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There is recognition now 
that children with special 
needs do exist in mainstream 
school settings.

- Kenneth Poon, Centre for 
Research in Pedagogy and 
Practice

Special Education in Singapore

Special needs used to be something new and foreign to teachers. But Singapore schools and 
teachers have made big strides in providing support for students with special needs in 
recent years.

Dr Kenneth Poon worked with children with disabilities for several years before he left for his 
doctoral studies in the US. When he returned in 2005, he was met with a field that looked quite 
different.

A recent turning point in special education 
(SPED), Kenneth says, came in 2004. That was 
when Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong outlined 
his vision of Singapore as an inclusive society.

“Every society has some members with 
disabilities. How the society treats the 
disabled, takes care of them, and helps 
them integrate into the mainstream, 
reflects the kind of society it is. We want 
ours to be a society that cares for all its 
members; one that does not ignore the 
needs of those who are born or afflicted 
with disabilities.” (Lee, 2004)

PM Lee’s call heralded the accelerated transformation of special needs services. One significant 
development was the increased support for students with special needs in mainstream schools.

“There is recognition now that children with special needs do exist in mainstream school settings,” 
explains Kenneth. “They’ve always been there. What we’re trying to do now is to see how we can 
better support them.”

To that end, a percentage of teachers are now trained to support such students. All primary and 
some secondary schools also have an Allied Educator specially trained to look after the learning and 
behavioural needs of these students.

A Closer Look at Special Needs

In the past, the focus was on supporting students with physical or sensory impairments.

“Now, it’s to see how we can further support those who have impairments that we do not see,” says 
Kenneth. These include conditions such as dyslexia, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), 
or autism spectrum disorder (ASD).

“There are many children who in the past would be 
called ‘stupid’, ‘lazy’, or ‘unmotivated’. Now we 
understand why many of these children were 
previously unmotivated to learn. Sometimes, it’s 
because they cannot access the learning.”

Depending on how the disorders are defined, students 
with special needs may comprise 5–15% of a cohort. 
But they’re not as different from other students as you 
might think.

“It’s important to understand that special needs are 
part of the broader variation of human characteristics,” 
adds Kenneth. “Many students might show some of these characteristics and it’s OK! It’s human 
variability.”

But when your students experience difficulties that interfere with their learning, behaviour or social 
interactions in school, it warrants a closer look.

Identifying Children with Special Needs

Teachers are the best persons to identify which students are not doing well because of such 
conditions, and they’re usually very good at it, says Kenneth.
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A lot of what supports the 
child with special needs will 

“Fresh teachers might take a while but experienced teachers, they don’t need more than 2 weeks to 
know very clearly who are the ones that stand out in the class!”

However, he appeals to teachers to exercise care in such assessments. Terms such as ADHD or 
ASD can serve as shorthand for students’ learning needs. But such labels can be hurtful to the 
children and their parents if used carelessly.

“What teachers very frequently mean when they use such terms is: ‘Well, this child could be very 
active. This child is not staying at his seat. This child has difficulties getting along with other students 
in the class.’”

Instead of using such labels, teachers could describe the child’s behaviour.

“It helps for teachers to be descriptive of how the child is having difficulty,” Kenneth advises, 
“because teachers provide a lot of valuable information which parents and other professionals 
cannot observe in school.”

Providing Help in the Classroom

Once a child has been identified as having 
special needs, how can teachers support them 
in the classroom?

There’s no need for drastic changes, says 
Kenneth. The first thing teachers can do is to be 
understanding. “It does require the patience of 
teachers who already have a very full plate.”

The second thing they can do is to find out more 
about their students’ condition. This will help 
them to customize their teaching and the 
curriculum, if necessary.

Thirdly, they can consider how the classroom is configured physically. They can also rally the class 
to be supportive of those who are different from them. In this way, a positive climate can be created 
in the classroom for all.

Last, but certainly not least, teachers can look to the child’s parents for help. They know their child 
best. “Very frequently, the parents have a lot of good ideas,” Kenneth notes.

Teachers will find that such measures usually benefit the whole class. “A lot of what supports the 
child with special needs will support most of the students in the classroom.”

Horizontal and Vertical Support

For schools to effectively support students with special needs, it has to be a school-wide 
effort. Kenneth recommends that schools think of support as occurring at both horizontal and 
vertical levels. 

“In secondary schools, you might have seven teachers who are teaching one child. How can 
these teachers come together and close ranks to support the student?”

Every teacher might have their own ideas, so collaboration and an understanding among 
them is needed. “That’s what I’d like to think of as the horizontal level of support,” says 
Kenneth.

As for vertical support, he explains that former teachers of a child should pass on their 
experience and knowledge to the current teacher, like a baton in a relay. In this way, there is 
a systematic way of monitoring the child’s progress across the levels.

These simple measures will ensure that such students get sustained support through their 
years in school, and their teachers need not keep reinventing the wheel.

A Question of Quality Support

Kenneth recalls the time when he first started training teachers, and “special needs was something 
very new to them”.

Things are very different now. “Many teachers, from primary schools especially, now come in with 
stories about how their schools are supporting students with special needs,” he observes.

“It’s no longer us as teacher educators introducing 
something new to them,” he adds. “It’s reached this 
point where I’m able to facilitate their learning simply 
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by helping schools to learn from what each other is 
doing.”

The next lap, says Kenneth, is to answer the question 
of how well we are supporting students with special 
needs.

“What are the best conditions in which we can support 
these students? So it’s the question of quality, the 
question of outcomes, the question of what are the factors that bring more positive outcomes among 
our children with disabilities.”

These are important questions as we try to create the best environment for students with special 
needs to learn and grow in. After all, the development of an inclusive society, as envisioned by PM 
Lee, should begin in school.

Reference 
Lee, H. L. (2004, September 18). Speech by Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong at the opening of the 
Spastic Children’s Association of Singapore’s Cerebral Palsy Centre. Retrieved from National 
Archives of Singapore website: http://a2o.nas.sg/stars
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Poon, K. K., Musti-Rao, S., & Wettasinghe, C. M. (2013). Special education in Singapore: History, 
trends, and future directions. Intervention in School and Clinic, 47, 1–18. doi: 
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Kenneth Poon is the Guest Editor of this issue. A trained clinical psychologist, he is currently 
Deputy Head of the Centre for Research in Pedagogy and Practice at NIE. His chief research 
interests are in autism spectrum disorder and early intervention. 
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This is a very diverse 
education landscape. It is 
this whole thing about 
welcoming diversity rather 
than running away from 
them. 

- Sarinajit Kaur, Early 
Childhood and Special Needs 
Education Academic Group

Listening to Every Child

On the outside, one classroom may look no different from another. On the inside, it could be 
a different thing altogether. No two pupils are alike, nor do they share the same needs.

A Chance to Speak

Every pupil is different, says Sarinajit Kaur, a Teaching Fellow at NIE. And just like all of us, they 
want to be heard too. She believes that acceptance and a sense of belonging is a core need that 
should be attended to in every classroom.

That is exactly what Sarina is doing for a group 
of primary school pupils. She is leading a 
research project she has fondly named 
Children’s Voices. “This project is anchored on 
the diversity in the classroom,” says Sarina, who 
has taught in primary schools for 18 years.

The term “special needs” usually makes one 
think of a child with a disability. But by 
“diversity”, she refers to a wide range of 
difficulties in children which may not be visible to 
the naked eye.

Sarina stresses: “One needs a larger lens to include and child who may be struggling in a regular 
classroom.”

“Have we ensured that that special needs child, or the one who may not be as conversant as the 
rest of his peers, or has issues reading, is really catered to?” she asks.

Meeting Simple Needs

To Sarina, ensuring that each child’s needs are met is key to their learning. A child with a particular 
need – no matter how simple – not met may start fidgeting in class, causing him or her to lose 
concentration.

One way to cater to all pupils is simply to listen to what they need.

When primary school children were asked how they would like their teacher to treat them, and how 
they wanted the classroom to be like, one said: “I want my teacher to talk to me nicely.”

Another said, “Allow everybody to take turns.” Yet 
another said: “I hope my teacher won’t say ‘wait’ when 
I ask to go to the toilet.”

The findings from her project made her realize that 
these children have very basic needs, and the 
solutions to them are actually very simple.

Take the boy who wished his teacher wouldn’t say 
“wait” when he needs the toilet. To him, the solution 
was simply, “The teacher should just let me go now so 
that I don’t need to go anymore later.”

For a boy who is asthmatic, having a dusty classroom 
may hinder his learning. Likewise, for a girl who is 
anxious, working in groups may not be the best way for her to learn if proper structures and support 
are not put in place.

Seeing Each Need

Bearing in mind the wide scope of special needs, Sarina reminds us that being in a mainstream 
school does not necessarily mean that the children don’t have diverse needs.

The child who is from a foreign land, the child who is a little bit more anxious, the child who has 
anger management issues, or the child who has violent tendencies: These are children with needs 
that may hinder learning.
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A proactive approach is best, but with the diversity that abounds within the mainstream primary 
classroom, sometimes the best way to cater to the different needs is to watch out for signs. The 
teacher needs to be alert enough to know when a child starts to struggle and to respond to that 
need.

Sleeping during lesson time does not necessarily mean that the child is plain lazy or has no interest 
in studying. It could just mean that the child might be facing a problem at home or may have time 
management issues related to computer addiction. The only way to really know is to hear the voices 
of the children we are teaching.

“You cannot just look out for the special needs child who comes in with a clear diagnosis,” says 
Sarina. Having a broader definition of special needs can definitely help to cater to the class as a 
whole. Observing the child, or just asking how he is doing, is the first step a teacher can take to 
understand and meet his needs.

Breakfast with My Teacher

“Breakfast with me is something the children look forward 
to.”

For Sarina, going the extra mile to understand her pupils 
inside out is something that works well for her as a teacher. 
And this is how she does it.

To get to know them better, spending time with them outside 
the classroom is important. For a class of 40, she breaks 
them up into five groups and has breakfast with each group 
consecutively for 5 days.

This is done during their recess while she has her cup of 
morning coffee. “By Friday, I would have met them all,” she 
says.

What’s on the menu? Anything and everything that’s non-
academic. It could be about what the children did over the weekend, what their favourite 
foods are, or even about their fears. To encourage more mutual interactions, Sarina also 
shares with her pupils about herself.

By the end of the week, she is able to identify which child will require more attention “either 
from their faces or their responses”.

If the child needs a little bit of “intensive care, or ICU”, as Sarina puts it, she will then proceed 
to have a one-to-one chat.

If one session is insufficient, Sarina will repeat the breakfast sessions the following week to 
ensure every child’s voice has been heard. And like her pupils, she also enjoys having 
breakfast and hearing their little voices every day.

Trained to Listen

For this project, Sarina found that conducting interviews in schools would create an unnatural setting 
for the children because they feel the need to say things that are politically correct. So all interviews 
were conducted in their homes.

At home, these children will not be pressurized to speak for the school. Instead, they can speak for 
themselves.

Sarina plays the video-recorded interviews to the student teachers in her course at NIE. Her heart is 
always warmed by the teachers’ responses. “Teachers respond by saying, ‘Hey, it is really just the 
simple things!’”

“This is a very diverse education landscape,” she says. “It is this whole thing about welcoming and 
embracing diversity rather than running away from it.”

Sarinajit Kaur is a Teaching Fellow from the Early Childhood and Special Needs Education 
Academic Group. Among the course she teaches at NIE is a core course on Teaching and 
Managing Learners in the Primary Classroom.
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A Culture of Care

How can you help children with special needs in your class feel like they belong? Your Allied 
Educator, fellow teachers, school leaders, the child’s classmates and parents can all be 
recruited to help create an inclusive environment in school.

Dr Maureen Neihart is no stranger to working with children with special needs. She has spent many 
years as a clinical child psychologist helping such children and their families.

But when she came to Singapore 7 years ago, 
Maureen says what she saw broke her heart. There 
was a dire need for support for both the kids and 
their families. “I wanted to learn more about how we 
can help the school to help the kids,” she says.

Thankfully, the state of support for students with 
special needs has vastly improved since then. With 
the Ministry of Education placing a greater 
emphasis on inclusive education, there is now 
strong support, especially in primary schools.

But how are teachers responding to the call for more inclusive classrooms? To what extent are 
schools meeting the needs of these children?

Together with colleagues Dr Chong Wan Har and Dr Yeo Lay See, Maureen set out to understand 
what inclusion means in the Singapore context through their research.

Full Participation in the Classroom

Both Maureen and Wan Har agree that the teacher plays an important role in defining what inclusion 
is and how it looks like in the classroom.

But in the classrooms they observed, they noticed that much of the focus was on “managing” pupils 
with special needs.

“Many of their activities centred around how do you manage a child so that he can fit in, so that he’s 
not disruptive, he can participate and do the work,” notes Wan Har. But they believe inclusion should 
be more than that.

“There’s inclusion and there’s full inclusion,” says Maureen. “A child can be present in the classroom 
– so in that sense, they’re physically included – but they’re not necessarily a fully participating 
member of the classroom.”

Enabling Success Experiences

For teachers to feel they can make a difference, training alone is not enough.

“You can send teachers to workshops and you can read a lot of books, but you’re still going to feel, 
at the end of the day, you don’t have enough training,” says Maureen. What teachers really need is 
to experience success.

“What really empowers the teacher to believe that they can do this is when they have a success 
experience with a student,” she says.

This positive experience can help build self-efficacy. And this has important implications for staff 
development and how we prepare teachers.

“Looking at it from the school’s perspective, how do you really organize and structure the 
experiences of the teachers in order to enable them to feel more empowered that they can actually 
contribute to the success of this child?” adds Wan Har.

A Network of Enablers

Teachers don’t need to do it alone. In the spirit of true inclusion, a combined effort is necessary for 
success.
“In order for the child to benefit from inclusion, we really do need a network of people to enable the 
process,” says Wan Har. One important enabler is the Allied Educator (AED).
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teacher to believe that they 
can do this is when they have 
a success experience with a 
student. 

- Maureen Neihart, 
Psychological Studies 
Academic Group 
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Many AEDs see themselves as an additional help to the 
classroom teacher. But Maureen and Wan Har believe 
they can be more valuable than just a “go-to” resource for 
teachers when difficulties arise.

AEDs can be equal partners with the teachers, and aptly 
deemed allies to the child’s learning process. “Other than 
perceiving themselves as a source of help, perhaps they 
need to reframe their role as a mentor, as a coach – and 
not just a help,” says Wan Har.

Maureen envisions AEDs as capacity builders who can 
impart skills and knowledge to teachers who deal with 
special needs children.

“They can begin to focus and teach the teachers, 
empower the teachers, and set realistic expectations for 
the child,” Wan Har suggests. By doing so, AEDs will enable more successful experiences for 
teachers.

Maureen and Wan Har also recommend talking to other teachers who have taught the child. They 
can provide valuable comments and suggestions on how to include the child.

Valuing Inclusion

We all know, based on anecdotes, that school leadership should play a critical role in fostering an 
inclusive environment. Looking at the data, Maureen was surprised to note how strong a force it can 
be.

“It was overwhelming that what really made a 
difference, from the teachers’ position, was not what 
the school leaders did but what they believed. It was 
the value system of the school leaders,” says 
Maureen.

“I’ve started to frame inclusion as a school culture,” 
she continues. “We’re changing the norms, values 
and shared beliefs of the school community, and it’s 
the school leaders who drive that. Their own personal 
values about inclusion really empower the teachers.”

“It’s not a personal problem because that child 
happens to be in my class,” stresses Wan Har. “It 
should be everybody’s concern.”

She describes this as a “culture of care”, where the whole school community – the teachers, AEDs, 
and leaders – see it as their mission to support these children and see them grow. Everyone must 
value inclusion.

Inclusion also shouldn’t be limited to just the classroom or school. If more people believe in caring 
for and including all people with various abilities and disabilities, at the end of the day, society 
benefits. But it has to start somewhere.

“If a school doesn’t value it, then I don’t think it’s likely that society will,” says Maureen. “School is a 
good starting point.”

Maureen Neihart, Chong Wan Har and Yeo Lay See all belong to the Psychological Studies 
Academic Group at NIE. They share a common desire to help students with special needs.
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AEDs may not do the 
teaching of the curriculum, 

Working for Students with Special Needs

Special education is something close to Dr Wong Meng Ee’s heart. Being visually impaired, 
he understands the challenges that students with special needs face and wants to improve 
their schooling experiences through his research.

He holds a doctorate from a prestigious university. He enjoys taking part in sporting events, and has 
even represented Singapore in the Commonwealth Games.

 
These are no mean feats for anyone, and Meng Ee achieved them despite being visually impaired.

But as a student, he struggled with his studies. This was because educational services for special 
needs students were limited in the past.

First-hand Experiences

Meng Ee not only understands what students with special needs go through. He knows first-hand 
what they really need.

“When I was in school, I was left to my own devices,” he recalls of his experience in a mainstream 
school. “The concept of inclusion was foreign to them. I was not well supported, and I did badly.”

The turning point came when he left for the UK, where he enrolled in a school for the blind. “I had a 
wonderful time! The teachers understood me and helped me gain the confidence to have some level 
of independence.”

With the increased support and new-found confidence, Meng Ee continued to flourish and went on 
to graduate from the University of Cambridge with a PhD in Sociology.

Research on Special Education

Meng Ee now focuses much of his research on special education (SPED). He wants to give special 
needs students the opportunity to succeed in school and in life.

“It was challenging for me,” he said of his own schooling experiences, “and so I hope my research 
can help make our education beneficial to those who are also struggling.”

One of his research projects looks at the evolving identities of Allied Educators (AEDs) and their role 
in supporting students with special needs.

Together with Sirene Lim, Libby Cohen and Denise Tan, Meng Ee interviewed a batch of AEDs who 
were fresh out of training and found them to be enthusiastic about the purpose of their work. A year 
later, they caught up with them again to see how they were doing in schools.

A Shared Responsibility

In a classroom context, it‘s difficult for the teacher to identify and meet the needs of every student, 
especially those with special needs. Meng Ee found that that’s usually where the AEDs come in.

Like the saying goes, two heads are better than one. 
Just as teachers are content experts in their subjects, 
AEDs are the experts when it comes to special needs. 
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but with their training in 
SPED, they can assist the 
teacher in specific areas. 

- Wong Meng Ee, Early 
Childhood and Special Needs 
Education Academic Group
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They may be able to bring a differentiated approach to 
the teaching, for example, or even teach parts of the 
lesson.

“AEDs may not do the teaching of the curriculum, but 
with their training in SPED, they can assist the teacher 
in specific areas,” explains Meng Ee.

But being the only “expert” in special needs in a 
school sometimes translates into greater expectations 
and responsibilities for the AED. They may even be seen as “miracle workers”.

But Meng Ee stresses that supporting students with special needs is a shared responsibility. 
Schools can do more to enhance the collaboration between teachers and AEDs.

“The continuous working relationships between the AEDs and teachers can make that difference for 
the students,” he notes. “It will take a lot of planning and work, but it will benefit students at the end.”

Assistive Technology in the Classroom

When you need to produce a letter or a document, you’d probably get to a computer and start 
typing away on your keyboard. That’s something most of us take for granted. 

Meng Ee does the same too, but with an interesting addition – as he types, an artificial voice 
reads out what he has just typed.

Because he has a visual impairment, Meng Ee relies on “assistive technology” to assist him. 
Such technology acts as his eyes to enable him to carry on with his teaching and research.

“It is a form of ICT pedagogy,” he explains. And they can be incorporated within the existing 
school systems to enhance teaching and learning.

Along with Libby Cohen and Denise Tan, Meng Ee is looking into  how teachers can use 
assistive technology to support their students. Research thus far has shown several benefits.

For the students, it allows them to access information just like their peers, so that they will not 
be so isolated from the curriculum content. For the teachers, it provides a means to create 
new and differentiated learning experiences.

Meng Ee hopes to help teachers develop the skills to use assistive technology in their 
classrooms. As he puts it, “It is for the greater good for the students.”

Wong Meng Ee is an Assistant Professor with the Early Childhood and Special Needs 
Education Academic Group in NIE. His research interests include the transition and post-
school outcomes of students with disabilities, education of teachers of children with special 
needs, and assistive technology for the visually impaired.
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(From left) Mrs Philip, Miss Han Hui 
Chin and Miss Lourdes Maria believe 
that creating an accommodating 
environment is important

No Child Left Unattended

Going to school each day is exciting for Miss Lourdes Maria. As an Allied Educator (AED) for 
Learning and Behavioural Support, her role is to attend to the needs of her students with 
special needs, and this is something she thoroughly enjoys.

Miss Maria believes it is important to help students with special needs to thrive within the school 
setting. This includes students with autism spectrum disorder (ASD), attention deficit hyperactivity 
disorder (ADHD), visual impairments and, in rare cases, muscular dystrophy.

The teachers at Jurongville Secondary School also share the same passion. Backed by a committee 
of teachers trained in special needs, Jurongville is one of the 64 secondary schools resourced for 
special needs (MOE, 2013).

Understanding the Students

Dealing with special needs students requires a tremendous 
amount of patience and commitment. “I work with the 
students one-to-one very closely,” shares Miss Maria, who 
has been at Jurongville for 5 years.

For each student with special needs, she would gather as 
much background information as she can from various 
sources. She then formulates an intervention plan before 
sharing with the teachers how they can provide these 
students with continual support.

Veteran teacher Mrs Philip feels that to be able to provide 
the student with such care, one has to understand the child 
very well. For that to happen, the teacher has to be 
passionate about their job and what they do.

“We have to look at the teachers’ willingness to take on the 
job, and then we give them the support,” says Mrs Philip, 
who has been teaching for 25 years. To help teachers who 
are not trained in special needs, the school conducts training 
sessions for them.

During Autism Awareness month, the school also conduct 
awareness programmes for both teachers and students. 
Increasing awareness allows them to be more 
understanding towards those with special needs.

Creating an Accommodating Environment

Other than increasing awareness, ensuring that these students settle right in at school is also a 
priority in Jurongville. As the school is seeing a rising number of students with special needs each 
year, the committee strives to accommodate the needs of these students.

A student with difficulty reading small print will receive exam papers with larger print in A3 size, 
rather than the usual A4. A student who has ADHD will be placed in a separate exam room to 
reduce possible sources of distraction. Many of the special needs students will sit closer to the 
teacher and have a “buddy” to help in the learning in class.

At times, students with ASD or ADHD may have a “meltdown”, where they experience high anxiety 
and react by being difficult. They will be referred to Miss Maria.

She gets them to process the problem, express themselves, and then help them to calm down. She 
also teaches them various strategies, which may differ from student to student, as each student is 
unique and may require different ways to calm themselves down.

Teaching Social Skills

Miss Maria sometimes has one-to-one sessions with the students in the special needs room, which 
she feels is like a sanctuary for them. There, she conducts lessons on social skills.
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We teach them skills like 
social communication, social 
interaction and classroom 
work habits. 

- Miss Lourdes Maria, 
Jurongville Secondary 
School

“We teach them skills like social communication, social interaction and classroom work habits,” Miss 
Maria shares. These sessions are usually very detailed and structured, and require a lot of co-
operation from the students.

Students are taught to submit their homework on time, 
pay attention during lessons and be less fidgety, so 
that they learn to manage daily routines without any 
problems. They are also taught to manage 
themselves so that they can learn together with the 
class.

Most of the students with special needs have 
difficulties interacting with others in a social setting. 
Miss Maria teaches them skills such as asking for help 
and talking to others, like the teachers and peers, in 
an appropriate manner.

She also coaches them on how to make friends and interact with them. This will often be the last 
goal to be achieved as the students must first want to make friends.

“To force it upon them is not fair,” says Miss Maria. “I will only teach when the child is ready.”

Equal Opportunities for All

To ensure the well-being of the students, teachers work very closely with Miss Maria. She will inform 
the teachers of the students’ special needs, and likewise, teachers will also keep her updated about 
the student.

Teachers of special needs students need to be alert at all times. They must be able to identify the 
student’s behavioural patterns during lessons. They need to be aware of tell-tale signs that the 
student is on the verge of a meltdown. In such situations, help is available and intervention is 
immediate.

At times, the students might use their special needs as an excuse to get their way. And though a 
certain leeway is given to such students due to their needs, the school makes it clear that they 
should be treated in the same manner as any other student as far as it is possible.

Math teacher Miss Han Hui Chin notes: “We must make it clear to them that despite their special 
needs, though the teachers will be more understanding, they should not expect special treatment 
and will be treated the same way as the rest of the students.”

This is because the school firmly believes one of its key roles is to prepare these students not just 
for life in school but also beyond, where they have to fend for themselves. They may not always 
have the luxury of being supported or being treated differently by others.

A Story of Success

“There was this student who didn’t want to hand in his 
homework,” recalls Miss Maria.

After getting more information, she realized that this boy wasn’t 
studying or revising his work at home. To him, studying only 
takes place in school. At home, he was in a different world.

Things got so out of hand that the boy even threatened to injure 
himself during an exam because he was not able to answer the 
questions.

To help manage his anxiety and fears, Miss Maria worked very closely with him almost every 
day. Together, they created a timetable which included his play and work time. She also 
emailed a copy to his mother so that she could help keep tabs on his daily activities.

“This is not only between me and you. Your mum knows also,” she told him. Parental 
involvement, support and understanding play a huge role in determining the child’s outcome.

Even social skills that we often take for granted are a complex issue for him – he had 
difficulties making friends in school.

With strong support from the school, the boy eventually emerged a different person during his 
final year in Jurongville. He gradually became more extroverted and made friends with his 
classmates, who were pleasantly surprised by the change.

The boy who once caused panic during a difficult exam did very well in his O-levels. “When 
his mum saw the results, she cried. She really didn’t believe he would do that well, but he 
did!”
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Miss Maria feels that it was the whole-school approach that helped the boy to see light at the 
end of the tunnel. And it is this kind of success story that keeps the teachers, especially Miss 
Maria, going.

“It really encourages us, and we just want to do more.”

A Whole Community of Support

All the skills taught to them will enable these special needs students to be more independent and 
get them ready for post-secondary life outside of the school gates. At the end of their schooling 
years, they must learn to integrate into mainstream society.

To this end, the special needs students are 
given the same opportunities as their peers. The 
school treats them as any other student, albeit 
with customized support due to their needs. 
They go for all camps, learning journeys and 
other activities.

“We want the special needs students to have a 
sense of belonging to the school and for their 
peers to accept them,” says Miss Maria.

Another important factor is having good contact 
with the student’s previous school because that is one of the sources through which the AED can 
discover more information about the child’s history. This allows for appropriate follow-up by the AED.

Parental involvement is also key to their growth. Teachers’ efforts to help the students thrive in 
school may go to waste if parents are not well informed. They have to provide their children with 
continual support, especially during after-school hours.

“Their parents are very important because we need their support both here and at home,” Miss Han 
notes. “It is a whole group of us supporting that one child,” Miss Maria adds.

Every one in contact with the child plays a huge part in contributing to the child’s growth and 
learning. As Mrs Philip says, “We are all a community; we all sing the same song.”

Reference 
Ministry of Education. (2013). Support for children with special needs. Retrieved from MOE website: 
http://www.moe.gov.sg/education/programmes/support-for-children-special-needs

Miss Lourdes Maria has been an Allied Educator (Learning and Behavioural Support) at 
Jurongville Secondary School for 5 years. Both Math teacher Miss Han Hui Chin and Home 
Economics teacher Mrs Philip are trained in special needs.
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We don’t leave the teachers 
alone. Our door is always 
open, and so are our 
communication lines, so 
teachers can come to us for 
support. 

- Mrs Chris Kwok, Chong 
Boon Secondary School 

Nurturing an Inclusive School Culture

At Chong Boon Secondary School, every effort is made to ensure that all their students are 
provided with a quality education, and that includes students with special needs. The 
school’s approach to catering to different learning needs is to support their teachers in 
supporting the students.

Head of Department for Pastoral Care and Career Guidance Mrs 
Chris Kwok and Allied Educator (Learning and Behavioural 
Support) [AED(LBS)] Ms Carmelia share with us the strategies they 
use in their school.

Identification

The first step is to identify the students who may need that extra 
support and to find out what their needs are. For this, the teachers 
and AEDs(LBS) have to work together.

“I help identify from various sources – referrals from the primary 
schools and our teachers, dialogue with parents of the different 
students with special needs,” says Chris, who oversees the student 
intervention programmes. “We will go back to the primary schools 
and find out what type of support these students were getting.”

Intervention

The next step is the intervention. This step involves the teachers, the students and their parents. It is 
an intensive process of talking to everyone involved and working out the best way to support these 
students.

“We go into each case and set up the intervention that they will need,” explains Chris. Sometimes, it 
may also require the involvement of external agencies, such as the Child Guidance Clinic and MOE 
Educational Psychologists. “We work closely together to support these students with special needs.”

“Every child is different,” says Carmelia, so there is no one-size-fits-all formula. “I look at their 
holistic development and work with the people in the whole ecology system of the child – including 
school personnel, peers, parents and specialists – to develop student intervention programmes to 
help them.”

To enable every teacher to play a key role in working 
with students with special needs, Carmelia supports 
them by conducting workshops and providing 
consultation.

The AED(LBS) are also deployed to assist Form and 
Co-form teachers for learning journeys, camps and in-
class support. They help to follow up on particular 
students. Some even help to organize holiday 
remedial classes.

“The school leaders will also identify suitable teachers 
for additional training in special needs,” explains 
Chris. After their training, these teachers then share 
what they have learned with the rest of the staff, so everyone benefits.

“We make sure we journey with them,” she says. “We don’t leave the teachers alone. Our door is 
always open, and so are our communication lines, so teachers can come to us for support.”

Monitoring Progress

Having a student with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) in class can be 
challenging. He may be disruptive and not listen to instructions. As a teacher, what can you 
do?

Faced with this scenario, Carmelia would give him a “conduct monitoring book”. Each day, 
every subject teacher would pen remarks on the student’s behaviour for the day, and the AED
(LBS) would process the day’s progress with the student and follow up accordingly.
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Carmelia has found this to be a good monitoring tool. In 
this way, teachers can track the progress of the student, 
and the student learns important lessons like how to 
integrate with his peers, be responsible for his own actions 
and regulate his emotions in different situations.

This process requires close collaboration and the 
involvement of the parents as well as the school’s case 
management team. But over time, Carmelia has found that 
the student’s behaviour gradually improves.

“These books are effective as they document their learning 
journey with us in a very objective manner,” she notes. 
“Teachers and parents are therefore able to supervise and 
lend support accordingly, based on the progress of the 
child.”

Inclusion

The school takes a whole-school approach towards promoting an inclusive learning environment. 
They believe that every student, regardless if their different needs, can have access to quality 
education. School values, such as respect and integrity, form the foundation on which special needs 
programmes and support systems are anchored.

Students are taught to recognize similarities and strengths of persons with special needs, embrace 
differences and respect each other as unique individuals. This is done through the school’s 
Character and Citizenship Education lessons and assembly talks.

The AED(LBS) room is set up with inclusivity in 
mind. The room provides students with special 
needs a safe environment to interact confidently 
with peers from their own and even other 
classes or levels.

It also provides an authentic setting where, 
facilitated by the AED(LBS), social norms and 
good behaviour are taught and caught on a daily 
basis.

In addition, the school has a special partnership 
with neighbouring Pathlight School, a special 
school for children with learning needs. Their 

students regularly join Chong Boon students for integration activities and some academic classes.

The success of this partnership lies in the shared belief that education can work towards greater 
inclusivity in the near future.

As a result of these, there is an identifiable culture in Chong Boon where students who may have 
special needs are not made to feel different.

Independence

A lot of hard work goes into helping these students succeed as individuals. At the end of the day, the 
teachers hope to help these students achieve independence.

“At the start, you have to give your all and monitor until they are able to follow through. Support is 
intensive initially until they get used to the routine, to you, to the teachers, before they progressively 
become more independent,” explains Carmelia.

Carmelia takes all these in her stride. “There will be challenges, but take heart in what you do,” she 
advises. “It is all about helping the children. Even if the journey may seem like a difficult one, it is 
one that adds meaning to your life.”

Mrs Chris Kwok is Head of Department of Discipline at Chong Boon Secondary School. Ms 
Carmelia is one of the Allied Educators (Learning and Behavioural Support) helping students 
with special needs in the school.
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To have an inclusive 
community in the future, 
schools need to be 
microcosms of the kind of 
community that’s envisioned 
in the future. 

- Levan Lim, Early 
Childhood and Special Needs 
Education Academic Group 

Becoming an Inclusive Society

Inclusion isn’t just about people with special needs – it’s for everyone. Levan Lim believes 
that if we could all have personal experiences with people who are different from ourselves, 
we will become a more humane society.

Q:  What does it mean to be an inclusive society?

In 2004, the Prime Minister announced a vision of an 
inclusive society. This vision explicitly includes people with 
special needs and disabilities.

In order to have an inclusive heart, an inclusive disposition, 
an inclusive attitude towards people with special needs, it’s 
important for people in general to gain some kind of 
personal, practical knowledge and experience.

Q: How do we begin to do that?

We’ve all grown up in a society where traditionally there’s 
been a dual system of education – where people without 
disabilities go to mainstream schools and people with 
special needs go to special schools.

I think it’s important for schools to promote the inclusion of kids with special needs within their 
settings. Once you have kids with special needs interacting with kids without special needs, what 
happens is those kids without special needs start gaining the personal, practical experience and 
knowledge.

And if we’re going to have an inclusive community in the future, schools need to be microcosms of 
the kind of community that’s envisioned in the future. The seeds of inclusion need to be planted in 
the young so that they will learn the values, skills and knowledge to include others who are different 
from them. That’s the basis of our future society.

Now, to inculcate these in the students, the teachers themselves need to model and display those 
attitudes which we would like to see within the young. And for that to happen, teachers themselves 
need to be taught to become more inclusive.

Q: What does it mean for teacher education?

It’s really about looking at their own attitudes. What we try to do at NIE is create that space within 
our classes for them go within and to look at those attitudes which may expose them to being maybe 
a bit prejudiced. We try to create a safe space for them to, in a way, expose their vulnerability.

It’s not just about skills and knowledge; it’s also linked 
to your own personhood, your own values as a human 
being. And that’s an important part of their journeying 
at NIE. Because it’s easy to build the hardware – the 
ramps, the lifts, the buildings – to make Singapore 
and Singaporean schools more inclusive. But the 
harder part is the software – the people – and that 
requires a lot of work, the “heartware”.

Our approach at NIE is never commanding; it’s always 
invitational. We invite them to journey within and to 
journey with other people – their friends, their 
classmates – and to listen to each other’s journeys, 
and to re-story it after their have heard it in a more 
positive way towards the future.

Q: What is the most important part of this heartware that a teacher 
should have?

The first part is just to be real, be open, be honest with yourself. That’s what we’re asking of them in 
their classes – to be honest with yourself, to look at yourself, to look at your upbringing, to look at 
how the social context has socialized you to not have those experiences, and to slowly gain them 
through being open to children who are different. I think that honesty, that openness is extremely 
important. So, we start with that.
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But that can leave the teacher a bit vulnerable, because you’re actually sharing a part of you which 
you may not want to share, because it could expose prejudice. So we ask them to accept those 
feelings and thoughts about themselves. You really have to accept yourself first – all your 
vulnerabilities, your strengths, your weaknesses – and then from there move on. That requires a 
posture of openness, honesty, and acceptance of self.

Q: On a more personal level, what led you to focus on this area of 
research?

When I was a doctoral student, I started asking: What are the best safeguards for people with 
disabilities in society? And if you think about it, the best safeguards for people with disabilities would 
probably be the same for all of us when we get weaker and older – it’s really about circles of support 
and relationships with people who care.

The key is, really, how do we increase the community’s capacity 
to look after people with special needs? Because ultimately, I 
think we believe that people with special needs belong within 
communities. It’s not about getting professionals to look after 
them all the time. It’s also getting regular people to are for them 
and be with them.

I guess it also goes back to my experiences. I grew up with my 
cousin who had special needs. Having that personal, practical 
knowledge as a child growing up, I know it’s so natural for a 
child to just include someone who’s different.

And that’s something that should be an opportunity for many 
Singaporeans, rather than sending them away to live with other 
communities, or other institutions, other homes, or other 
schools. Why can’t we include them within our regular 
communities?

Social cultural theory suggests that it is important to look at difference as something that you can 
make a difference about. Difference that makes a difference.

If we can just extend that whole notion also to special needs. Living, playing, like how I did with my 
cousin, it becomes part of your emotional, material, semiotic world. Because that’s how you see life 
– it’s coloured by the experiences. If you separate these kids and put them in special schools, and 
not bring them into the mainstream schools, then I think society is less the richer.

So, to me, inclusion is about life. Inclusion is not about people with special needs; inclusion is about 
everyone, including everyone. And caring! Because the ideas of caring, support, love and warmth – 
they’re not just exclusive for people with special needs. They’re for everyone, and we treat people 
everywhere that way – that’s what inclusion’s about. It’s really for everyone.

About the interviewee

Levan Lim is Associate Professor and Head of the Early Childhood and Special Needs 
Education Academic Group in NIE. He is interested in the transition and post-school 
outcomes of students with disabilities, intentional communities and relationships for persons 
with disabilities, and the inclusion of students with disabilities within regular mainstream 
schools.

The Teacher and the 
Curriculum 

When it comes to curriculum, the 

MOE syllabus is only the tip of the 

iceberg. …

Teacher Professionalism in 
Action 

When she was a School Staff 

Developer, Ms Dalina Abdullah 

had some pretty big questions …

The Makings of a Good Teache

What makes a good teacher in th

21st century? And how do we 

bring out …

Previous 

2



NTU Registration No: 200604393R Sitemap Privacy Statement Terms of Use © 2013 NIE / NTU 

 

About Us

SingTeach is a bimonthly e-magazine for teachers. We put research 

within your reach in practical ways. A print version is also published by the 

National Institute of Education and supported by Marshall Cavendish 

Education.

3


	issue41-mar-apr2013
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7

