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Demand for inclusive pre-schools in Singapore
grows as more are aware of benefits

Senior teacher Lee Wei Ling with a pupil at Kindle Garden. Set up by social service agency Awwa in 2016, it is the
first inclusive pre-school here. PHOTO: KINDLE GARDEN
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SINGAPORE - More pre-schools here have been offering children an inclusive

education in response to growing demand, since the first inclusive pre-school,

Kindle Garden, was set up here in 2016.

They are also stepping up teacher training and recruitment in a bid to meet demand

from parents and open more centres.

Inclusive pre-schools cater to children with and without special needs in the same

classroom and offer intervention within the centre or tailored activities.

Since 2016, pre-school operators that have been gaining attention for inclusive

practices include Bright Path Inclusive Preschool, Sail Playhouse, Ilham Child Care

and White Lodge pre-school, among others.

Experts said the trend is owing to more parents - including those of typically

developing children - becoming aware of the benefits of inclusive education.

More parents have also become more aware of children's developmental needs as

well as the need for early intervention.

Sail Playhouse, founded by Ms Chua Pei Lin in 2018, has had to turn away children

with special needs because it could not take in more children and still maintain its

preferred teacher to child ratio.

Currently, about 10 to 15 out of 70 children in the school have special needs. This

number has increased since the pre-school opened. Of those with special needs,

most have autism, while others have attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, Down
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syndrome or speech delay.

Ms Chua said: "There is strong demand. Every week, we do have parents calling in,

looking for a full-day pre-school setting for their child with added needs. But we are

a bit more stringent about capping the number because it will affect the teachers'

ability to care for each child."

There are plans to open more centres, though these are still in the planning stage,

said Ms Chua.

"When Kindle Garden started the idea of having intervention within the centre,

people became more okay with the idea of an inclusive school and the publicity

helped.

"It was unknown ground before that - private operators like myself would be

hesitant to go in because we didn't know the demand and reaction from the public.

But after Kindle Garden started, more schools decided to try," she said.

At Ilham Child Care, which began in 2012, its recent increasing focus on inclusive

education has led to an increase in demand. Enrolment numbers have been steady,

and there is a waiting list of about 15 children, said a spokesman.

There are now about 150 children across two centres, with plans to expand to more

regions in Singapore, she added.

Kindle Garden, started by social service agency Awwa, takes in about 70 children a

year with a ratio of 70 typical to 30 children with special needs, said principal

Sandy Koh. It usually has a wait list for children with special needs.

She said: "We are heartened to see others join us in this space because we believe

children of every ability and talent should have access to quality education in a

common and conducive environment."

An inclusive pre-school benefits not just children with additional needs, but

typically developing children as well, said experts.
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Children from Sail Playhouse participating in an "ocean clean up" activity where they use the scoops to remove
rubbish from the "ocean" to save the "marine creatures". PHOTO: SAIL PLAYHOUSE



National Institute of Education associate dean of education research Kenneth Poon

said that having classmates with special needs helps to develop children's socio-

emotional skills.

He added: "Inclusive education from a young age also serves as a platform to

nurture empathy.

"A positive interaction between a child with developmental needs and his or her

classmates will develop a sense of comfort and welcome that persons with special

needs require to participate in society and community activities."

Associate Professor Poon is one of the co-chairs of the inclusive pre-school work

group, which earlier this year put forth recommendations to improve inclusive

education here.

Ms Peggy Zee, an education consultant with 40 years of experience and a

specialisation in supporting children with learning challenges, noted that there has

been more emphasis placed on a child's pre-school years in the last decade.

In tandem with this is the awareness of the importance of early intervention for

children with special needs, so they have a better chance at being well-adjusted and

adapting to the demands of mainstream formal schooling, she said.

She also emphasised the long-term benefits of inclusive education from a young

age: "Young children have not learnt to be segregated in their pre-school years, and

hence they are more accepting of all people in general. Cultivating such a positive

mindset at a young age ensures a more cohesive society that accepts all people."

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

more.
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