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RADIATION therapist Poon Kee Lee 
used to feel at a loss helping cancer pa-
tients grapple with their emotions when 
faced with their disease.

While she is adept at treating these 
patients with X-rays to kill cancer cells, 
Ms Poon felt powerless to help them 
cope emotionally.

“I often come across patients who 
break down, crying and telling me they 
were probably better off dead instead 
of burdening their family with their ill-
nesses,” says Ms Poon.

“When they tell you they can’t eat or 
sleep, it may be because they’re not cop-
ing well with their diagnoses,” she says, 
adding that these may be signs of emo-
tional distress that go undetected because 
the emphasis is on physical treatment.

The 29-year-old decided to enrol in 
a counselling course, to better identify 
patients who find it tough to cope 
emotionally.

In 2012, with the approval of her 
bosses at the National Cancer Centre, 
Ms Poon, who has a health sciences 
degree specialising in medical radia-
tion technology from University of 
Sydney, took two years’ unpaid leave 
to pursue a Master of Arts (Counselling 
and Guidance) or MACG at the National 
Institute of Education (NIE).

She paid the tuition fees of over 
$25,000 out of her own pocket.

With today’s community facing mul-
tiple stressors, there is a need for coun-
sellors to develop practical skills to be 
effective in their jobs. 

The MACG, a professional degree, 
comprises 42 academic units, includ-
ing core areas for coursework and dis-
sertation, as well as hands-on training 
through two practicum modules.

In Ms Poon’s case, her practicum in-

volved counselling secondary school 
students who could not get along with 
classmates and those with disciplinary 
problems.

The difference made by NIE’s Master 
of Arts (Counselling and Guidance) was 
evident a few months after she returned 
to work in September last year.

Once, she came across a patient who 
was claustrophobic about putting on a 
mask for head and neck treatments.

“Using what I learnt in class about 
phobias and relaxation therapy, I got 
him to practise breathing techniques so 
he could slow down his breathing in-
stead of focusing on his fears,” she says.

Another time, it was lending a profes-
sional ear.

“In the past, I wasn’t very good at 
reading between the lines to find out 
why certain patients were anxious,” she 
adds.

“But after learning about active lis-
tening in the course, I can better identi-
fy their feelings, and assure them about 
the next steps in the treatment process, 
which helps them a lot.”

As the only radiation therapist at her 
workplace with a postgraduate degree in 
counselling and guidance, Ms Poon now 
spends about three days a week talking 
to patients with emotional issues, as 
well as providing radiation treatments.

A listening ear
Honing her counselling skills in an NIE postgraduate 
programme helps radiation therapist Poon Kee Lee 
assist cancer patients in coping with emotional distress
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Next intake: August 2015. Course fee: 
$25,680 (subject to revision). For details, 
visit www.nie.edu.sg/macg, e-mail 
nieadmpp@nie.edu.sg or call 6592-8208.

Ms Poon provides patients with emotional support as well as radiation treatments. PHOTO: WEE T.Y.


