
M
other of two June Yong
sometimes gets a “mental
block” when it comes to
saying sorry to her daughter
Vera, three, and son Javier,

one.
She thinks it was her upbringing that

affects the ease with which she expresses
remorse towards her offspring – her parents
never apologised to her.

“Parents tend to think that we as author-
ity figures must not be seen as weak or
wrong, and that inhibits our willingness to
apologise to a child as we would normally
do with an adult,” says Ms Yong, 32, a
part-time consultant in an investor rela-
tions agency.

She need not worry about losing her
authority in the home.

Offering an olive branch does not make
her a weakling, says assistant professor
Noel Chia Kok Hwee of the National
Institute of Education’s early childhood
and special needs academic group.

“Apologising is not a sign of weakness,
but of grace and goodness,” he says.

“Personally, I see it as one of the essen-
tial traits of the strict behaviour of the
‘superior man’, also known as the ‘jun zi’ in
Confucian teachings,” adds Prof Chia, 50.

It is precisely his position of authority
that makes it more vital for an adult to own
up to an error, says Mrs Marietta Koh.

An educator of around 20 years who has
taught in mainstream schools across many
levels, she says she apologises to the whole
class for misjudgments.

The errors could range from “mistaking
the meaning of a word to ticking off a stu-
dent for something only to be told later
that it was someone else’s fault”, says Mrs
Koh, in her 40s, now an English-language
teacher at a tuition centre.

“Kids tend to have a sense of justice and
gauge the teacher on her actions, not just
the words. You don’t want to be a hypo-
crite to them.” She and her civil servant
husband have a 10-year-old daughter.

Most of the parents and children
SundayLife! spoke to agree with her – an
apology clears the air, teaches lessons and
heals hurts.

The habit must start early, says Prof
Chia.

Recent findings in brain research “sug-
gest that what the child experiences in the
first three years of life sets the basic founda-
tion for later learning and social relation-
ships”, he explains.

If values – including apologising for mis-
takes – are not instilled early, children will
“quickly develop a taste for getting their
own way”.

He adds: “By the time they are 12 and
moving into early adolescence, they could
be talking to parents and other authorities
any way they wish.”

The hug-and-make-up attitude that
seems to be more prevalent in parents
today is more a case of people having fewer
children than their parents did, says
National University of Singapore sociolo-
gist Paulin Straughan.

Borrowing a concept from author Vivi-
ana Zelizer of Pricing The Priceless Child –
that today’s children are “economically
‘useless’ (dependents) but emotionally
priceless” – she says that today’s parents
view children as “precious and preco-
cious”.

Whereas yesteryear’s parents expect
their brood to be seen and not heard, their
modern-day counterparts are “more inclu-
sive”.

Prof Straughan says: “We bring the few
children we have into our decision-
making, treat them like adults with rights
to their own opinions and when we are
wrong, we apologise to them.”

Sometimes, though, it is just stress that
makes them snap, calling for an apology
when the guilt sets in.

Ms Linda Lim, a senior producer at
StarHub, recalls one weekend at a McDon-
ald’s outlet near her three-room flat in
Bedok when she got impatient with her
son, then in Primary 2.

“He was pretty slow in doing his mathe-
matics homework and I scolded him in pub-
lic. I was pretty fierce and I could sense
glances being thrown my way – I had
become the mother that I used to scoff at,”
says Ms Lim of her only son, now 11.

The worst part? Her son is a special
needs child.

“His hands were shaking and his eyes
brimmed with tears,” says Ms Lim. “He
told me he was hurt only after I cooled
down. How could I not apologise to such
an angel?”

At other times, it is good intentions
gone awry that calls for a “sorry, dear”.

Housewife Deepa Srinivasan, 35, had to
eat humble pie last week when her mother-
ly instincts led her to “tidy up the dog-

eared pages” of her 10-year-old son
Ambriesh’s mathematics workbook.

“The pages were deliberately folded so
the teacher and students knew which were
assigned as homework or which correc-
tions had to be done,” says Mrs Karthik.

She recalls her son, who discovered the
tidy-up, as saying: “‘Ama, why do you want
to touch my book?’”

Her husband K. Karthik, 37, a manager

in a construction firm, also chided her for
meddling. The family live in a four-room
flat in Yishun.

Mr Karthik adds: “An apology doesn’t
mean you were wrong or the other person
was right. It means that your relationship is
more valuable than your ego.”

While these may seem to be trivial cases,
there are times when the lack of an apology
is severely detrimental to parent-child ties.

Dr Clare Ong, a psychologist in private
practice, says that when parents split up,
they are “pulling the rug of a secure, happy
family from under a child’s feet”.

Another situation parents should apolo-
gise for is yanking a child out of his rou-
tine, for instance, placing him in a new
school against his wishes.

However, there are circumstances in
which an apology is not warranted.

Dr Ong says: “There is no need to apolo-
gise for a lifestyle change. In cases where a
parent loses his job, it’s likely that the child
just has to do with fewer luxury goods or a
lavish toy, although parents must still
ensure he feels secure.”
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Ngee Ann Polytechnic lecturer Sharon Ismail and her husband Jumari Mohd Osman are among today’s parents who apologise to their children –
Sarah, five, and Iman, two – if they are in the wrong.

Making the first move to
apologise when in the
wrong does not make
parents less authoritative

Love means saying sorry

Make it real, says the National Institute of Education’s
Dr Maureen Neihart.

A sincere sorry “hears, acknowledges and validates
a child’s complaint”, explains Dr Neihart, who heads
the Psychological Studies Academic Group and the
Office of Academic Quality Manage-
ment.

It does not make excuses for an out-
burst, say, in a tiff over school grades.

She says: “It’s okay to say, ‘I’m sor-
ry I screamed at you about your
marks. I could have handled that
better.’ But it’s not okay to say, ‘I’m
sorry I screamed at you but you
should have worked harder.’”

Watch the body language, adds Dr
Neihart. “No crossing of the arms, roll-
ing of the eyes, looking away or being sarcastic.”

Cement the sorry with action. For instance, prom-
ise to try and behave better. Or ask for forgiveness. She
says: “Asking for and granting forgiveness is often suf-
ficient to restore the relationship and move on.”

Ms Sharon Ismail, 37, a Ngee Ann Polytechnic

lecturer in film and media studies, recalls a time last
year when she and her husband Jumari Osman, 37, a
sales director in a luxury cars company, were “snap-
pish with each other”.

“Our two daughters – Sarah, five, and Iman, two –
picked up on what we call our ‘upset
voice’ and got upset with us,” recalls
Ms Sharon, who is also a television
actress and host.

“Sarah said to us: ‘You stop fight-
ing and solve your own problems and
apologise to each other’, though she
did not know how to pronounce the
word ‘apologise’ properly.”

Trying not to laugh at the little
girl’s mispronunciation, the couple
obeyed and made up.

Ms Sharon adds: “What we want to instil in them is
an attitude of focusing on what’s good and not dwell-
ing on a grudge.

“Otherwise, you go through life with a chip on
your shoulder and baggage that’s decades old, which
is terrible.”

SHOULD PARENTS
APOLOGISE? KIDS SAY...

“Don’t give me that ‘I’m
older than you’ stuff. When
you do something wrong,
you say sorry, regardless of
age or status.”
JERIC YIM, 18, student

“Unresolved conflicts – and
how honestly parents
apologise or not – will
impact how a child treats
them in their golden years.”
DARRYL SEAH, 24, student

“I don’t expect my parents
to apologise over small
things, like if mum forgets
to look for a blouse. But I
expect them to apologise
if they made a mistake on
their views of my choice of
friends.”
SERENE TEO LI XIN, 18, student

“Of course not. If they
apologise, the child might
think that it’s a must for
their parents to say sorry if
they were too harsh. And if
it continues, the child will
go from bad to worse.”
AHMAD SAIFUDDIN, 16, student

Housewife
Deepa
Srinivasan
apologised to
her son,
Ambriesh, for
straightening
out the dog
ears of his
mathematics
book which
were
deliberately
folded for
homework.
With them is
her husband
K. Karthik.

Ms June Yong
(left with
husband Victor
Chan) finds it
difficult to
apologise to
her children,
Vera and
Javier, as her
parents never
apologised to
her.

Apologise and mean it too

“No crossing of the
arms, rolling of the
eyes, looking away
or being sarcastic.”
DR MAUREEN NEIHART on how
body language matters when
one apologises
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