
Why Supporting  
Medical Students 
from Low-Income 
Families Matters 
to Society

This article was first published on the SMA 
Charity Fund (SMACF) website. 

There is something quietly powerful 
about a student choosing medicine not 
just as a career, but as a calling, especially 
when that journey begins with hardship.

At SMACF, we often meet aspiring 
doctors who have walked harder paths. 
Their dreams are as bold as any, but 
the weight of financial stress, family 
responsibilities and systemic barriers can 
make the road ahead feel impossibly 
steep. And yet, when given support, these 
students rise with resilience, compassion 
and a fierce commitment to serve.

Supporting medical students from 
low-income families is more than 
financial aid. It is a choice to invest in a 
future healthcare system that is more 
empathetic, more representative and 
ultimately, more human.

Empathy as a clinical skill
While medical school teaches anatomy 
and pharmacology, life experiences 
teach empathy. Students who have faced 
hardships often bring deep emotional 
intelligence into their practice. They 
may listen a little more closely and/or 
advocate a little more fiercely.

They carry not just textbooks but 
also varied life experiences, and that 
can make all the difference at a patient’s 
bedside. These students may thus be 
better positioned to connect with 
patients whose unusual circumstances 
cause them to feel unseen. And when 
patients feel seen and understood, 
trust grows. This trust is the heartbeat 

of healing, especially in communities 
that may be comparatively unseen 
or underserved.

Reflecting the communities 
we serve
Healthcare is enhanced when it 
represents the people it serves. Many 
students from low-income families come 
from diverse backgrounds and may 
speak different languages and dialects. 
When they become doctors, they can 
bring broadened cultural understanding 
into hospitals and clinics. Their presence 
in medicine widens the lens through 
which care is delivered, enhancing 
cultural competence, sensitivity and 
understanding.

Returning to serve
Many of our bursary recipients express a 
desire to return to their roots, to serve in 
the very communities that shaped them. 
Whether they return to work in a small 
neighbourhood clinic or a polyclinic 
in a heartland estate, they are well 
positioned to identify potential gaps that 
may exist in these communities because 
they have grown in them.

By supporting their education, we are 
planting seeds of care in places where 
help and close attention are needed.

A fairer, stronger future
Every time we support a student who 
would not otherwise be able to afford 
medical school, we help rewrite the 
rules of access. We say: brilliance is not 
reserved for the privileged.

These students often go on to break 
cycles of poverty, not just for themselves, 
but for their families. And in time, many 
of them give back to the community, 
creating a ripple effect of compassion and 
care for the next generation.

More than a donation:  
A declaration
Supporting medical students from low-
income families is not simply an act of 
charity, it is also a declaration of the kind 
of society we want to live in: one where 
potential is not measured by wealth and 
where healthcare is shaped by all who 
can contribute.

When we stand behind these students, 
we are not just funding their dreams. We 
are building a healthcare system that 
listens more deeply, serves more widely 
and heals more completely.

And that benefits us all. 

Text by Sharmilah Banu, Executive, SMA Charity Fund

To learn more or to donate 
to our cause, please visit 

https://www.smacf.org.sg  
or reach out to us at  
smacf@sma.org.sg.
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