
Janice Tai

Singaporeans support the idea of in-
clusion but do not walk the talk, a
survey has found.

While most people believe that
children with and without disabili-
ties can study together, only half of
parents polled are comfortable with
having a special needs child sitting
next to their own child in class.

Furthermore, only one in 10 Singa-
poreans is confident of interacting
with special needs children.

These were some of the findings
of a survey, released yesterday at a
press conference, which asked
more than 1,000 people for their ex-
periences of inclusion in daily life
and early education. The survey

was commissioned by local philan-
thropic house Lien Foundation.

The findings suggest that Singapo-
reans are tolerant towards, rather
than accepting of, special needs peo-
ple, said Lien Foundation pro-
gramme manager Ng Tze Yong.

“Singaporeans embrace the idea
of inclusion, but there is a gap be-
tween what we think and what we
do,” he said.

Inclusion means ensuring that
everyone, including those with dis-
abilities, is given opportunities to re-
alise his potential in the same envi-
ronment.

“Building handicapped ramps,
parking spaces and toilets is the
easy part. We now need to move be-
yond that to dismantle the obsta-
cles in our minds and the barriers in

our hearts,” Mr Ng added.
Asked about the current level of

acceptance and degree of social in-
teraction between the public and
special needs children, more than
half of the respondents said Singa-
poreans are willing to share public
spaces with such children, but not
to interact with them.

Only 8 per cent of those polled
feel that Singaporeans are willing to
go the extra mile to make a special
needs child feel welcome.

Yet nearly half of them believe
that new laws are needed to pro-
mote the rights of such children.

For instance, eight in 10 of them
believe it should be compulsory for
such children to go to school. They
are now exempted from the Com-
pulsory Education Act.

One possible reason why special
needs children, such as those with
learning and behavioural difficul-
ties or physical disabilities, are not
accepted fully in society is the lack

of interaction between the public
and such children.

For over a third of respondents,
such children are not part of their
social circle. Only a quarter of par-
ents surveyed report that their chil-
dren are friends with them.

However, the survey also found
that Singaporeans’ uncertainty
about interacting with special
needs children falls when the fre-
quency of interactions rises.

Given this correlation, Dr Ken-
neth Poon, a clinical psychologist
and researcher, said there should
be more opportunities for interac-
tion so that friendships and shared
interests can form. He said: “Pre-
schools are a great starting point to
seed this process of change.”

Mr Tang Hui Nee, assistant direc-
tor and head of community services
at KK Women’s and Children’s
Hospital, said that it would help
if there was more public education,
and people had more exposure

to such children.Three in four re-
spondents said being informed in
advance about the special needs of a
child will help them be more under-
standing when disruptive behav-
iour happens.

To better understand the needs
and challenges of the special needs
community, a separate survey of
750 parents of children with special
needs is being done and the find-
ings will be released next month.
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• 30 per cent agree that
Singapore is an inclusive
society.
• 64 per cent believe
Singaporeans are willing to
share public spaces but not
interact with the special
needs community.
• 50 per cent of parents are
comfortable with having a
child with special needs sit
next to their own child in
class.
• 49 per cent believe new
laws are necessary to better
promote the rights of
children with special needs.
• 10 per cent are confident
of interacting with children
with special needs.

S’poreans ‘don’t walk the
talk’ on special needs kids

Key findings

One passenger was killed and 30 others injured in an
accident involving a tour bus, a van and a pickup truck
on a mountain road in Nadi district in Thailand’s
Prachin Buri province yesterday. Captain Ponkhan
Rattananet of Wang Khon Daeng police station said
the accident occurred at about 1.50am at a curve on
Highway 304. Survivors said the double-decker bus,
travelling between Ubon Ratchathani and Pattaya, lost
its brakes while going down a 45-degree slope and
rammed into a van and a pickup truck travelling in
front. The bus overturned and nearly plunged into a
ravine. The van also overturned, while the truck
skidded onto one side of the road. A 12km section of
Highway 304, which runs over a mountain through the
Thap Lan and Khao Yai national parks, is prone to
accidents, with many casualties every year.
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Three-vehicle crash on Thai mountain road

Poll findings show they are tolerant towards,
rather than accepting of, these children
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