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Children today are not getting as
much play time as their parents did
– and this is affecting their founda-
tional development.

Child development expert Gill
Connell, 58, who was in Singapore
last week, said movement was es-
sential for children to develop foun-
dational skills for school and life.

The New Zealand consultant and
author of four books has worked

with government body Sports New
Zealand, schools in different coun-
tries and toy firm Hasbro, and be-
lieves in learning through play.

But children in general, including
in Ms Connell’s area of focus –
those aged seven and younger – are
less active compared with those in
previous generations because par-
ents fall into the trap of being over-
protective or too prescriptive.

They may do things for their chil-
dren, such as carrying them even
when they can walk or disallowing

play in the park or playground for
fear of injury, making them miss out
on experiences that would stimulate
them in growing physically as well
as mentally, in developing traits
such as independence, courage and
resilience.

Ms Connell said: “I am concerned
that childhood is disappearing.”

The avid lover of the outdoors,
who enjoys activities such as hik-
ing, mountain biking and fishing,
said of her childhood: “I was
brought up like that. I used to go
fishing with my dad. From age
three, he used to take me on over-
night fishing experiences. He
would say, hold my fishing line, and
I would wind in a fish for him.”

Ms Connell said of children:
“They are right-brain thinkers, they
learn through play, new experi-
ence, creativity. It’s not about the
answer, it’s about the journey.”

Movement from natural play
helps children develop their mus-
cles. For instance, actions such as
hanging from monkey bars help chil-
dren develop the muscles for hold-
ing a pencil or controlling it to prop-
erly form letters, Ms Connell said.

“Kids are wired to do these things:
pulling themselves along, gripping,
pushing and pulling... that’s the be-
ginning of the pencil grip but (peo-
ple) don’t make that connection.”

She believes that children’s behav-
iour, combined with an understand-

ing of the child and his circumstanc-
es, sends messages about the areas
of development they may need.

For instance, a well-rested child
who frequently blinks or rubs his
eyes may need to develop his visual
acuity. To do that, parents or educa-
tors can help by getting the child to
play games, such as catching a feath-
er in a cup.

At age 18, Ms Connell started
teaching, going on to teach children
aged five and below, including in mu-
sic and movement. In 1999, when
she was 40, she started her consul-
tancy Moving Smart. She hopes to
change mindsets with her Smart
Steps programme – a pre-school
programme integrating numeracy,
literacy and language learning with
physical play.

The programme will be used at
the Australian International
School’s and Stamford American
International School’s joint Early
Learning Village for children aged
18 months to six years, which will
open from July.

While there are other experts of
the play-based approach, Ms Con-
nell believes her strength lies in be-
ing a “storyteller” – articulating the
link between play and how it devel-

ops the brain and the body, and
sharing anecdotes to make it real
for people.

Having raised three daughters,
now aged 29, 33 and 35, Ms Connell
said she understood the anxiety of
parents wanting their children to
meet their pre-set ideas of develop-
mental milestones but advised
against interfering with nature.

These include trying to get their
child to walk when he has not yet
learnt to crawl or has not spent
enough time crawling to develop
his muscles and reflexes, or putting
the child in a walker, which is not a
natural position.

Her advice for parents is to pro-
vide children with sensory experi-
ences and play with them without
taking over how they choose to play.
Parents should also ask questions
that would evoke their child’s curios-
ity, instead of asking questions with
right-or-wrong answers.

For instance, ask “What do you
think will happen if we did this?”, in-
stead of “What’s this?”

Said Ms Connell: “Don’t try to
teach them (children) all the time.
Let them invite you into play.”
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Tips for parents
Ms Connell
believes children
learn through
play, new
experience and
creativity. Her
Smart Steps
programme
integrates
numeracy,
literacy and
language
learning with
physical play.
PHOTO: AZIZ
HUSSIN FOR THE
STRAITS TIMES

Jose Hong

She dropped out of the Institute of
Technical Education (ITE), and
less than two years ago was strug-
gling to make ends meet when ex-
cruciating pain forced her into hos-
pital – her kidneys had failed.

While recovering, Ms Wong Rui
Jun realised she needed to study to
better her life. In May, the
29-year-old will do just that, start-
ing a diploma in commerce (busi-
ness administration), thanks to
how she encouraged other dialysis
patients despite her predicament.

Recognising that spirit, the Na-
tional Kidney Foundation (NKF)
nominated her for a scholarship of-
fered by Kaplan Singapore.

Ms Wong’s problems began in
Primary 1 when she started getting
frequent urinary tract infections
(UTI). After two years, doctors
discovered she had a neurogenic
bladder, preventing her from uri-
nating normally.

In Primary 5, an MRI found the
cause behind her malfunctioning
bladder – spina bifida, a birth de-
fect where a foetus’ spine fails to
grow properly. She underwent an
eight-hour operation to correct it
but, by then, her kidneys were bad-
ly scarred.

A year later, an ultrasound scan
revealed her kidneys were only
around 25 per cent functional.

“They described it like, ‘Although
you are 12 years old... you have a
pair of 60- to 70-year-old kid-
neys’,” said Ms Wong.

Doctors predicted she would
need dialysis by 18, but life threw
different challenges her way.

When she reached 18, she
dropped out of the ITE partly due
to poor health. About two years
later, her parents divorced, and she

and her two younger siblings
moved in with her mother.

In 2009, her father’s firm went
bust. From being in a “very well to
do” family, she had to take on sever-
al jobs to make ends meet, including
as a club manager and getai singer.

Though her kidneys were still
holding out, she was far from
healthy. But her family’s situation
meant seeking medical treatment
“was the last thing on my mind”.

She recalled that if she had a fe-
ver or UTI, she would go to her fami-
ly doctor to get antibiotics.

In March 2015, her kidneys failed,
stabbing her body with pain and re-
quiring her to be hospitalised.

She received financial support
from NKF and a new job as a
part-time saleswoman. It was dur-
ing this period that she realised she
needed to upgrade herself through
education.

Last October, NKF awarded Ms
Wong its Smile and Encourage-

ment Award, given to patients who
encourage others to stay positive.

In the same period, Kaplan
launched its Bright Future Scholar-
ship for ITE graduates and O- and
N-level students in adversity who
wish to pursue further education.
Kaplan contacted organisations
such as NKF to recommend individ-
uals, and NKF picked Ms Wong.

Last month, she won the scholar-
ship worth about $6,000.

She is still in shock about how
quickly everything progressed, and
frequently said she is “very lucky”.

Her health is still not perfect,
but she feels much better, and said
she does not have much to com-
plain about. “I’ve always believed
your mindset has to be very
positive for you to achieve what
you want.”

Applications for the Bright Fu-
ture Scholarship are open till Feb 8.
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Child development expert says movement
is essential for kids to develop skills for life

Poor health and
family problems
did not dampen
Ms Wong’s
positive attitude.
After her
father’s firm
went bust in
2009, she took
on several jobs,
including as a
getai singer
(above, right), to
support her
family. Last
month, she
received the
Kaplan Bright
Future
Scholarship
worth about
$6,000.
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Observing a child’s behaviour
can offer clues to aspects of his
physical development, said Ms
Gill Connell. For instance:

• Children who fidget may not
have good balance – keeping
still requires an advanced
sense of balance. They may
need to do more activities to
help their balance, such as
rolling or hanging upside
down.

• Children who push their
friends while hugging them
may not be able to adjust
their strength. To better
control their muscles, they
can do activities such as
pouring water from one cup
to another .

• Children who appear clumsy
and often trip over things, for
instance, may not be able to
relate well to the space
around them. They may need
to take part in more activities
such as crawling through
tunnels to see how their
bodies relate to spaces and
objects.

Examples of activities parents
can do at home with their chil-
dren can be found on Ms Con-
nell’s blog at movingsmartblog.
blogspot.com

Nominate
your teachers
Know an inspiring teacher?
Nominate him for the
President’s Award for
Teachers 2017.

The award recognises
teachers from primary to
polytechnic levels for their
dedication and hard work in
nurturing students.

This year, for the first time,
educators from polytechnics
and the Institute of
Technical Education (ITE)
are also eligible. This is the
first national-level award for
such educators.

Nominations can be made
online or through
downloadable forms at the
Academy of Singapore
Teachers’ website at
http://www.academyof
singaporeteachers.moe.
gov.sg

The forms will also be
available at all primary and
secondary schools, junior
colleges, centralised
institutes, polytechnics, ITE
colleges, and the Ministry of
Education’s Customer
Service Centre.

Nominations started last
Monday and end on Feb 17.

Sporting action

The opening ceremony for
the National School Games
2017 will be held at the OCBC
Arena at Singapore Sports
Hub on Wednesday.

The ceremony marks the
start of the annual
inter-school games. About
57,000 students are
expected to take part in the
games. Featuring 29 sports,
they end on Aug 30.

Kidney failure
didn’t quell
her desire
to upgrade

More play time needed
on journey in learning
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BEING OPTIMISTIC

I’ve always believed
that your mindset
has to be very positive
foryou to achieve
whatyou want.
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