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Smart Parenting: Coping
with learning needs

Helping kids play
catch-up

More children in mainstream
schools face learning difficulties
and parents need to help them
cope, experts say

Experts say such kids have very different needs
and have to be supported not just academically,
but also emotionally. PHOTO: ISTOCKPHOTO

Ms Leong Khay Mun remembers
the day nine years ago when she
asked her son's pre-school teacher
how he was doing in school. It was
then that she learnt that Kai was
one of two children in the
Kindergarten 2 class who could not
read.

Was he just a slow learner, she
wondered of her firstborn, who did
not seem to have issues except for
being a bit "spacey".

An initial psychological evaluation
found that he had dyslexia, and a
full assessment revealed he had
attention deficit hyperactivity
disorder (ADHD) as well, says Ms
Leong, 47, a director of three clinics
that she runs with her husband, a
doctor. She has a younger son, 11,
who also has learning needs.

As Kai had only about eight months
before starting Primary 1, she could
not wait for a place at the Dyslexia
Association of Singapore (DAS), a
social service organisation that
helps children with the condition.
So, she sought out an educator who
could teach him to read using the
Orton-Gillingham method, a multi-
sensory phonics technique for kids
with reading difficulties.

Kai had various tutors in primary
school, whom she kept a close eye
on. She fired a tutor two months
before her son's Primary School
Leaving Examination as he did not
want to change his teaching
method to cater to Kai's needs.

Ms Leong says of the experience:
"It's always going through the
mummy grapevine and saying, do
you know of any teacher? It's just
trial and error."

With more kids in mainstream
schools facing learning difficulties,
experts say it is crucial that parents
recognise that such kids have very
different needs and support them
not just academically, but
emotionally as well.

The number of children with
reported "special education needs"
has increased over the years
because of better awareness and
early identification, says a
spokesman for the Ministry of
Education (MOE). It declined to
give comparison figures.

Last year, about 7.5 per cent of the
school cohort from primary school
to junior college, or about 33,000
students, had such needs. Of this
number, some 80 per cent or about
26,500 students are in mainstream
schools. The most common
conditions, in no particular order,
are ADHD, mild autism spectrum
disorder and dyslexia, MOE says.

As a result, demand for learning
support for such students is high.

Care Corner, a non-profit that offers
several programmes from school
readiness to specialist tuition, has
seen a 25 per cent increase in
demand for its services over the last
five years as it expanded from one
centre to three. All have waiting
lists of varying lengths. Parents pay
monthly fees ranging from $260 to
$480, with generous subsidies for
lowincome families.

Epworth Literacy, which runs
intervention programmes for kids
with learning challenges, reports
waiting lists of two to six months.
Its monthly fees, which are highly
subsidised, range from $214 to $321.
It is part of Epworth Community
Services, a non-profit.

DAS says it has waiting lists for all
its programmes, with fees ranging
from $513.60 to $1,435 a 10-week
term for its Main Literacy
Programme. Citizens pay less.

The latest entrant into this sector is
Thomson Kids Specialised
Learning, a learning difficulties
centre by Thomson Medical group,
which opened last month at United
Square. It offers a structured
learning programme for children
from kindergarten to primary
school, and already has about 20
students enrolled at fees of $1,200
to $1,300 for a 10-week term.

Ms Chan Wei Ling, chief executive
officer of specialist centres at
Thomson Medical, notes that
parents often label children who lag
behind as lazy, or think that tuition
can remedy the problem.

"This does not work if the child has
learning disabilities. We have seen
parents who come to us too late for
an assessment of their children's
development. And following
confirmation of their diagnosis,
they are at a loss to find appropriate
academic support for them," she
says.

Although such children with
learning needs may be deemed fit
for mainstream schools, "it's always
a catch-up game for them. They
have to work a lot harder than their
peers", says Ms Frances Yeo,
principal psychologist and
programme director of Thomson
Kids Specialised Learning and
Thomson Counselling, its new
counselling brand.

The stress of constantly swimming
upstream takes its toll. Some
children refuse to study, while
others do not want to go to school,
Ms Yeo says.

"Many develop emotional
problems. Kids with learning
difficulties have a high risk of
developing anxiety, depression,
eating disorders, self harming."

She adds: "Some of these kids have
very high potential. If you test their
IQ, some of them are very bright.
They could be in the 97th
percentile in terms of intelligence,
but because of their learning
disability, you can't see that
potential."

Ms Leong recalls that Kai was
reluctant to catch up with his
kindergarten pals when he was in
Primary 1 because he did not feel
"good enough".

He also told her: "Other people
study for one hour, or they study
less than me, and they do so well. I
study for so long, I still cannot
pass."

Besides helping him understand
that he learnt differently, she would
inspire him with stories about
famous people with learning needs.

Most importantly, she helped him
celebrate every achievement, like
passing Chinese spelling and
motivating him to aim a little
higher with every small win.

She also spent time cultivating
character values like resilience and
kindness, praising her son when
she found out he had befriended a
classmate who had autism, for
instance.

What also helped was getting him
an encouraging tennis coach and
signing him up for tournaments. He
bagged a trophy in one.

"When my son manages to beat the
other guy in a few rallies, even if it's
for five minutes, he feels good.
Sometimes it's not just about
specialised needs (support) in a
centre or counsellor, but somebody
in your child's life who can make a
big impact on him," says Ms Leong.

In some cases, children seem to
handle school well initially and it is
not until later that their difficulties
surface.

Mrs Sher-li Torrey, 44, founder of
mummy-oriented career portal
Mums@Work, found out about her
daughter's ADHD only after a
bullying incident in Primary 5. It
triggered an extreme emotional
reaction and she stopped doing her
homework. Her daughter, now 13,
declines to be named.

Tests revealed that her attention
span was a third of her peers', but
she was able to mask her condition,
although Mrs Torrey remembers
that teachers would remark that
she was "dreamy".

While her daughter had
occupational therapy and tuition as
she had to prepare for the PSLE,
Mrs Torrey played a hands-on role
as well.

This meant guiding her to
consciously break down questions
into bite-size problems, devising
study strategies that worked for her
- such as mind maps - and teaching
her not to become overwhelmed by
difficult questions.

"We became closer because of it,"
Mrs Torrey says. "Really be part of
your kid's journey of trying to
overcome these challenges. If
you're not part of the journey, it's
very hard."

5 ways to help kids with
learning needs

1. GET HELP

If your child "persistently struggles
with reading or mathematics, has
untidy handwriting or cannot focus
on tasks at hand, there could be an
underlying neurological cause",
says Mr Isaac Tan, clinical director
of Care Corner Educational
Therapy Service. Seek help from
professionals such as psychologists
and trained learning specialists, or
ask your child's school for a referral.

2. BE OPEN WITH THE SCHOOL

You may not want to inform the
school about your child's condition
for fear of being stigmatised, but Dr
Mariam Aljunied, principal
educational psychologist with the
Ministry of Education, counsels
against this.

"This will enable the school to work
better with parents to help the
child transition to a mainstream
setting," she says.

By working closely with learning
needs experts and your child's
school, you can make the right
choices for your child, which may
not be clear-cut at the outset.

In some cases, children may be
better off in a Special Education
(Sped) school. Dr Aljunied cites the
example of a boy with autism
spectrum disorder who could not
settle into his mainstream school.
After transferring to a Sped school,
he thrived and later became an
outdoor activities coach.

There are also cases of kids who
started off in Sped schools and later
switched. One boy she knew
transferred to a mainstream school
when he was nine and went on to
study at a polytechnic.

3. ATTUNE YOURSELF TO THEIR
NEEDS

"Attunement is the way parents
'tune in' to a child's emotional
needs, work to understand their
thoughts, and respond to how they
are feeling and behaving," says Ms
Frances Yeo, principal psychologist
and programme director of
Thomson Kids Specialised
Learning.

If you do not listen when your kids
express their feelings, or blame
them for not studying hard enough,
you "misattune" your child, which
leads to feelings of worthlessness
and low self-esteem, she explains.

"When children feel that their
parents understand how they feel,
they are ready to discuss how to
solve problems and learn how to
turn failures into success."

4. CELEBRATE SMALL WINS

If you think praise will go to your
kid's head, think again.

"Children want their parents to
recognise and praise them for
efforts made, to marvel at their
milestones achieved, and to
appreciate them as individuals - not
in spite of their learning difficulties,
but regardless of them," says Ms
Jane Lim, manager at Epworth
Literacy.

Encouragement and affirmations go
a long way to boosting your child's
confidence, she adds.

Do this by celebrating small
successes, not just academically,
but also in their hobbies, co-
curricular activities and character
values.

5. TAKE OWNERSHIP

While experts can help, nothing
replaces your role as a hands-on
parent.

"Research shows that kids whose
parents are very involved do much
better in their learning. This is even
more so for kids with learning
difficulties. They need a very
patient parent to come down to the
child's level, understand why it is so
difficult for the child," Thomson
Kids Specialised Learning's Ms Yeo
says.

She cautions against parents
looking for instant fixes or stopping
intervention programmes because
they do not work fast enough for
their liking.

"Children with learning disabilities
have cognitive deficits which affect
how they learn. These deficits take
time to remediate, and children
need to spend a lot more time and
effort to overlearn. It is important
for parents to be patient and to
trust in the process."

Get the ST Smart Parenting
newsletter for expert advice. Visit
the microsite for more.

A version of this article appeared in the print
edition of The Straits Times on March 22, 2021,
with the headline 'Helping kids play catch-up'.
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Some of these kids have
very high potential. If
you test their IQ, some
of them are very bright.
They could be in the
97th percentile in terms
of intelligence, but
because of their
learning disability, you
can't see that potential.
MS FRANCES YEO, 
principal psychologist of Thomson Kids
Specialised Learning
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