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" %% swe I thank you very much for bringing up this issue and speaking up
for people like us who are deeply affected.

Kind Regards,
Angie
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Finding joy In parenting a child
needing additional support

Koh Yeng Yeng, a senior clinical coach at SPD@Tampines, shares how parents can cope and find joy in
bringing up a child with special needs. In the accompanying article ‘Not disabled but only abled differently’,
Mrs Jane Foo shares her fullfillment, joy and enrichment parenting a child with special needs.

Parenting skills that would be adequate
for a typically developing child may not
be enough for a child who needs
additional support.

In the initial years, parents would need
to learn new skills to help their child to
cope with basic daily demands in areas
such as feeding, communicating and
toileting. As a child grows and develops,
parents need to learn another set of skills

Accepting the child's
diagnosis

Accepting the child's diagnosis is the
crucial first step. It is through acceptance
that parents can move on to look for
resources, intervention and strategies,
and plan appropriate learning goals.
They also can learn new skills to help
their child to learn and develop.

Accepting the child's diagnosis is the crucial first step. It is
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child to learn and develop.

to cope with the growing demands of
their child. As such, raising a child who
needs additional support is like running
a 'parenting ultra-triathlon'.

The day-to-day responsibilities of
managing a child's needs can be both
physically and emotionally draining. The
medical consultations, assessments, tests,
medications, devices and interventions
by various therapists all add up to hefty
investments of money and time. This can
place tremendous stress on the family.

Facing such daily challenges and with an
uncertain future, how can parents
overcome the negative emotional and
physical demands to find joy in this
'parenting ultra-triathlon'?

This picture, along with the others shown
on pages 14 and 15, are drawn by Javier

One of the strategies to overcome denial
is to accept and respect the child as an
individual with unique learning needs. It
is important to understand that having
a child with special needs is not due to
bad or poor parenting. Through time
and support from family and friends, a
degree of acceptance can be achieved.

Having realistic expectations

Parents' expectations of their children
will depend on what they consider as
normal for children of different ages.
When giving a task to a child, it is
important to consider the skills the child
must have in order to successfully
perform it. These requirements could be
in terms of language, motor skills,
cognitive skills, attention and
organisational skills, social skills and daily
living skills.

For example, a child is given a task to
complete a five-piece shape-concept
puzzle. To complete this task, the child
must first have a concept of shapes
(cognitive ability), have the skills to do
the puzzle (motor skills) while staying

‘focused (attention skills) and when

knowing it is finished, put the puzzle away
and make another choice (organisational
skills). Some parents have expectations
that are too high or unrealistic.

Children need to be developmentally ready
before embarking upon learning new skills.
So when the parents' expectations are not
met, they are constantly subject to feelings
of frustration, disappointment or anger.
Therefore, it is important to set realistic
goals according to the child's
developmental stage and ability.

Celebrate progress

Special needs children work harder to
accomplish what others often take for
granted. Whatever little development can
be strenuous and requires a lot of effort
from both the child and parents, which is
why acknowledging any success, no
matter how small it may seem, is
important. These successes are
encouraging and rewarding to parents
who would then continue to motivate
their child to develop and grow. It is also
with these successes that the child can
be motivated to put in more effort to
cope with his difficulties. The importance
of small successes cannot be over stressed
and the key to experience small success
is to set achievable and realistic targets.

Focus on the child's

strengths

In dealing with a diagnosis that too
often focuses one's attention on the
negative, looking from the
perspective of a child's strengths can
be a refreshing change of one's
attitude and mindset. Every child is
special and unique, with highly
distinctive sets of strengths and
weaknesses, motivators and
personalities. Rather than focusing
on his weaknesses and what he can't
do, it is important to identify and
emphasise on the strengths of the
child, what he can do and what
motivates him to learn. Their
strengths are their tools for survival
as they grow in this competitive world.
For example, a child may not be good
in academic subjects but he may have
an eye for details in drawing, and
have the potential to be artistic.
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,M Not disabled but only abled differently

\J
| have two lovely children, a teenager of age 13 and another of age 9. The

younger of the two, Javier was diagnosed with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD)
at the age of 5.

Time-out for parents

Parents who dedicate their time

and energy to caring for their

child with special needs often

suffer from burnout and fatigue.

It is important for parents to enjoy
some respite from their
responsibilities. A time-out will
help them to reconnect with their
own identities, which is
independent of their role as a
caregiver. These breaks will enable
them to embrace their role as
caregivers without feeling resentful
towards their child.

Yes, | had my fair share of distressing years, having to go to different doctors,
psychologists, professionals, not to mention the several assessments to be done
before the actual therapies could begin. In addition, there is also the emotional
well being and financial costs to cope with. Unknowingly, | became very anxious
and concerned over Javier's development.

After partial acceptance of Javier's condition, | began my journey of learning
more about ASD. Only with an open mind, did | begin to get to know my son,
as a person. Although Javier has difficulty expressing himself verbally, he
compensated by expressing it pictorially.

Javier can barely manage his academics but in the world of visuals, he aced it.
He has an exceptional memory for visual details and he can draw what he saw
earlier. He enjoys drawing and draws most of the time. He used to draw only
one picture over again and again but today, he draws more things that interest
him. His recent interest is in the human body systems.

How successful your child will be
in life starts with how you feel about
him. Accept, respect, protect and
treat your child with unconditional
love and your child will turn to you
for guidance.

During a recent occupational therapy session with Xiu Ling of SPD@Tampines,

Javier drew a panda for her. At the next visit, he saw his work all framed up, hung i
on the wall along the corridor leading to the gym room. He was overwhelmed

with emotions. Not uttering a single word, he ran towards me, threw a hug, with |
tears swelling in his eyes. | believe, for the first time, he felt a great sense of ,
achievement. It was indeed an acknowledgement of being just himself. He must '
have felt a great sense of self worth and self-fulfilment. ,'

On the other hand, if you judge or
are in denial about his condition
and withhold your love, your child
may have no one to turn to. Build
your child up by helping him to use
his strengths to navigate around
those roadblocks to success and
when your child achieves success,
you'll discover the joy in parenting!

In my quiet moments, | sensed that | am not being fair to him. So often, | focused
on his weaknesses, wanting him to improve in these areas and conveniently,
brushing aside his non-academic achievements. Through Javier's art, | learned
even more about him, his interests, his perspectives...

Having Javier has allowed me to have a different perspective of the things
around us. | learn to communicate with and without words. | learn to live life
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with greater humility and practise
the phrase "never give up".

It is much more than finding joy in
parenting Javier. Each time, he
smiles or learns and could cope
better with and in our world, | find
not only joy but a deep sense of self-
fulfilment, satisfaction and peace,
much like fulfilling my presence. My
life has been enriched by him.

Perhaps, Javier is like any one of us,

is not disabled but only abled differently.

Jane Foo

ABILITY THAN Dﬁ‘s.nall_ll'r




Let's bring on the CHEERS!!

CHEERS!!! is our 2009/2010
collection of 20 new designs
of greeting cards produced
specially by our innovative team of

designers who, despite their physical
disabilities, created this colourful and attractive

range to meet your festive needs.

So CELEBRATE this new year and CONNECT
with those you care with CHEERS!!!
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Writers’ views and opinions expressed in this publication are not necessarily that of SPD’s.

We welcome contributions and feedback. If you would like to make a donation, find out more about SPD
or receive a soft copy version of our newsletter, do get in touch with us.
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