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Introduction: What We Know

Singapore has seen an increase in the 
number of children diagnosed with 
developmental delays or disabilities 
recently (Straits Times, 2016). Indeed, 
a majority of children with special 
educational needs (SEN) currently attend 
mainstream schools (CNA, 2016; MOE, 
2017). As such, increasing attention 
has been paid to early intervention and 
special education as delineated in the 
third Enabling Masterplan (Steering 
Committee of the Enabling Masterplan 
2017–2021, 2016). Although teachers 
may be more able to identify and support 
the needs of students with physical 
differences and emotional/behavioural 
regulation difficulties, it may be less easy 
to identify students with mild learning/
attentional difficulties (Fuchs, Fuchs, & 
Compton, 2004). The increasing number 
of children with SEN in schools and recent 
policy endeavours imply a need to better 
understand how these students can be 
better supported in the classroom.

The Study 

Our study, Tran-SEN, seeks to understand 
the outcomes of children with SEN as 
they transition into primary or special 
education and the factors influencing their 
development. Approximately 650 children 
with SEN participated in this study. Child 
outcomes were assessed through annual 
administration of child assessments 
using standardised tests, and parent and 
teacher surveys. Additionally, parents 
and school personnel supporting about 
80 children were interviewed annually to 

provide insight into the complexities of 
the transition and adjustment process to 
formal schooling. 

Ecological Systems as a 
Framework for Theory 

The ecological systems framework 
adapted from Poon, Conway, and Khaw 
(2007) offers a useful lens to view the 
factors influencing supports for students 
with SEN (see Figure 1). Within this 
framework, the classroom environment 
is nested within the school environment, 
itself contained within a broader external 
environment. Of interest to teachers 
supporting students with SEN are the 
interplay of factors within the classroom 
environment. Student factors interact with 
the teacher, physical settings, curriculum 
and resource, and peer factors to impact 
the supports available and accessible to 
the student with SEN. Key implications for 
supporting students with SEN are drawn 
from preliminary findings from teacher 
surveys and interviews.

C l a s s r o o m  S u p p o r t  f o r  S t u d e n t s  w i t h  S p e c i a l  E d u c a t i o n a l 
N e e d s :  W h a t  D o  We  K n o w  a n d  W h a t  E l s e  c a n  b e  D o n e ? 

By 1Kenneth Poon, Yang 
Xueyan, Roodra Veera

1Kenneth Poon is Associate Professor 
and Associate Dean with the Office of 
Education Research at the National 
Institute of Education (NIE), Singapore. 
He is also Co-Director of the Centre for 
Research in Child Development at NIE.

Implications for Classroom 
Support: What Else Can be Done?

Using the ecological framework, schools 
and teachers can support their students 
with SEN in the classroom by considering 
the following factors. 

 » Physical setting factors: Student 
learning and behaviour can be 
influenced by changes made to 
the physical setting by adjusting 
the classroom layout, the student’s 
seating arrangement among peers 
within the classroom setting, and 
by making adjustments to the 
environment to support the sensory 
needs of the student(s) with SEN. 

 » Teacher factors: Teachers 
themselves play an important 
role. It is crucial to understand 
the strengths and interests of the 
student with SEN. Understanding 
the current skillset the student 
possesses and their learning 
needs will enable teachers to 
better accommodate their learning 
needs via adaptations to the 
teaching style. 
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 » Curriculum and resource factors: 
Likewise, the learning and 
behaviour of students with SEN 
can be enhanced via special 
consideration of the student’s 
interests so that content can be 
customised to be more engaging. 
In a same way, introducing 
specialised resources such as 
visual schedules or using assistive 
technology are other ways to 
support the student with SEN.

 » Peer factors: Involving classmates 
to support their engage in learning 
and/or physical safety can be 
beneficial for the student with SEN.

 » Broader school environment: 
Within the broader school context, 
a study by Poon et al. (2012) 
indicated that various factors play 
a role in facilitating the support of 
students with SEN. These include 
employing resources to ease the 
transition between levels, having 
regular communication with school 
staff, incorporating flexibility in 
disciplinary procedures, providing 
rigorous staff selection, induction, 
and training procedures, making 
provisions for accommodations for 
the students’ needs, and fostering 
collaboration between the school, 
parents and professionals.

 » External factors: The student 
with SEN typically spends the 
majority of his or her time outside 
school. As such, it is essential 
that the school collaborates with 
not only parents but also other 
professionals (e.g., psychologists, 
therapists, tutors) that support the 
child.
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