLE, she was encouraged by lecturers to
explore different mediums and realised her true passion was in teaching art,
rather than creating art.
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While excited for the establishment of Singapore’s first university of the arts,
she added: "It is necessary to ensure that there are sufficient resources and
space for arts workers to create, for graduates to develop themselves further.
The public's support for the arts is therefore very important."

For Samuel Lim (30 years old), who is a graduate from LASALLE’s BA(Hons)
Design Communication programme, an education in the arts led to a career in
the public service sector. Be it designing directional signs in MRT stations
when he worked at the Land Transport Authority (LTA) or helping the public
sector improve its service standards after he joined the Public Service
Division (PSD), Samuel credits his people-oriented mindset and ability to think
about problems from different perspectives to his arts education.

Back in 2014 when Samuel was still a student at LASALLE, he observed
many commuters on MRT stations getting confused and lost. Interested in
improving wayfinding solutions for Singapore’s MRT system, Samuel
dedicated his thesis project to this issue. This eventually led to a job in LTA’s
architecture division. After five years there he moved onto PSD, taking up
position at their Design Lead in the Innovation Lab.

When asked how his interest in design developed, Samuel shared he had a
keen sense of aesthetics since young. He would often try and improve images
or signs he encountered in his daily life. After entering junior college, he
discovered that his true passion was not in science and engineering, but
rather in design. This compelled him to apply for an internship in a design
company and after the stint, he immediately enrolled into LASALLE.

"At LASALLE, I learned to not be afraid of failure and to always strive for
perfection. Since | must often explain design concepts to partners who have
no design background, | have also honed my communication skills,” he said.

During his undergraduate studies Samuel realised that as a designer, he must
consider the practicality of design from the users’ point of view. Taking the re-
design of MRT signages as an example, he approached commuters to
understand their pain points and discovered many had difficulty absorbing all
the information on a signage at once. This led him to simplify signs by
reducing words and together with his team, their work was unveiled on the
first phase of the Thomson-East Coast line in January last year.

The Ministry of Education shared that in the past three years, the overall
employment rate from the two institutions averaged 80% for university degree
holders and 75% for diploma holders. According to the Graduate Employment
Survey 2019, 85% of graduates from both institutions found a job within the
first six months of graduating. This figure is close to the 87% employment rate
for arts, design, and media graduates from other local public universities.

(Only a portion of the original article was translated)
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