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Society is richer for integrating the
talents of people with special needs

Like an orchestra,
it takes everyone
to make it work

Arnoud De Meyer

For The Straits Times

Inearly July, I attended the 2018
Purple Symphony Concert. The
symphony isan inclusive orchestra
comprising musicians withand
without special needs, whose
members play arange of
instruments. There wasalso
dancing. I was impressed by the
quality of the performances, even
more so by the apparent ease with
which the musicians interactedand
supported one another.

The performance was moving. It
triggered my thoughts on how we

can offer young people with special -

needs the best education, to help
them live to their full capabilities.
For them and for Singapore, thisis
animportant challenge.

Originating from Scandinaviain
the 1960s, the principle of
normalisation and integration
seeks to make available toall with
special needs the conditions of
everyday living thatare as close as
possible to the regular
circumstances of our society. |
witnessed its success with my
sister'sson, who was born with
Down syndrome. By creatingan
environment where he was treated
like everybody else, he became an
independent man, contributing to
society at the level of his abilities.

Atthe university level, I strongly
support normalisation and
integration.

SUCCESS STORIES
Thereare several success stories.

Swimmer Yip Pin Xiu clinched two
goldmedalsat the 2016

with the birth of ababy girl.
According to Ephraim, his first
experience upon entering
university was uncertain. Hns
determination to chall If

: Duringthe trip, his classmates were :
unfailingly helpful, aiding him in

gettingonand off the bus.
OngHui Xin, afourth-year
majoringin

Forsociety, it helps to have

: itscitizens with special
: needsperformat their

hiah

and maximise lheupponumnes
SMU accorded to undergraduates
pushed him to carry on. Besides the
compulsory freshmen
team-building camp, Ephraim
decided to join two other campsin
aneffort to engage with others. He
idersit 1

hi h d

sociologyand psychology, has been
visually impaired since she was
young. She leads an active student

: life, having participated in the
: freshmen orientation and School of

Social Sciences camps, and in
SMU's peer helpers programme.
HuiXin's experience asapeer

inBrazil. Her|
doub and

to pp! of
b5

hardwork, achieved while
con;plex_ing her bac_helor‘s degreein

zone.
Ephraimled an active student life
atSMU. He served on the executive

helper hened her interest in
professional counselling work,

 shapingher career aspirations of

pursuingamaster’s degree in
counsellingor psychology She has

: alsogained work experience H
: through two internship placements :
{ atAlGAsia Pacific Insuranceand

f the School of Social
Management Umversny (SMU). Sciences Student Society, where he
Beyond these i ised a gamut of activities. A:
thereare manyunsungheroes.Let  : part of the mlympncs execunve
me describe three. H e raised
Ephraim Lin, who graduated : awareness for disability sports. He
from SMU’s School of Social easily exceeded the 80-hour

Sciencesin 2011, isa wheelchair
user. His good performance during
his student m!ernshlp carncd hima

community service graduation
requirement.
He also found time tobea

placea haglobal
financialinstitution. Ephraim
recently embraced fatherhood

tothree
professors,and went ona business
study mission to the Middle East.

serving in the digital

P A
: andtechnology-related research

teams respectively.
For Hui Xin, it is even more

i challenging to navigate the social

cuesof professional work settings.
SMU's “finishing touch”
programme equipped her with

: invaluable knowledge of the

: andtocreateani
i climate on campus.

level of

: capabilities. Forstudents,
: theylearntoovercome

: inhibitions towards

: thosewhoare different

R

: etiquette required, from job

interviews to networking events.
HuiXin chose SMU because of its
seminar-style pedagogy. She
prefers small classrooms over
lecture halls, giving her more
opportunities to interact with
others. SMU student assi help

Mohamed Najulah, a second-year
student with the School of
Information Systems, usesa
‘wheelchair. SMU was Najulah’s first
choice, partly because it offered the
convenience of a central city
location. He has since found
students and staff friendly and
opento conversation. Najulah is

: independent, enjoys going out with

his friends and served asa helperat
freshman orientation camp. His
advice forincoming first-year
students: invest energy in getting
toknow the campus environment
and the people who will be with you
forat least four years.

There are many others with
special needs who have succeeded
brilliantly through sheer effortand
with the help of others. All of them
have become valuable contributors
toSingapore society.

LESSONS AND PAYOFFS
Inthe process of promoting
normalisation and integration at
SMU, I have learnt afew things.
First, it is hard. It requires
determination and courage from
people with special needs to
mtegrate into the everyday living
conditions on campus. Italso
requires strong commitment by
their peers, who serve as helpers,
and fellow students. Butsuch
efforts result ina huge payoff.
For society, it helps to have
its citizens with special needs
performat their highest level of
capabilities. For students, they
learnto overcome inhibitions

: towardsthose whoare different

and to create aninclusive climate
oncampus.

Second, we learnt muchasan
institution committed to
providinga holistic education

: experience toall. We rediscovered

how to make the campus more
accessible for students using
wheelchairsand how to improve

: theaccessibility to our learning
: management system.

Our faculty considered the
difficulties encountered by people
with visual or hearing impairment
and made adjustments to
team-based learning methods,
orientation, sports, internships and
community service, without ever
owering rigorous academic
standards. These lessons learnt

i were summarisedina Guide to

Disability Services and Inclusive
Education that is available toall.
Third, empowerment. There may
beatendencytobecome
paternalisticand to
over-accommodate. We should not
become a nanny university. We

i lookto students with special needs

toalso exercise self-determination,
self-advocacyand to

herin class by providing video
descriptions, interpreting
professors’ drawingsand

their needs. All of our students are
living up to those expectations.
They take responsibility in

i) d

In

theirp

one tot instance, she had

raised her hand to participate in the

i classdiscussion while the professor
: was not facing her. All her

i classmates started waving for the

: professor'sattention, on her behalf.

Being without sight is

¢ challenging, and Hui Xinisstill

learning to step out of her comfort
zone. For her, agood way to get
accustomed to university life is to
pamclpaw activelyin classand

of- activities. To her,

of their special needs.

We don’t have all the answers.
Weare still learning. But 1am
convinced that if we continue
with normalisation and
integration, Singapore as a society
ill gain formidable and highly
ffective contributors. As with the
Purple Symphony, if we all play
our part, paying attention toall
others, we will have a beautiful

s(udymg is fun, er
knowledge of the world :md
perhaps most importantly, training
hertostand up and better present
her thoughtsand ideas.

stopinion@sph.com.sg
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