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WASHINGTON – Israel is preparing
to widen its offensive against Ha-
mas militants and move into
southern Gaza, as a tentative hos-
tage release deal seems to have
been prematurely announced.
This comes as China is opening

up another venue to de-escalate
the conflict, as it hosts on Nov 20
and 21 top foreign policy officials
from the Palestinian Authority
and four Muslim-majority coun-
tries.
They include the foreign minis-

ters of the PalestinianAuthority in
the West Bank, Saudi Arabia, Jor-
dan, Egypt and Indonesia, as well
as the secretary-general of the Or-
ganisation of Islamic Cooperation.
“During the visit, China will

have in-depth communication
and coordination with the joint
delegation of foreign ministers of
Arab and Islamic countries to pro-
mote a de-escalation of the cur-
rent Palestinian-Israeli conflict,
protecting civilians, and justly re-
solving the Palestinian issue,” Chi-
nese Foreign Ministry spokeswo-
man Mao Ning said in a statement
issued on Nov 19.
Israel and Hamas have not yet

reached a deal on a temporary
ceasefire, theWhite House and Is-
raeli Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu said on Nov 18.
“No deal yet, but we continue to

work hard to get a deal,” Ms
Adrienne Watson, spokesperson
for theWhite House’s National Se-
curity Council, said in a statement.
Mr Netanyahu told a press con-

ference on the evening of Nov 18:
“Concerning the hostages, there
are many unsubstantiated ru-
mours, many incorrect reports. I
would like to make it clear: As of
now, there has been no deal. But I
want to promise: When there is
something to say, wewill report to
you about it.”
But Qatari Prime Minister,

SheikhMohammed bin Abdulrah-
man bin Jassim Al Thani, said on
Nov 19 that a deal to free hostages
Hamas seized in itsOct 7 attack on
Israel now hinges on “minor”
practical issues.
“The challenges that remain in

the negotiations are very minor
compared with the bigger chal-
lenges. They are more logistical,
they aremore practical,” he said at
a joint press conference with Eu-

ropean Union foreign policy chief
Josep Borrell in Doha.
“The deal is going through ups

and downs from time to time
throughout the last few weeks,”
Sheikh Mohammed said. “I think
that I’m now more confident that
we are close enough to reach a
deal that can bring the people
safely back to their homes.”
The Washington Post, citing

people familiar with the deal, re-
ported earlier on Nov 18 that Is-
rael, the United States and Hamas
had reached a tentative agreement
to free dozens of women and chil-
dren held hostage in Gaza in ex-
change for a five-day pause in
fighting.
Under the agreement, all parties

would freeze combat operations
for at least five days while 50 or
more hostages are released in
groups every 24 hours, the Post re-
ported.
Hamas took about 240 hostages

during its Oct 7 rampage inside Is-
rael that killed 1,200 people.
Israel has vowed to destroy Ha-

mas after the Oct 7 attack.
But guerilla-style Hamas resis-

tance remains fierce in pockets of
the heavily urbanised north, in-
cluding parts of Gaza City and the
sprawling Jabalia and Beach refu-
gee camps.
Witnesses reported heavy fight-

ing overnight between Hamas
gunmen and Israeli ground forces
trying to advance into Jabalia, the
largest of the enclave’s campswith
nearly 100,000 people, most of
whom rejected Israeli appeals to
evacuate to the south.
A ground offensive by Israel in

the south,meanwhile, appears im-
minent. That could compel hun-
dreds of thousands who fled Gaza
City to uproot yet again, along
with residents of Khan Younis, a
city of more than 400,000, com-
pounding an already dire human-
itarian crisis.
An Israeli advance into southern

Gazamayprovemore complicated
and deadlier than that in the
north, with Hamas militants dug
into the Khan Younis region, a
power base of Gaza political lead-
er Yahya Sinwar, said a senior Is-
raeli source and two top former of-
ficials.
As the conflict entered its sev-

enth week, the authorities in Ha-
mas-ruled Gaza Strip raised their
death toll to 12,300, including
5,000 children.
In the centre of the narrow coas-

tal enclave, Palestinian medics
said, 31 people were killed, includ-
ing two local journalists, in Israeli
air strikes on the Bureij and Nus-
seirat refugee camps.
In Nasser Hospital in Khan You-

nis, dozens of Palestinians
marched to a funeral for 15 resi-
dents killed in an Israeli strike on
an apartment block on Nov 18.
Hamas’ armed wing, the Al Qas-

sam Brigades, said militants killed
six soldiers at close range in the
village of Juhr al-Dik, just east of
Gaza City, after ambushing them
with an anti-personnel missile
and closing in with machine guns.
Seven Israeli soldierswere killed

in the fighting on Nov 18, the mil-
itary said.
Raising international alarm, Is-

rael made Al-Shifa Hospital in Ga-
za City a primary focus of its
ground advance in northern Gaza.
A team led by the World Health

Organisation (WHO) that visited
Al-Shifa onNov18 described it as a
“death zone” with signs of gunfire
and shelling.
TheWHO said it was developing

plans for immediate evacuation of
the remaining patients and staff.
There were 25 health workers

and 291 patients, including 31 ba-
bies in critical condition, remain-
ing in Al-Shifa, the WHO said.
The 31 premature babies were

eventually evacuated in a joint op-
eration by the United Nations and
Palestinian Red Crescent and tak-
en south in ambulances towards
the Emirates Hospital in Rafah.
REUTERS

Hostage deal refuted
as Israel readies push
into southern Gaza
China hosting foreign ministers of Islamic,
Arab nations in bid to de-escalate conflict

Israeli soldiers during a raid on the Balata camp for Palestinian refugees in the
occupied West Bank on Nov 19, amid the Israel-Hamas conflict. PHOTO: AFP

Somemay find the idea of teaching
pre-schoolers about cyber security
absurd. After all, six-year-olds do
not have bank or e-mail accounts.
Yet, these are concepts that

NTUC First Campus is introducing
to children through hour-long les-
sons on digital literacy conducted
once every two weeks.
The pre-school operator started

these classes in June for its Kinder-
garten1and 2 children across all 20
Little Skool-House centres.
At the Little Skool-House branch

at Ulu Pandan Community Club,
senior English language teacher
Eileen Chia, 31, teaches the chil-
dren about data privacy and cyber-
bullying prevention through story-
books like Troll Stinks by author
Jeanne Willis.
The pre-schoolers read the story

of how two goats steal a farmer’s
mobile phone and sendmeanmes-
sages to a troll’s number. They later
realise they have hurt the feelings
of a baby troll who had read the
texts.
When prompted, the children

suggested that people should pro-
tect their mobile phones with fin-
gerprint passcodes and not send
hurtful messages in the name of
fun.
Ms Coreen Soh, 48, general man-

ager of Little Skool-House and
chief child development officer at
NTUC First Campus, told The
Straits Times that the aim is not so
much to teach children how to use
digital tools, but to educate them
on potential dangers online and
how to use technology responsibly.
Keagen Tan, six, said he now un-

derstands the importance of keep-
ing passwords safe to prevent the
misuse of mobile phones.
His father,MrTanCheeHau, 41, a

civil servant, said: “It’s inevitable
that children are exposed to the In-

ternet, online websites and apps
from a young age, so it’s better that
they knowabout the safety aspects
than to have to explore them on
their own.”
Associate Professor Loh Chin Ee,

deputy head of research for En-
glish language and literature at the
National Institute of Education
(NIE), said that given the perva-
siveness of digital devices and ease

of access to online resources, chil-
dren should be introduced to con-
cepts of digital health and well-be-
ing at an early age.
“Concepts such as personal pri-

vacy, managing screen time, and
searching for and evaluating online
sources are some concepts that
young children can engage with in
a meaningful way,” she said.
Since the Covid-19 pandemic,

there has been a considerable shift
towards digital learning in primary
and secondary schools, with more
lessons being conducted via the
Singapore Student Learning Space,
the Ministry of Education’s online
learning portal.
Likewise, pre-schools have de-

veloped programmes to prepare
children for online learning.
At some of Star Learners’ 43 pre-

schools, where children focus on a
book and its themes for each term,
digital apps and tools are used to
help K2 children develop thinking
and reasoning skills through relat-
ed hands-on activities.
Miss Alysha Mohd Sani, 20, an

English language educator at Star
Learners Child Care at Choa Chu
Kang Sports Centre, conducted a
lesson where K2 children had to

work in groups to make “moon
rocks” out of baking soda, water
and glitter.
They used iPads to take pictures

ofwhat theywere doing and to rec-
ord spoken answers to questions.
The centre’s principal, Ms Siti

Yasmira Johan, said lessons like
this expose children to some sim-

Pre-schools teach kids about cyber safety, using tech responsibly

Elisha Tushara
Correspondent

Senior English
language teacher
Eileen Chia
watching Keagen
Tan and Teng
Hairuo, both six,
search for posters
related to Internet
safety at the Little
Skool-House
branch at Ulu
Pandan
Community Club
on Nov 9. The
pre-school is one
of those that
teach children
about data privacy
and cyber-bullying
prevention.
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Runners are swallowing data-
trackingpills thatmeasure their in-
ternal body temperatures and
beam the readings to a smart-
watch, with the information being
used to develop better sensors.
A large enough database of run-

ners’ temperatures will help smart
wearablesmore accurately detect a
user’s temperature and flag when
he is at risk of heat injury.
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The announcement of a landmark
security and migration deal be-
tween Australia and Tuvalu has
been seen as a triumph for Canber-
ra, and suggests its diplomatic leg-
work in the Pacific has paid off.
Canberra has become more an-

xious about Beijing’s reach and the
prospect that China may establish
a military post in one of the island
states to Australia’s north.
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