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When 12-year-old Ariel Mok was 
struggling with Chinese-language 
classes in primary school, she rea-
lised it was linked to her dyslexia. 

Ariel, who is now in Secondary 1, 
started  taking  Chinese-language  
classes at the Dyslexia Association 
of Singapore (DAS) in Primary 5. 
She also went for Chinese remedial 
classes in school. 

“I  felt  remedial  was  just  extra  
work.  I  didn’t  learn  in  the  same  
way as in DAS class,” she says. 

In  her  DAS  lessons,  she  was  
taught to pay particular attention 
to  the  “pang”  or  radicals  in  the  
Chinese characters, which made it 
easier to remember them. 

When she was younger, a similar 
dyslexia intervention programme 
at DAS had helped her improve in 
her English language too. 

She went from failing in Chinese 
to getting a B grade in the Primary 
School  Leaving Examination last  
year.

Students with dyslexia, a learn-
ing disorder,  are  known to  have  
challenges with reading and writ-
ing in English. 

But some children struggle with 
Chinese and other mother tongue 
languages too, which can be more 
difficult to identify. 

Ms Priscillia Shen, assistant head 
of DAS Academy, the training arm 
of DAS, says difficulties in Chinese, 
arising from dyslexia, may not be 
easy to identify in a climate where 
mass proficiency in the language 
does not exist. 

“For children with difficulties in 
Chinese,  it  may have to do with 
limited exposure,” she says. 

“You have to look at how persis-
tent  the  errors  are.  If  the  child  
keeps making similar errors, even 
after additional exposure to the lan-
guage, that is a red flag.”

Dr Tan Chee Soon, a lecturer at 
the National Institute of Education, 
says “visual-orthographic skills” – 
the  ability  to  identify  whether  
letters and numerals are correctly 
oriented – have been found to be 
deficient in children with dyslexia.

“This is due to the challenge of 
processing  a  great  number  of  
visually  complex  characters.  The  
precise patterns of strokes and posi-
tional rules are difficult for dyslexic 
children to acquire.”

Experts say there is limited re-
search  on  addressing  problems  
that children with dyslexia face in 
learning Malay or Tamil. However, 
some broad challenges may apply 
across different languages.

For example, Ms Shen says “re-
versals” are common among stu-
dents with dyslexia, who may con-

fuse “b” and “d” in English. She has 
seen pupils who reverse the radi-
cals in Chinese characters, either 
upside-down or from side to side. 

She has also seen dyslexic stu-
dents  get  confused  with  vowel  
sounds  in  Malay  or  with  Tamil  
script that look similar but sound 
different. 

According to DAS,  the  current  
rate of dyslexia is 10 per cent or 
about  23,000  pre-school  to  sec-
ondary school students, which is 
comparable with other countries.

These figures suggest that par-
ents and educators are becoming 
more aware of the need to address 
issues that children with dyslexia 
face with the Chinese language. 

In 2016,  114 students were en-
rolled  in  the  DAS  Chinese  Pro-
gramme.  This  figure  more  than  
doubled to 251 students last year.

The DAS Chinese Programme for 
primary and secondary school stu-
dents started in 2013, but the asso-
ciation does not have a Malay- or 
Tamil-language programme.

Ms Shen says more teachers, tu-
tors and educators have taken up 
training courses related to dyslexia 
and Chinese at DAS Academy. 

She adds that children with such 
difficulties should be encouraged 
and supported,  especially if  they 
face a lot of failures in school.

“They may spend a lot of time on 
spelling,  yet  still  get  zero,”  she  
says. “We need to believe in our 
kids. They can still learn. They just 
need a bit more time and effort.”

Multi-sensory  approaches  can  
help  in  different  languages,  she  
adds, such as getting children with 
dyslexia to trace characters with 
their finger or use highlighters.

For Secondary 2 student Delvyn 
Yeo, 13, learning the Chinese lan-
guage was difficult and frustrating. 

He would learn Chinese charac-
ters repeatedly  and keep  forget-
ting  them,  despite  going  for  
Chinese tuition classes. 

He has been taking DAS classes 
in English  and  Chinese since  he  
was in lower primary. 

“Sometimes,  teachers  don’t  
expect a lot from me. But I started 
to see the importance of Chinese in 
upper primary,” he says.

Besides  putting  in  more  effort  
and memorising and writing Chi-
nese  words  from  vocabulary  
books, he imagines the words as 
“pictures”,  a  visual  strategy  that  
has helped him improve.

Although  he  sometimes  had  
borderline  grades  in  Chinese  in  
primary school, he scored close to 
70 per  cent  last  year  in  Sec-
ondary 1. He also moved from the 
Normal  (Academic)  stream  last  
year to the Express one this year. 

“Having dyslexia has taught me 
persistence and patience,” he says.
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• For more stories on how to help 
your child succeed in school and life, 
go to the Smart Parenting microsite 
at str.sg/smartparenting

It can be challenging 
to pick up Chinese, 
Malay and Tamil 
in an English- 
speaking 
environment, and 
this is even more so 
for dyslexic kids 
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Dyslexia and learning
mother tongue

Learning tips 
Ms Priscillia Shen, assistant head of DAS Acad-
emy, gives tips for helping children with dyslexia 
which can be applied across different languages.

1. UNDERSTAND THE PROBLEM
Dyslexic students generally have difficulty learn-
ing any language, in terms of making associations 
between how words are written and how they 
sound; identifying patterns of letters or strokes 
that form a word; and recognising segments of a 
word to deduce its meaning.

They may get confused with similar-sounding 
or similar-looking words when reading or spell-
ing. To help them to better learn words, a multi-
sensory and creative approach helps.

2. TRACE THE WORD
Tracing the word and pronouncing it aloud can 
help dyslexic students make closer associations 
between how the words are written and how 
they sound. 

3. USE COLOURS 
Using colours in the form of finger paint, markers 
or chalk adds a visual element to multi-sensory 
learning. Students can also use colours as visual 
clues. For example, use blue for the radical on the 
left in the Chinese character represented by “chi” 
(pond). This radical represents three droplets of 
water (“san dian shui”) so blue is an apt colour. 

4. LOOK AT THE SHAPE OF YOUR MOUTH
Emphasising the movement of mouth muscles, 
and using a mirror to look at the shape of the 
mouth  while  pronouncing  certain  words,  can  
create more awareness of nuance. 

(Above) Imagining Chinese words as “pictures” has helped 
Secondary 2 student Delvyn Yeo improve his grades.

(Left) After taking Chinese-language 
classes at the Dyslexia Association 
of Singapore, Ariel Mok scored
a B in the Primary School Leaving 
Examination last year.
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