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Special needs children in Singapore's education system

Hurdles to higher education
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Ms Koh Soek Ying and her son Ryan, who has special needs. She set up Mustard Tree, a social enterprise that trains or hires
people with special needs to create craft products for sale. ST PHOTO: TIMOTHY DAVID
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Janice Tai Social Affairs Correspondent  (mailto:jantai@sph.com.sg)

Fewer than two in 10 - or 15 per cent - of students who graduate from special education schools go on to

mainstream post-secondary schools, according to the latest figures from the Ministry of Education (MOE).

This means that about 5,100 out of the current 6,000 students who are studying in special education schools

now are unlikely to continue their studies in junior colleges, polytechnics or the Institute of Technical

Education after they leave school at the age of 18.

Some 35 per cent will join the workforce, while the rest will go to sheltered workshops that train and provide

job opportunities for those who are not ready for open employment, spend their time at day activity centres or

remain at home.

To enable more special education school graduates to continue studying after the age of 18, two charities here

are developing curriculum to meet their educational needs.

The Movement for the Intellectually Disabled of Singapore (Minds) is collaborating with the Centre for

Disability Studies at the University of Sydney to come up with a post-18 curriculum that is meant to equip

students with the skills and knowledge needed for a good quality of life and to nurture lifelong learning.

The courses, which cover areas such as literacy, numeracy, technology and industry-related skills as well as

social and advocacy skills, will be certified and may be also accredited to Workforce Skills Qualifications (WSQ)

standards. The curriculum content will take three years to be developed.

The Association for Persons with Special Needs (APSN) will also be setting up a college to offer certification

courses, such as logistics and nursing, for persons with special needs. It is working with local education

partners for this but, in the future, it may also explore diploma or degree programmes in partnership with

overseas universities.

Training opportunities for those 'too old' for school

Every day for the first two weeks after Ryan Koh graduated from Grace Orchard School at age 18, he kept asking
his family members about school.

"He kept asking 'Mummy, school? Grace Orchard School? Mei Mei school? Ms Kim? Ms Nora? Madam Yeo? (his
teachers). This went on every day. It was heart-breaking," said Ryan's mother, Ms Koh Soek Ying, 53.

She had anticipated this outcome about half a year before Ryan graduated in 2014.

So she had lobbied the school and the Ministry of Education for an extension of the age limit for students with
special needs to attend school.
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The answer she received was no, because the age cap is a matter of policy.

"These children have developmental and learning delay. So for someone like Ryan, he may have a biological age of
18, but a cognitive ability and maturity of one who is almost half his age," said Ms Koh.

"How do you expect to send an eight-or 10-year-old to work? Furthermore, because of their developmental delay,
they still have a long learning runway," she added.

Ms Koh felt that Ryan did not have many options after graduating. Job opportunities in the hospitality and food
and beverage industry were skewed towards higher functioning youth, while day activity centres tended to cater
to the lower functioning group.

"He belonged to the 'sandwiched class' who did not fit in any of the pockets available in society," said Ms Koh.

Ryan is not able to speak much and can manage only simple sentences. However, Ms Koh had noticed that he has
a keen interest in craftwork and an eye for detail.

So she set up a home routine for him where he would do his worksheets but also learn how to sew with leather,
felt and fabric, and later with a sewing machine.

In 2015, she started a social enterprise called Mustard Tree. Its shop is located at Ng Teng Fong General Hospital
in Jurong East and it trains or hires people with special needs to create craft products for sale.

Besides providing employment for people like Ryan, the social enterprise also conducts training workshops for
persons with special needs to develop their craft skills or for companies to learn alongside them.

A typical day for Ryan, who is now 23, sees him setting up shop, then engaging in craft and floral work.

"Without such opportunities, I believe many others like Ryan would end up staying at home or in a day activity
centre. Training and employment opportunities are very limited for them," said Ms Koh.

For one afternoon every week, another mother - whose twin sons have autism - coaches her two boys, Ryan and
another trainee from Mustard Tree in English, mathematics as well as conversational and daily living skills.

Ms Koh said: "Lifelong learning, the current buzzword, is very illusive for our special needs youth.

"The SkillsFuture and Workforce Skills Qualifications are not developed with them in mind."

Janice Tai

The APSN college is scheduled to operate from November. Those who do not qualify for the accredited

certification track (an IQ of 50-70 and other requirements are needed) can opt for its sheltered enterprise

training or other types of workshops.

Stakeholders and experts say the move to expand further education options for students with special needs is

long overdue.
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Said special education consultant Mark Lim: "It seems that a significant number of persons with special needs

do not pursue further studies and that the current options may be inadequate."

He added: "We also have to take into consideration how long the rest go to the sheltered workshops or day

activity centres. What are their options after that?"

At APSN's charity dinner late last year, where its vision for building an ASPN College and Community was

shared, Minister for Social and Family Development Desmond Lee had also acknowledged that "one key

recommendation in the Third Enabling Masterplan is for us to strengthen efforts to provide lifelong learning

opportunities for persons with special needs".

Dr Christopher Tay, chief executive of APSN, said the association deems it important for persons with special

needs to have opportunities in pursuing higher education.

"After completing higher education, persons with special needs can expect improved employment prospects

in their related vocation of study, especially for jobs that require a minimum certification upon entry," he said.

"Those who may have a desire to make an industry or career change after many years in the same industry can

soon also explore different sectors at a structured pace of learning which is adapted to their needs."

Only an estimated five out of every 100 people with disabilities here are employed, based on a report in The

Straits Times in February. At 4.9 per cent, the rate is one of the lowest among developed societies.

Minister-in-charge of the Public Service Chan Chun Sing had said in a parliamentary reply in March that as of

December last year, there were more than 300 persons with special needs employed in the Public Service, out

of some 150,000 public officers.

Currently, there are two special education schools - Metta and Delta Senior School - which offer vocational

training to students above 18 years old. But these are limited to certain WSQ certification courses in the

hospitality, food and beverage, retail or landscape sector which may be either too challenging or not aligned to

the interests of some students with special needs. Some of the eligible graduates may later go on to further

their studies in mainstream post-secondary schools.

For other students with special needs who require more customised training pathways to prepare them for

employment, MOE, SG Enable and special education schools work together to support their transition into the

workforce under the School-to-Work transition programme.

Participants in this programme receive customised job training with support from job coaches for up to one

year, after graduating from special education schools, to prepare them for employment.

Ms Koh Gee May, deputy chief executive of Minds, said: "Through the years, there have been beneficiaries who

expressed the desire to further their education and learning. However, we recognise the reality that the

opportunities for them to continue their education and learning once they leave school have been rather

limited."
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For example, a person with a moderate level of intellectual disability may want to learn how to shop online or

to use the computer to write a curriculum vitae and apply for a job.

"However, the courses available currently in the open market are not delivered in a customised manner to

adequately cater to their needs and abilities," added Ms Koh.

She said that having structured lifelong training pathways based on a post-18 curriculum will not only improve

their chances of securing and retaining jobs in the community, but also raise the quality of community

engagement and inclusion.

Mr Lim said it would be good if existing diploma and degree programmes can be adapted for persons with

special needs.

"It is important to have paper qualifications given that we live in Singapore and paper qualifications are the

currency of the economy," he said.

One mother, on seeing how the stress in preparing for the Primary School Leaving Examination in a special

education school was triggering epileptic fits in her son - who has autism and a rare disease called tuberous

sclerosis - decided to quit her Dow Jones regional training manager job and set up a school for him.

Madam Faraliza Zainal, 47, went on to complete a diploma in teaching and supporting children with special

needs, and drew up her own curriculum for the school called MIJ Special Education Hub.

"I took the plunge as I saw that my son needed a school that suited him and also because the post-18 options

for special needs students are very limited and I wanted to fill that gap," she said.

The school, which started with her son Ashraf as its first student in 2014, has since grown into a full-fledged

one spanning three centres with an intake of close to 300 students who have autism spectrum disorder,

ADHD, cerebral palsy, Down syndrome, dyslexia and global development delay.

About 15 of them are adult learners, ranging in age from 18 to 33 years. Ashraf is now 19.

Related Story
Do more to support special needs kids in
schools, say parents
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The school curriculum prepares students to be independent through activities of daily living, literacy,

numeracy, moral education and vocational training.

Said Madam Faraliza: "It is good for them to be in school as some of them come from families where both

parents are working. If they stay at home and have nothing to do, they tend to overeat and become couch

potatoes or watch inappropriate videos on the Internet.

"Instead, in the school they benefit by learning topics such as sexuality education and emotional regulation,

which is important whether or not they go out to work after that."

Rainbow Centre, which operates special education schools on three campuses, said it also believes that more

can be done to provide support and pathways for persons with disabilities beyond 18, especially those with

moderate to high support needs.

However, it said its focus is on offering persons with disabilities who are older than 18 years of age holistic and

community-based solutions that allow them to live a good life, instead of concentrating on higher education.

Last year, it started a pilot called The Good Life, which pairs volunteers with their soon-to-be graduating

students to help them stay engaged and active in the community even after graduation.

The volunteers meet the students weekly, fortnightly or monthly, over a period of at least six months to visit

their families and go on various outings so as to build friendships.

Said its executive director Tan Sze Wee: "To be holistic, support should attend to different dimensions of a

person's life, in addition to education and work."

Related Story
Enable us to help kids with special needs, say
those with disabilities
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