
BY LEOW SI WAN

SHE was a quiet girl left out of the chatter in class
because she simply refused to speak.

Now six and in Kindergarten 2 in a PAP Commu-
nity Foundation (PCF) kindergarten in Pasir Ris,
Umairah can form simple sentences and also min-
gles with her friends during meal breaks.

She is a beneficiary of a pilot programme target-
ed at slower learners, including those with mild au-
tism, speech development delays or motor-skill
coordination problems.

The programme was launched in 2009 by PCF in
partnership with Lien Foundation and KK Women’s
and Children’s Hospital (KKH) in 25 PCF kindergar-
tens in Pasir Ris-Punggol GRC.

The results of the programme – which is ongo-
ing but already deemed successful – will be shared
with the relevant authorities, said KKH education
psychologist Tang Hui Nee.

Under the programme, which may be extended
to other PCF centres, a mobile team comprising a
paediatrician, a psychologist, therapists and other
learning support providers visited selected PCF cen-
tres and offered therapy to preschoolers, advice to
teachers and guidance to parents.

More than 300 children in the 25 PCF centres
have received help; by next year, about 500 chil-
dren would have gone through the programme.

Mr Tang said the programme’s key objective was
to help students with milder development needs
within the school itself. This early intervention fore-
stalls the need for them to be referred to doctors or
therapists in hospitals and be put through a long
wait for their appointments.

A Health Ministry spokesman said 9,397 chil-
dren with developmental needs were seen by the
child development units of KKH and National Uni-
versity Hospital last year, 30 per cent more than
the number for the year before.

With this rising number of patients, a child may
need to wait between one and 31/2 months to see a
psychologist and therapist, although the ministry is
working at shortening the wait.

The pilot programme has thrown up the need for
senior preschool teachers who, supervised by clini-
cal therapists, take on the newly created role of
“learning support educators”.

They help children on the programme put into
practice what they have learnt in class, and teach
the parents of these children how to handle them.

Umairah was pulled out of class for 45 minutes
each week for one-on-one sessions on social skills
with her learning support educator Ebelle Kwek, 33.

For these sessions, Ms Kwek roped in children
who normally have their meals with Umairah to
play various games with the quiet girl.

“The whole idea is to get her to interact with peo-
ple. It is also good for the other children who learn
how to help those who require more encourage-
ment,” said Ms Kwek.

The results are showing.
Umairah’s form teacher Diana Mahmood, 28,

said: “In the past, she answered questions with one
word and would not look you in the eye. Now she
tries to engage her friends.”

Samantha Pearl Sim, six, who is in Umairah’s
playgroup, also noted that her friend is now livelier
than before.

Perhaps Umairah’s mother M. Samad’s observa-
tion is most telling.

The 47-year-old housewife said: “She now
knows eye contact is important and touches my
face to get my attention if I’m not looking at her
when she talks!

“I hope she’ll gradually become a confident girl
who is willing to express her thoughts.”
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Ms Kwek conducting a special session on social skills for Umairah (right), who has mild developmental needs. She roped in Samantha Pearl Sim (left)
and another pupil who usually have their meals with Umairah to play a game requiring the latter to ask and answer simple questions. ST PHOTO: DELON HO
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