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a NOTE to our readers

Advocacy, Not Exclusion

photo: uni you

Over 85 million Chinese are currently living with a disability
or special needs. What most of us, across cultures, consider
to be life milestones (education, friendships, a love life, and a
career, for example) can be demonstrably more challenging to
achieve for those living with these difficulties. Within the past
year, we’ve noticed an increase in education and advocacy about
these issues, with the government even designating August 25th
as China’s “Disability Prevention Day.”
Though the use of the word “prevention” when so many in
China were born with or are currently living with disabilities
could be considered a stark word choice, it is a clear sign that
these topics are becoming more open for discussion. Chinese
cultural reticence has unfortunately prevented much talk about
these issues.
We went into this issue wanting to show families that people
living with these difficulties shouldn’t be a source of shame to
be hidden away, but rather loved and valued members of our
community. We were happy about how forthcoming people were
to share their stories with us about their experiences in these
areas, and hopefully it will be a helpful resource for future expat
families thinking about moving to Beijing.
Along the way, we also conversed with the most inspiring
children that we have ever had the pleasure of meeting. You
can see them pictured in our cover feature titled “We’re Dif-

ferent, We’re the Same” (p46). Here, they shared with us a bit
about themselves and how they wish to be viewed beyond their
respective special needs.
In addition to this, we talked to numerous specialists in the
field of learning support and education about what they are doing to better assist these children in overcoming a wide range
of difficulties. It is important that families know that they are
not alone and that there is a support system available to them
in a handful of international schools or private institutions if
needed.
We hope this issue will become a recurring topic for beijingkids because it’s something that we know is not only important
but will also continue to be in the spotlight as people from China
and abroad become more open and begin promoting advocacy
for increased support. After all, a day recognizing “Disability
Prevention” can only do so much.

Kipp Whittaker
Chief Content Manager
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#HoldYourMothersHand

Year of the Dog Arrives with a Bite

This New Year was an unusually quiet one in downtown Beijing, as the ban on fireworks within
the Fifth Ring Road took effect. Elsewhere though it was business as usual. A staggering 688
million people used WeChat to send or receive hongbao (red envelopes with gifts of money).
In Hainan province, thousands were stuck for up to 30 hours waiting for a ferry back to the
mainland, as heavy fog caused long delays. The CCTV New Year’s Gala, believed to be the
most watched live television programme on earth, attracted controversy this ye ar after a
well-meaning skit about Africa included a Chinese actor “blacked up” to play a Kenyan woman.
And over 3,000 Beijing residents celebrated the arrival of the Year of the Dog in hospital, after
being bitten by a dog.

Beijing’s newest tourist attraction is also one of its
oldest. Zhihua Temple was built in 1444 during the
Ming dynasty, and has just reopened after extensive
and sympathetic renovation. As well as some miraculously-preserved architecture and statues, there’s
performances of music on traditional instruments
twice a day. The temple is located at 5 Lumicang
Hutong, Dongcheng district.
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Winter Olympic Baton Passes to Beijing

The 2018 Pyeongchang Winter Olympics took place last month, and Beijing was watching
closely, with the city lined up to host the games next in 2022. China finished with nine medals,
including a gold in short track speed skating; something of a disappointment, after picking
up three golds in 2014. No Beijing athletes medalled, with the majority of Chinese successes
unsurprisingly coming from the chilly northern provinces of Liaoning and Heilongjiang. However
the government has invested billions of yuan in facilities and training, to ensure that there’ll
be plenty of locally-born talent on show in four years’ time.

photo: Courtesy of the beijinger, pixabay

Ming with Bling in
Dongcheng Hutong

Chinese media have launched a new campaign,
encouraging people to visit their mothers more
often. National press agency Xinhua launched the
campaign with a video showing career-obsessed
young professionals working long hours and sleeping at their desks, before cutting to shots of lonely
elderly women. By way of contrast, we then see
President Xi walking hand-in-hand with his mother.
Celebrities like Angelababy quickly followed suit,
posting pictures of themselves with their moms.
We at beijingkids are all in favor of bringing kids
and parents together, so if your mother is too far
away for a visit, why not give her a call? (And don’t
forget dads need love too!)

Harmony and Steve

by Jin Chan Yum Wai

March 2018 beijingkids
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March EVENTS
Promote your family-friendly event in
the beijingkids magazine and website!
Submit your activity details before March 12
to be considered in our April listings.

BSB Primary Production
“Robin and the Sherwood
Hoodies”
March 9-10
All ages. Come and see this wonderful show performed by The British School of Beijing (BSB) Shunyi’s Primary students. “Robin and
the Sherwood Hoodies” takes the audience on a journey through
medieval England, splattered with shocks and surprises, crazy
characters and comic capers. Enjoy the catchy, show-stopping songs
and a wonderfully witty script! Free. 2-6pm. The British School of
Beijing, Shunyi. (8047 3588, marketing@bsbshunyi.com)

WAB Middle and High School
Open House

YCIS Beijing Active Parenting
of Teens Workshop: From 13
to 18 Years
March 12, 19, 26
Adults. Bringing up a young person in today’s world can have many
challenges for parents. Active Parenting of Teens gives parents
skills and strategies that help increase communication and cooperation with their teenagers, while also decreasing areas of potential
conflict. This entertaining and informative programme uses activities
and discussion to show parents ways to raise independent, cooperative and responsible young people. Free. 8.30-10.30am. Yew Chung
International School of Beijing. (8585 1836)

3e Elementary Open House
March 15
All ages. 3e International School invites prospective Grade 1 (6
years) to Grade 6 (12 years) parents to visit and tour their new 3e
Elementary campus, to understand more about 3e’s leading dualimmersion bilingual program. Free. 12.30-2.30pm. 3e International
School. (6437 3344, admissions@3einternationalschool.org)

March 13
All ages. Western Academy of Beijing (WAB) opens its doors and
welcomes all prospective parents and students to explore the
classroom and see the unique ways in which they implement the
IB MYP and DP programs. Your family will have the chance to tour
the school, sit in on classes, speak with counselors, teachers, and
administrators. Free. 8.45am-noon. Western Academy of Beijing.
(5986 5588, wabinfo@wab.edu)

BIBA Open Day
March 21
All ages. Please join Beijing International Bilingual Academy (BIBA)
is holding their open day on March 21! Explore their campus, learn
all about their unique culture and curriculum, meet their teachers,
students, and parents. Free. 9-11am. Beijing International Bilingual
Academy. (8041 0390, madison@bibachina.org)

8
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Distinguished Speaker Series:
Huang Hong Xiang
March 26
All ages. Western Academy of Beijing (WAB) is connecting their
students with exceptional people who inspire. These distinguished
speakers are invited to WAB from all over the world, and through
their experiences and stories, challenge our newest generation to
make a difference. Free. Western Academy of Beijing. (5986 5588,
wabinfo@wab.edu)

events ESSENTIALS
Little Architect Camp
March 17
Aged 4-12. Encourage your child’s math, science and design skills
in this English-language camp. Architect and artist Jovanka Djorovic
is an experienced art teacher and will help kids develop their skills
through fun activities like city planning, the tallest tower competition
and much more. Kids will each create their own portfolio to showcase their hard work. RMB 4,880 for 12-week course. 10m-2pm.
Fang Yuan Plaza. (WeChat ID pingocs, service@pingospace.com)

INN Shunyi Coffee Morning at
BSB Chatterbox
March 16

photos: courtesy of inn, wab, 3e, archinect

Adults. The British School of Beijing (BSB) Shunyi is hosting this
month’s International Newcomers Network (INN) Shunyi coffee
morning. Join them for this great opportunity to meet other newcomers and old-timers in the Shunyi area! Free. 10am-noon. The
British School of Beijing Shunyi. (8047 3588, marketing@bsbshunyi.
com)

March 2018 beijingkids
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Daddy and Me Time at
Little Park
Every 2nd and 4th Saturday
All ages. Little Park has a playgroup called Busy Hands each
Saturday at 10am-noon every second and fourth Saturday of the
month. The session highlights the importance of father and child
development and opens an opportunity to seek support from other
fathers, and gives mommy the morning off. To make the morning even more enjoyable, Deli de Luxe offers a free coffee for the
moms taking some time for themselves. RMB 120. 10am-noon.
Little Park. (WeChat ID: Nina_32kids)

IVY Charity BazAar
March 24
All ages. Ivy’s Charity Bazaar will bring together vendors selling
eco-friendly goods, child-made handicrafts, beverages and seasonal snacks. Other fun activities including an auction will be held,
while all profits go to the school’s chosen charities. Free entrance.
9am-noon. Ivy Bilingual Kindergartern Ocean Express Campus.
(8446 7921, 8446 7287, support-OE@ivyschools.com)

Exhibition: The Beatles, Tomorrow
starts from March 24
All ages. Relive the magic of the 60’s with this fun multimedia exhibition on The Beatles at the Today Art Museum. See photography and
clippings of the Fab Four, hear their hits, and check out video and
artefacts from their shows, including a recreation of their Ed Sullivan
Show set. RMB 60. 10am-6pm. Today Art Museum. (5876 9690)

photos: Courtesy of the beijinger, beatlesbible.com, youtube
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events ESSENTIALS
National Geographic
Exhibition
Starts from March 30
All ages. See classic photos from National Geographic at this
exhibition at the Beijing World Art Museum. The exhibition brings
important photos from the magazine’s 150 year history to you, the
viewer, allowing you to step back in time and revisit some of their
most engaging works. RMB 70-180. 9am-5pm. Beijing World Art
Museum. (5980 2222)

The Hutong’s 5th Cookie
Monster Bake-Off
March 25
All ages. The Hutong and LumDimSum.com are co-hosting a Charity
Bake Off to indulge Beijing’s most fervent cookie monsters by showcasing some of the city’s best bakers and supporting a local community
charity. The Hutong will also be serving up some hot drinks and raffle
tickets, and a portion of the entrance ticket plus cookie sales will be
donated to a local charity. RMB 150, RMB 100 (The Hutong members).
2-5pm. The Hutong. (kristen@lumdimsum.com)

March 2018 beijingkids
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Cole Porter’s Anything Goes

YCIS Beijing Open Day

March 22-23

March 22

All ages. Anything Goes is a stylish musical comedy set aboard the
ocean liner S. S. American, where nightclub singer/evangelist Reno
Sweeney (Akriti P, Y13) is en route from New York to England. Come
and join Dulwich College Beijing as they transform the Wodehouse
stage into a glamorous 1930’s liner, and see their talented cast of
tap-dancing sailors, colorful characters and live onstage band all
joining forces to help Billy in his quest to win Hope’s heart! RMB
30 (students), RMB 50 (adults). 7-8.30pm. Dulwich College Legend
Garden campus. (6454 9000)

All ages. Join Yew Chung International School of Beijing’s Open
Day at their campus to learn more about the exciting learning taking place every day in their ECE, Primary and Secondary Learning
Communities. The event will feature a panel discussion made up
of both expert educators and students who will introduce their
experiences as a part of the Years 6-8 Learning Community. Free.
9-11am. YCIS Beijing. (8585 1825, info@bj.ycef.com)

Mom and Baby Fitness Class
Every Thursday

MSB Open House: Nursery to
Grade 6

All ages. Mom and Baby Fitness Class for both mother and baby
will offer moms the unique opportunity to return to exercise after
childbirth and build a stronger connection with their baby. Both
babies and mothers can enjoy the time together as well as the
opportunity to meet new friends or spend time with old friends.
RMB 100 per class. 10.30-11.30am. Adler Kliniken. (WeChat ID
SabinaKirchherr)

March 22
All ages. Meet the leadership team of The International Montessori
School of Beijing, talk to their outstanding faculty, discover their
innovative English and Dual Language Programmes, tour their campus, visit their exciting, well-appointed classrooms and have all your
questions answered! Refreshments and snacks will be served. Free.
9-11am. The International Montessori School of Beijing. (6432-8228
ext. 851, admissions@msb.edu.cn)

“Kids Can Code” Workshop
Every weekend

12
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Aged 5+. Let your kid learn how to code, in a fun way, by building a
simple game from start to finish. Their own game, their own ideas,
result of teamwork while learning a lot of new things. Give your
kids the opportunity to develop design and problem-solving skills,
that will be the foundation of their academic success. Saturday and
Sunday, 2-day camp, 12 hours total, lunch & snacks included. RMB
4,000. 9am-7pm. Café Groove. (5801 0058)

SAY HELLO
TO BEIJING’S
SMALLEST

Share your new arrival and
scan this QR code!

Note that we will only publish
photos of babies born in Beijing
in the last 12 months

Aram Manukyan
Armenian. Born on April 18 to Hasmik
Yumushaghjyan and Garen Manukyan at
Peking University Hospital.

Mpho Monaheng
Lesotho. Born on August 9 to Mamosa
and Sentle Monaheng at
OASIS International Hospital.

Constance Margaretha Anne
Patricia
Dutch. Born on November 29 to Elisabeth
Koch and Albert Van Lawick Van Pabst at
Beijing United Family Hospital.

Caellum ‘Iggy’ Proud
British. Born on September 7 to Victoria
Parr and Steven Proud at
OASIS International Hospital.

Yumi Ouyang
Chinese. Born on September 8 to Renie
Joy Ajoc and Jiangxing Ouyang at
Beijing United Family Hospital.

March 2018 beijingkids
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Blond Hair
By Pauline van Hasselt

W

e love working with moms, and
we wanted to give this mother
of three a little break and pampering in her busy schedule.
Alessia Chizzoniti, a mother of three kids, is a
birth and postpartum doula, and babywearing coach. Chizzoniti is always working on
new exciting projects in Beijing, and she was
ready to let her hair down. Our favorite hair
stylist at Blow+Bar in Sanlitun’s 3.3 Mall went
for the popular balayage blond, as Chizzoniti
was adamant that she did not want to get
her roots dyed. Too much upkeep for a busy
lady, we could not agree more. She has the
most amazing amount of curls we had ever

seen, and it took a long time to get it all under control, but we managed to take control
of her wild side (sort of) and give it a very
glam makeover.
We chose an old favorite to dress Chizzoniti up in. Aloha Baraka was the perfect fit
for this mom, and the creative motifs that are
equally tropical and Dongbei Chinese on the
dress and the scarf made us smile. Aloÿse
de La Ronde, the creator of this lovely and
stylish brand, only makes a limited number of
dresses in each fabric as she wants the pieces
to be unique and special. She also makes use
of spacious pockets as a part of her signature
design, which is a big plus for moms who need

a little extra storage space.
De la Ronda explained the meaning behind
her brand’s moniker: “Aloha means mutual
regard and affection and extends warmth in
caring with no obligation in return. Aloha is
the essence of relationships in which each
person is important to every other person for
collective existence. Baraka is an Arabic word
and can be found within physical objects,
places, and people. This force begins by flowing directly from God into a creation that is
worthy of Baraka. These creations endowed
with Baraka can then transmit the flow of
Baraka to others.”
We used Papagena Studio to make Chizzo-

photoS:
Chase
Cai
photoS: courtesy
of aloha
baraka
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Indulge LIVING

Don’t care
niti’s look sparkle. Ryoko Makino is a Japanese
mom of two kids, and she spent her early
career in the printing and art-auction world,
and made her longtime hobby of designing
jewelry into a business when living in India
before coming to Beijing. Inspired through
her world travels and discoveries of local
craftsmanship and also through her family influence of Japanese-painting artists, Papagena
Studio delivers unique and elegant pieces
using natural stones and materials collected
from all over that will surely spice up your
everyday looks.

Get this Look
Hair: Blow+Bar, Sanlitun
3021, 3/F, 3.3 Shopping Mall, 33 Sanlitun Lu
Chaoyang District (5136 5432)

Clothes: Aloha Baraka, WeChat: aloysealose
Jewelry: Papagena Studio, papagenastudio.com

March 2018 beijingkids
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LIVING Tech Corner

App for That

Cool, calm, and connected mindfulness apps for kids

By Kipp Whittaker

M

ental health is important for all ages, but pressures on growing children can be especially tough. Making friends, getting good grades,
and figuring out the world can be a challenge. Social media has also created a generation of children who have less practice with
face-to-face social interactions outside of the family. Some classroom behavioral issues are also created because children cannot
understand their own emotions or read social cues. Coupled with social anxiety or a poor ability to directly communicate what they
need, this can be a difficult hurdle for a child.
Luckily there is a plethora of online resources for parents to help facilitate clear, healthy communication with their kids. If your child has
behavioral issues, social anxiety, depression, or difficulty focusing in class, try one of these five highly-rated mindfulness apps. While nothing
can take the place of a parent’s attention, these can be a fun supplement for those seeking a little extra help.

Breathe, Think, Do Sesame (Free, ages 4+)
Emotions can be overwhelming, especially in children. That’s
why Breathe, Think, Do Sesame aims to help kids tackle everyday frustrations, from simple things like learning to tie shoes,
to more taxing problems like dealing with separation anxiety.
Breathing activities and thinking strategies are reinforced with
colorful video clips and fun narrators. Also check out Sesame
Street in your app
store for more high quality,
invaluable free
educational apps.

16

beijingkids 2018 March

Conversation Builder (USD 19.99,
ages 4+)
If your child has social anxiety, has difficulty making friends, or is on the autism
spectrum, Conversation Builder could help
them build healthy social skills. In the app,
users see a photo of kids in typical social
situations and then select and record
a response. With hundreds of different
conversations to build, users can then
review, re-do, and improve on their communication practices.

Smiling Mind
(Free, ages
7+)
An Australian nonfor profit initiative,
Smiling Mind was designed
to help kids “put a smile on their
mind” through mindfulness meditation techniques. Adorably named
meditations, like “The Bubble Journey,” guide users through breathing techniques using clear audio
instructions. Users are encouraged
to donate to Smiling Mind if they
enjoy using the app. Also note
there is a strong hippie vibe to
much of the content, which might
make teens roll their eyes.

photoS: taobao.com, jd.com, amazon.cn

Calm (Free trial, ages
7+)
The most famous and
frequently downloaded on
this list, Calm offers daily
three to 25 minute programs
featuring soothing visuals and
music that help to calm anxiety, manage stress, and allow for
deeper sleep. Calm also does
without the “mystic talk” of some
other popular Mindfulness apps,
and contains a special “Calm Kids”
section for more playful meditation. Calm could easily be used for
whole family meditation or quiet
alone time on a shareable tablet.
Subscriptions are USD 12.99 a
month or USD 59.99 a year.

My Digital Problem Solver (USD 1.99, ages 6+)
Rated four stars from educational non-for profit Common Sense
Media, My Digital Problem Solver (Or My DPS for short) is a simple
app designed to teach kids how to read emotions and develop
coping strategies. You start by selecting a picture that shows a
specific emotion, like anger, boredom, or fear, then a possible
positive coping strategy to deal with those emotions. Useful for
children with anger issues, who have difficulty understanding
emotional expressions or those on the autism spectrum. This
app is customizable, and new pictures and text can be added to
illustrate new emotions and coping strategies.

Food for thought DINING

Brain
Food
Beautiful food that feeds your
intelligence
By Pauline van Hasselt and Dominika Mejia

P

auline van Hasselt (pictured left) has
worked successfully as a chef for 15
years and is passionate about cooking
and eating food. Beijing surprised her
with a new career writing for beijingkids, but the
culinary world is never far away. Van Hasselt is
on a mission to find hidden gems of home cooking in this vibrant city of Beijing.

Dominika Mejia (right) is a career diplomat and
mother of one. She is a member of the beijingkids
parent board, and her love for food is always
tangible at our meetings. We’ve worked together
before, but this time we let her steal the show
with her brain food.
Chocolate is a brain-boosting food as it improves
blood flow to the brain. Her lush chocolate tart
instantly made us a lot smarter, and helped relieve
our stress. Beets are another of those foods which
are incredibly healthy for your heart and brain, rich
in nutrients, vitamins, and minerals. Mejia had the
wise idea of turning this brain food into a hummus
to please the ravenous hordes, and make them a
bit healthier as they dip.
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BEE TROOT HUMMUS
Ingredients
-

3 medium beetroots
400 grams can chickpeas, drained, rinsed
1 lemon, juiced
2 garlic cloves, crushed
2 tablespoons tahini
1 teaspoon salt
½ teaspoon ground cumin
½ teaspoon smoked paprika or smoked hickory seasoning (optional)
¼ teaspoon chili flakes (optional)

1. Wrap each beetroot in foil and roast for 1 hour (175C) or until tender.
2. Peel roasted beetroot and coarsely chop. Place in a food processor with
remaining ingredients and process until smooth and combined.
3. Decorate with green onions, small pieces of beet or crushed pistachio
nuts.
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Instructions

Food for thought DINING

CHOCOLATE TART
Ingredients
Base

200 grams (1½ cups) all-purpose flour
75 grams (½ cup) hazelnuts toasted and skinned
¼ teaspoon salt
170 grams (1½ sticks) unsalted butter, at room temperature
½ cup sugar
½ teaspoon pure vanilla extract
1 large egg
1 ½ teaspoon orange zest

Filling

365 grams (2¼ cups) bittersweet chocolate, coarsely chopped
(50 percent cocoa and 70 percent cocoa combined)
360 ml (1½ cups) heavy cream
¼ teaspoon salt
85 grams (3/8 cup) unsalted butter, cut into small pieces, at room
temperature
2 large eggs, at room temperature
1 teaspoon pure vanilla extract

Glaze:

2 tablespoons heavy cream
50–60 grams (1/3 cup) bittersweet chocolate, finely chopped
1 teaspoon light corn syrup
1 tablespoon warm water

Decoration:

Fresh edible flowers, strawberries, or raspberries
175 grams (1 cup) dark chocolate, tempered to make chocolate
swirls
Cocoa powder or chocolate shavings

Instructions
Make tart base:

1. Preheat oven to 175°C with rack in middle.
2. Place the hazelnuts in a food processor, add one tablespoon
of the sugar and process until fine. Scrape the nuts into a
bowl and add the flour, chocolate, zest, and salt. Mix until
combined.
3. Cream the butter and icing sugar together, then add the
flour mix.
4. Add the beaten eggs and vanilla and slowly mix together
until it forms a dough.
5. Scrape the pastry onto a sheet of plastic wrap and flatten into a disk. Let it rest for one hour in the fridge before
using.
6. Butter the pan and then flour in order to avoid the pastry
sticking to it.
7. Remove the pastry dough from the fridge and roll it out
between two sheets of wax paper to a 30 cm diameter disc.
Carefully ease the pastry into the tart pan, pressing it into the
corners and patching any tears.
8. Refrigerate the tart shell for 20 minutes.
9. Blind bake until the tart is golden brown, about 15-20
minutes. Allow to cool and then refrigerate while you make
the chocolate filling.

Make filling:

1. Place chocolate in a big bowl.
2. In a pan, heat the cream until hot, being careful not to
boil, then pour over chocolate and let stand for five minutes.
Gently stir until smooth. Add the butter and continue to stir
until fully melted.
3. In another bowl, whisk together eggs, vanilla, and salt, then
stir into melted chocolate.
4. Pour filling into cooled crust.
5. Bake until filling is set about three inches from edge but
center is still wobbly, 20 to 25 minutes (the center will continue to set as tart cools). Cool completely in pan on rack,
about 1 hour.
6. Unmold the tart and refrigerate for at least four hours, or
ideally overnight.

Make glaze (the day of serving):

1. Bring cream to a boil and remove from heat. Stir in chocolate
until smooth. Stir in corn syrup, then warm water
2. Pour glaze onto tart, then tilt and rotate tart so glaze coats
top evenly. Let stand until glaze is set, about one hour. To
serve, use a hot knife to cut the tart into slices.
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Fit for a King
It doesn’t take
a village to eat
healthy, but it
doesn’t hurt to
have a Tribe
By Kipp Whittaker

Photos: Kipp Whittaker
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Dining out DINING

T

ribe has been bringing nutritious
eats straight to the doors of Beijing’s
health and fitness freaks for the
past couple of years now. You may
have also discovered that ever since opening
up new locations across Beijing, they have
also developed a pretty substantial brunch
game.
On this particular Saturday, we got to share
a range of kid-friendly options Tribe has on
offer to break the fast with Amiran Chia, son
of Francisco Chia the Peruvian Restauranteur
known for his awesome take on Nikkei delicacies at his seasonal eatery Pachakutiq. We
learned upon meeting Amiran that his name

means “king of kings” in Persian. So this along
with his father being foodie royalty, the heat
was on to satisfy Amiran, who has likely been
exposed to some of the finer tastes this mortal
realm has to offer.
Amiran is 4 and goes to the Kindergarten
of Stars. Through the combination of his early
bilingual education and the mixing pot of cultures that make up his parents’ unique backgrounds, he is well on his way to speaking five
languages. With English, Chinese, and Spanish
being the ones Amiran speaks with the most
fluency, he is also learning his mother’s native
tongue of Tajik, and Russian.
However, on this particular morning at

Tribe Organic, Amiran was speaking the
international language… hunger! He first
ordered up their SuperherOJ (RMB 30) and
followed that with the Happily Ever After
Pasta (RMB 68), and the Roasted Chicken
Wings with Rosemary (RMB 38). Both of these
dishes easily satisfied the young fellow with
their health-conscious and tasty ingredients.
This was especially so for the pasta with its
pork mushroom sauce, whole wheat pasta,
parmesan cheese, and diced tomatos. We’ve
never met a kid who isn’t crazy about soft,
chewy noodles covered in sauce. Regarding
the wings, we think Amiran couldn’t quite fit
them into his tiny tummy after that rather
large plate, so Francisco decided to seize the
opportunity and stomach the leftovers, as is
often a prerequisite of fatherhood.
Our visit to Tribe got us thinking about just
how far Beijing has come in terms of healthy
dining options. After all, we can’t always rely
on the omnipresent hamburger and pizza. It’s
not sustainable, and that’s not what we should
be teaching our kids to eat on a regular basis.
Restaurants like Tribe will always be a pleasant
alternative. They even have plenty of options
for those with dietary restrictions, including
vegetarian, vegan, and gluten-free dishes that
you won’t find at many other restaurants. This
combined with four locations scattered around
Beijing makes Tribe even more of an attractive
choice for healthy family-style dining.
PHOTOs: dave’s studio

Tribe Organic Solana
Daily 10.30am-10pm. Unit L-BS51a, Bldg 9, Solana Chaoyang
District (5905 6256)朝阳区蓝色

港湾9号楼L-BS-51a 号
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HEALTH
LIVING tech
corner
Doctor's
orders

Active Minds

Living with attention deficit
hyperactivity disorder
By Dr. Dorothy Dexter

T

he classic image of attention deficit hyperactivity disorder
(ADHD) is a very energetic child who interrupts a lot, acts as
if driven by a motor, fidgets, and squirms, has a messy room,
acts impulsively, has trouble following rules, and often breaks
or loses things. There is also a second type of ADHD without the hyperactive characteristic, suspected in a child who is quiet and often
daydreams in class. It is interesting to note that many outstanding
scientists and athletes have had ADHD including Albert Einstein and
Michael Phelps. This shows that having ADHD may be an advantage if
it is understood and these personality traits are made the best of.
One of the most important steps in managing ADHD is an accurate
diagnosis. Children are known for their endless energy and the ability to
become distracted, so depending on their age, this may be completely
normal; however, if there are behavior problems both at school and
at home that last for more than six months and cause difficulty with
academic or social performance, ADHD may be the cause. To diagnose
ADHD, there are behavioral checklists that are filled in by parents and
teachers and it is essential to make sure the symptoms are not due to
other health issues like thyroid problems or iron deficiency.
It can be very frustrating for parents and teachers and above all for
children if ADHD is not recognized in time. The child may think that he
is not as smart as other kids because he cannot finish his tasks as the
others do. The benefit of knowing if someone has ADHD is that there
are several healthy lifestyle and environment modifications that can be
implemented to improve attention and daily performance.
Children with severe ADHD may need medication to help control
the symptoms, yet this is never the first option because it may cause a
decrease in sleep, appetite, and growth. Many parents find that in spite
of taking medication the symptoms persist, this is why it is important
to implement healthy habits that help prevent and minimize unwanted
symptoms and optimize the positive traits of ADHD.

Nutrition
It is important to avoid foods with artificial sweeteners, preservatives,
and colors as studies have shown that inattention and hyperactivity
become worse after eating such foods; on the contrary, eating whole
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Need more info?
Dr. Dorothy Dexter is a family
medicine physician at Beijing
United Family Hospital. She has
several years of clinical experience, and speaks English and
Spanish. Contact her at
dorothy.dexter@ufh.com.cn.

foods rich in minerals, vitamins, and Omega 3 fatty acids help promote
optimal brain function. Organically grown food is an excellent choice
when available as it tends to have more minerals and vitamins than
non-organic food. Additionally taking a small amount of green tea or
coffee before an exam or assignment may help the brain to focus.

Physical Activity and Sleep
A very important habit to help with inattention and hyperactivity is daily
physical activity, more so if this is done in green spaces full of trees and
grass. Studies have found that daily focusing activities such as taichi,
meditation, or qigong also improve concentration and learning.
Children should also be encouraged to avoid spending too much
time in front of electronic devices, as this will just make the ADHD
worse and is often the cause of sleep deprivation. Numerous studies
have found that adequate sleep is key to better attention and helps
release our creativity and imagination. One great example of this is
Albert Einstein who is reported to have slept ten hours every night
and even take naps during the day.

Home Environment
Provide a safe, structured, organized environment where schedules,
chore charts, and expectations are posted in visible places. Children’s
rooms are usually full of many toys they do not use; it is good to
remove these to keep the space simple and relaxing. Choose to listen
to music that helps reduce stress and focus attention, yet when the
child is performing a specific task, silence could be better.
Furthermore, the words you speak at home are key in promoting
good behavior. Make sure you use every opportunity to tell your children
when they behave well.

Support Groups for ADHD
All Kinds of Minds www.allkindsofminds.org
Children and Adults with ADHD www.chadd.org

I

n Chinese and many Asian cuisines, soy-based foods have been a
staple for millennia. In recent years, controversy has arisen with
the suggestion that soy can cause thyroid problems and lead to
hormonal imbalances. I think it’s worth looking into this further,
to decide whether we should or shouldn’t be eating soy.
Soy contains compounds called phytoestrogens; the concern has
been that these weak plant-based estrogens could cause feminization and infertility in males, as well as early menses in girls. A recent
review of the literature published last month indicates there is no
data to indicate soy causes these effects. Over the last 60 years that
infants worldwide have been fed soy-based formula, there has been
no evidence of early sexual development or maturation.
Soy contains some substances called anti-nutrients. These inhibit
the ability of the body to absorb vitamins or minerals; however, in live
populations, this effect is not observed. Looking at infants fed soybased formula, compared to those using cow milk formulas, there was
no difference in growth rates, bone mineralization or iron status. (A
friendly reminder that for infant nutrition, breast is best!)
Some studies propose that soy consumption can negatively impact
the thyroid and cause goiters. This effect can generally be counteracted
by ensuring enough iodine is consumed in the diet. It should be pointed
out that most of this research is done on animals, which can’t always
be applied to humans. Especially in the case of soy because there are
some components that are metabolized, or processed differently in
humans compared to animals. There are also studies that show no
significant effect on the thyroid.
Farmers in China have been planting soy for at least 5,000 years,
and when we look at human soy consumption in Asian countries, there
is very little evidence of harm. Based on actual outcomes in the Asian
population, we can conclude that soy is a health-promoting food, which
can decrease the incidence of cardiovascular disease, reduces the risk
of breast and prostate cancer, and helps women deal with menopausal
symptoms, such as hot flashes and bone loss. But is this true for people
in other parts of the world?
In my previous column about stinky tofu, I mentioned that some
people can transform soy isoflavones into a chemical called equol.
Generally Asians and vegetarians are more able to make this conversion. Interestingly some of the benefits of soy seem to come from
this ability, which may be why studies are inconsistent; some say soy
affects the thyroid, while others don’t.
A separate point to mention is that soy is a common allergen; therefore if someone is allergic to it, they must avoid it in their diet.
For me, the take-home
message is to enjoy soy
foods in moderation, as
they’re an excellent source
of plant-based protein, B
vitamins, iron, calcium,
zinc, and fiber. Based on
the evidence, I don’t think
there’s a need to fear the
possibility of negative health
outcomes. If you suffer from
thyroid issues and are conGot a question?
cerned, eating fermented
Dr. Melissa Rodriguez is a
soy products appears to
naturopathic
mitigate any possible risks. I
doctor and mother of two, who
also think it’s best to choose
works at Beijing United Famsoy foods that are closer to
ily Hospital. To find out more,
the forms that have been
check out her website at
eaten traditionally; for this
www.drmelissarodriguez.
reason, I also try to select
com
non-GMO soybeans when
given a choice.
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Soy: To
Consume
or Not
Consume,
That Is the
Question
By Dr. Melissa Rodriguez
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Play is the Way
How play therapy
can help you and
your child
By Pauline van Hasselt
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B

eing a third culture child can bring many
advantages, but sometimes also some
disadvantages. My child started to act
not herself after moving to Beijing, and
I wondered what it was that was bothering her. I
am a firm believer in therapy and coaching your
way through life. So when her school referred my
daughter to a play therapist, I was happy to jump
into this adventure with my four-year-old.
Play therapy does not use medication, and there
are no adverse side effects. My daughter had some
issues with big emotions, and we wanted her to
feel supported and loved. I explained to her that
this therapy was used to learn “superpowers.”
Of course, she wanted to learn how to fly, but I
explained to her that play therapy would help her
to get even better superpowers like managing
her emotions and finding a better solution when
she is mad or upset. We called them in our home
“emotional superpowers.” I did not want her to feel
weird when going to therapy. Luckily she does not;
she even asks her friends if they want to come and
learn superpowers at play therapy with her.

playing inside PLAYING

May Yeung, founder and head therapist of Metocha Education, made me feel very at ease during our
first meeting, and she reassured me that many kids
go through behavioral issues and it was not my lack
of parenting or love for my child. Yeung has helped
many kids with different needs like speech problems,
depression, aggression, ADHD, and more.
She explained that researchers have discovered
that play therapy is not only useful on a wide range of
mental health issues including:social maladjustment,
aggression, anxiety and fear, autism and schizophrenia, physical or learning disabilities, speech or
language problems, depression, post-traumatic stress,
and ADHD:but also effective on improving relationships with others including family members.
Play therapy is a bit like counseling but uses play
to communicate. Children especially are helped to
resolve or prevent challenges in their lives. Yeung
uses a variety of playful prompts and crafts to improve
the emotional well-being of children over three years
of age and adults. A diagnoses for your child can be
made through play therapy, while the client plays
with dolls, pets, playhouses, and more while the play
therapist attentively watches and documents the
patient’s behavior.
Children especially work through issues and anxieties while playing, and observing this play can lead
to many revelations. I asked my four-year-old what
she thought about her play therapy and Yeung, and
she had some interesting revelations, which I am sure
the play therapist has more insight of than I do as a
mother. “Playing house is nice; I like the drumming
and the sand tray.” She explained. “I feel important
changes in my body and my writing.”
May Yeung and her partner’s play therapy studio
is located in Shunyi and in addition to working with
children they also give parenting courses, workshops
at schools for kids, and make use of many more playful
ways of enriching the lives of adults and children.

Schedule playtime with
Metocha Education
www.metocha.com
139 1091 2561
mayyeung@metocha.com

March 2018 beijingkids

25

Horseplay
Equine Assisted
Therapy brings
smiles to special
needs children in
Beijing
By Huang Chenkuang
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beijingkids attended a recent volunteer training session at HOPE in Shunyi,
where we joined the horseback riding experience of a 7-year-old Xiaole.

C

hildren that never talk, will talk in the presence of a horse.
These were the words of a teacher working with Bethel Foster Home, describing the positive impact of Equine Assisted
Activities and Therapy (EAAT).
Hippo-therapy, one form of EAAT,is based on the human/animal
relationship and also utilizes the dynamic movement of the horse to
achieve certain therapeutic goals. This type of treatment is effective
because the regular, symmetrical and rhythmic movement of the
horsehas a beneficial effect andsimulates the human walk.
Therapeutic horseback riding and equine-assisted activities are
the two most common EAAT methods, which can help people with
physical, cognitive, and emotional disabilities such as cerebral palsy,
muscular weakness, Down’s syndrome, Autism Spectrum Disorder,
and visual impairment, to name only a few.
Though it can be dated back to the 1900s and is widely practiced
in many countries, EAAT is still mostly unknown in China. However,
the non-profit organization HOPE (Horses Offering People Enrichment)
is on a mission to change this.
Now operating from Dongfang Mahui in Gaoliying village in Shunyi,
HOPE was founded in 2009 by Dr.Priscilla Lightsey, a physical therapist, certified therapeutic riding instructor, and hippo-therapy clinical
specialist from the US. Priscilla moved Beijing in 2006 and found EAAT
almost non-existent in China at the time, so she decided to set up an
organization to promote EAAT to help more children in need.
HOPE is currently operated by Sun Haixia and Manuela Tournier
(Riding for the Disabled Association Instructor), with the latter
working as chief instructor, using her long and varied equine and
teaching experience. There are a dozen of volunteers, who act as
side walkers. Volunteers commit to helping on a weekly basis. They
are trained before they can start and receive training once a month
to improve skills.

playing outside PLAYING
In partnership with Bethel Foster Home, Angle Home Orphanage,
Shepherd’s Field Orphanage and Migrant Children Foundation, four
Beijing-based non-profit organizations serving children with special
needs or orphans, HOPE provides therapeutic horse riding courses and
other equine-assisted activities. The sessions are free to orphans and
migrant children, and there is a charge of RMB 400 for a 40-minute
course for other children.
All the horses are well trained and well cared for. Before riding the
horse, the children are encouraged to prepare the horse by grooming and maybe helping with the tack (saddle). This may facilitate a
bonding between the horse and rider.
“The connection between the children and the horses is really
important. Horse riding is not just a sport but a relationship; the trust
between horse and rider really matters,” Tournier explained.
Besides daily individual therapeutic riding sessions, HOPE runs
summer camps every year, which are attended by children with special needs, including children from areas outside of Beijing. Serving
as a model program with high safety standards is a long-term goal
for HOPE.
In the years since its foundation, HOPE has developed gradually
into a professional therapy provider, witnessing positive changes in
children with special needs through EAAT.
“What we have gained from those children is,we think, much
more than what we have offeredto them.” Both Haixia and Tournier
expressed this feeling, when they shared some touching stories with
beijingkids.
Cancan is an 8-year-old boy from Xi’an, who attended HOPE’s
summer camp in 2017. When they met Cancan for the first time,
he could not walk unassisted. After eight days attending the EAATfocused summer camp, Cancan suddenly walked unaided when he
was dismounted from his horse.
“We were so surprised, happy, and proud of him.” Tournier still
can’t hide her excitement when replaying the short video that was
taken, showing Cancan walking independently.
Though they are delighted to see the potential for development,
they recognize that there is still a long way to go, since hippo-therapy
in Beijing is still similar to a stumbling toddler, and it is better to take
small but stable steps.
“It takes a long time to train and qualify an instructor. We aim to
see a big future for HOPE, but we don’t want to expand rapidly at
the expense of the safety for these children,” said Tournier.
To ensure proper safety standards, in a typical therapeutic riding
session, the horse will be led by a horse handler and there will be
a side walker on either side of the rider. Due to limited funds and
small number of trained therapy horses and staff members, HOPE
currently only provides individual courses. They are aiming to train
instructors to a high level, so they can develop HOPE to support a
wider range of people.
“There are several elements, or to put it more accurately barriers, that make hippo-therapy a slow walker in China: high expense;
a lack of qualified instructors and people’s lack of knowledge about
it,” Haixia said.
Having worked at HOPE for more than two years, Haixia shared
with beijingkids what has impressed her most and the reason she
decided to stay with HOPE to continue promoting hippo-therapy, these
are the magical changes that have happened to these kids.
“For children with severe autism, something as easy as turning
a palm is like climbing a mountain for them,” she said. “In order
to show them how to pull out a chair and take a seat, you need to
repeat it a hundred times before they can follow your words and do
what they’re asked to do.”
“Hippo-therapy works like magic. When I see the smile blossoming
on the faces of children in front of horses or during the horse riding,
it gives me incomparable satisfaction.”

Here, Xiaole is enjoying the ride of his life.

“Fan Fan is a migrant child from Hunan. We are struck by his incredible willpower to achieve despite the many challenges of his physical
disabilities. He is now back in his hometown, but we’re trying to arrange special lessons for him in the near future,” Haixia added.
However, hippo-therapy is not a cure fit for all. Before accepting
a child into their program, HOPE will consult a doctor or a physiotherapist depending on the child’s condition.
There are many other examples showing the notable changes,
which have happened thanks to EAAT, and parents are also excited
to share with us the difference it’s made to their children.
“My child changed on the horse, and was happy, calm and able
to pay attention,” said a parent of a child who attended the HOPE
summer camp.
“We saw that our child with autism was able to connect with the
horse, which is a great encouragement,” said another parent.
We visited HOPE on the last day of their 4-day volunteer training
course and by chance, 7-year-old Xiaole was taking the horseback
riding session and I could barely tell any difference between him and
the other child, who didn’t have special needs. Seeing that smile on
Xiaole’s face touched me deeply and I realized the power of hope and
love, which is in abundance at these EAAT sessions at HOPE.
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Many Hands
Make Light
Work
3e shares a bright idea
to celebrate Earth Hour
By Andy Penafuerte III

Step 1

Step 2

Paper (colored tissue paper and a plain
sheet), scissors, white glue, paint brush, pen,
colored pencils, two pipe cleaners, a candle,
and a glass jar

Cut the yellow tissue paper into squares
or rectangles. Paint the glue onto the jar
and stick the paper squares to cover it. You
can use the glue to stick down the edges
smoothly.

Draw a tree trunk onto the brown tissue paper and carefully cut it out with the scissors.
Glue your tree onto the jar.
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Materials

MAKER'S CORNER PLAYING

W

e like everything that lights
up our mood, right? Our
lantern project this month
is just like that, but with a
higher purpose of encouraging kids to
care more about Mother Nature.
The project is inspired by Earth
Hour, a movement in which thousands
of cities around the world switch off
non-essential lights for about an hour
every last week of March. According
to the World Wide Fund for Nature,
the activity organizers, the lights-off
movement is a symbol of “commitment
to the planet.”
With that in mind, beijingkids like
the idea of a lantern shining with
inspiration, but our friends from 3e
International School thought to make
it even more sustainable. Art teacher
Jonathan Winstanley and 9-year-old
Chloe Fu say this Earth Hour lantern is
easy to do since most of the materials
are readily available. The third-grader
even asks her teacher to do a similar
project to celebrate other holidays as
well!

Step 3

Step 4

Step 5

Make your tree blossom! Cut out leaf shapes
from the green tissue paper using the scissors.

Now, let’s call for your favorite animals! Draw
and color them using the colored pencils.
Stick them on the tree using the glue.

Wrap one pipe cleaner around the top of the
jar, then use another one to make the handle.
Get an adult to help you place your lit candle
inside the jar.
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What Makes You

Happy ?
Kids from Eduwings Kindergarten celebrate the
International Day of Happiness by filling this
month’s Blank Canvas

Alan Zhang, 5 (China): I super love numbers!

Karen Zhang, 6 (US): Rainbows and flowers

Fiona Lee, 6 (China): Swimming with my sister
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Becca Zhang, 5 (China): Spending a whole day with mom

BLANK
BLANK CANVAS
CANVAS LEARNING
LEARNING

Ami Li, 6 (China): My favorite moview Up

Mia Zhang, 5 (China): My fifth birthday party

Anna Zhang, 6 (China): I like ice cream, even if mom
does not allow me to eat too much!

Olivia Peng, 5 (China): Being with my family!

Ayanvitta Kalsi, 6 (India): The colorful rainbow

Lina Shi, 5 (China): When mom and I go to a farm
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Help Is
Relative
Why family support is
valuable for the disabled
By Andy Penafuerte III

A
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However, in the area of education alone, many local schools are simply
not equipped with facilities and learning support systems especially
for children with disabilities. The CDPF said that there were as many
as 90,000 disabled youngsters that had no access to education at
the end of 2012. Another report from the foundation suggested that
inadequate services for specific disabilities, and even the cultural life
in the community of these children, were some of the main reasons
for dropouts.
Until government actions are instituted from a national scale down
to the grassroots level, PWDs will need to break the stigma with the
help of their own families. Occupational therapist Nazreen Adam says
that acceptance is the first step, explaining that not only parents but
everyone should be able to understand the situation of people and
children with disabilities. Speech pathologist Maureen Tanoy adds that
parents should address their expectations, especially for school-aged
kids. They both work at The Learning Frontier, a learning support
institution which provides specialist services for children with learning
needs, from a variety of different nationalities.
We recently interviewed the two specialists about the issue of
addressing the learning and developmental needs of children with
disabilities: how 21st century education strategies are integrated into
therapy, early intervention and playtime, and more.
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ccording to the second national sample survey on disability
carried out in 2006, there were approximately 85 million
people with disabilities (PWDs), most of whom were living
in poverty. The numbers could be higher as China defines
disabilities differently from other countries. There is also a cultural
practice of families hiding their disabled relatives, whose imperfections
are often seen as a “punishment” to parents for moral or spiritual
misdeeds.
Despite that notion, there’s progress on the issue of disabilities in
Chinese society. Nowadays, PWDs in China are often referred to as 残
障人士(cánzhàng rénshì, literally “incomplete and hindered person”),
or 残疾人 (cánjí rén, “person with incomplete illness”), as opposed to
the historical term 残废(cánfèi, “incomplete and useless”). Also last
year, the State Council of China passed an ordinance on disability
rehabilitation, expanding government measures to provide assistance and services to PWDs. This includes establishing a system of
rehabilitation for disabled children, but specific measures are yet to
be formulated by the government and the China Disabled Persons’
Federation (CDPF), a national agency for the disabled individuals in
the country.
The ordinance effectively strengthens the country’s Law on the
Protection of People with Disabilities, which guarantees the civil rights
of PWDs, including their job security, rehabilitation, and education.
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What’s the difference between ‘diagnosed’ and ‘undiagnosed’
children?
Adam: We get kids that have diagnoses and that can be anything
from cerebral palsy, autism, ADHD, or others. In general, they need
different therapies to support their development. But we also get
kids who don’t have a diagnosis; it’s not that they’ve missed it,
but that they have some mild difficulties, which could be a slight
developmental delay. That’s not specifically a difficulty related to
a diagnosis but maybe just a mild delay, or a skill that hasn’t been
developed appropriately.
Tanoy: On the terms of ‘diagnosed’ and ‘undiagnosed’ kids, a medical
diagnosis would be very apparent in the beginning, especially if you
go to the doctor regularly for checkup.
Adam: But learning difficulties are not something that is visible, that
when you go to visit a doctor you would know. No, it needs more
information from parents and teachers. You need to observe factors
in different areas and take that information in.
Tanoy: Or sometimes, learning difficulties just don’t really show
until kids go to school. That’s the undiagnosed way – kids will go to
school and teachers will find out, only then they inform the parent
that, ‘These are the concerns and problems and we’ve tried our way
but the problems keep on persisting.’
There’s a possibility that learning difficulties can be misunderstood by the general population. So how can parents
identify or observe such cases?
Tanoy: It’s hard to say and I think it’s always better to rely on a
professional. Although for kids, a reliable source is someone whom
they always interact with the most time of their day. Parents would
obviously know if there’s something their kids need help with, especially if they have had a child before. They will know what child
development will look like. Also, what’s really common in China is kids
are mostly in school so it’s usually their teachers who would notice
difficulties. We (specialists) rely a lot on teachers because they spend
a lot of time with kids and they know what to look for.
What are the signs in learning difficulties in kids that parents
and teachers need to look out for?
Tanoy: Spotting learning difficulties isn’t the focus for teachers, but
they do know, especially if they’re very experienced. If a teacher
has been working with the same level of kids for their entire career,
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they will know when one of the kids doesn’t perform the same as
others.
Adam: If teachers find that children aren’t meeting specific goals
of the curriculum, they can do their own interventions. But if they
find the difficulties to be persisting and their interventions are not
helping, it’s a good idea to seek professional help.
How should non-specialists like teachers and parents react
to their observations of children?
Adam: Sometimes, people are not sure when to refer or say, ‘Maybe
I should wait a little bit longer. It will be better.’ We find teachers
are very aware and when we speak to them, they say, ‘We see this,
but we don’t know what we should do or where to refer.’ Experience
and education are not just about understanding child development
in those areas. There are ways to refer, and they should know there
are resources in Beijing.
Tanoy: If you’re a parent and if your child is in school, it’s very important that you constantly communicate with the homeroom teacher
just so that both of you are on the same page and see where the
child is heading in the course of a year. Oftentimes, it’s a question
of when, not what the problem is. The question is always, ‘When do
we need professional help?’ ‘When is the right time to find a specialist?’ It’s very important to know if the problem is being addressed or
what things the teachers are doing. If these are not working, then
we can figure out why so.
Adam: Early intervention is the best. It’s easier to improve skills
earlier rather than later. It becomes a little bit difficult and takes
longer once kids are older.
Just how early can early intervention start?
Adam: It’s very dependent on the learning difficulty. Parents know
the steps for development for younger children, so when they are
not reaching the normal masteries of skills, and if they continue not
to, it’s a good idea to refer them to a specialist.
Tanoy: For parents, it doesn’t matter how big or small your concern
is. If you feel that something is amiss, you always have your pediatrician for younger kids as they need regular checkup. Once kids reach
3 or 4, then the checkup with the pediatrician is not as often but at
that age, kids will be already at school so teachers should be the
resource for parents.
What can you say about the learning support systems in local
public schools in Beijing? Do you think that local teachers
are equipped or have enough education to observe learning
difficulties in children?
Adam: From what we understand, many local schools do not have
learning support systems.
Tanoy: But they do have mental health counselors. But anything
outside that is offered privately.
Adam:I’m sure that teachers know what learning difficulties are but
they might just not have enough experience. Also, there were a lot
of mentions about and creating resources for special needs after the
latest government conference.
Tanoy: We assume that these teachers are equipped. But it’s just
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always a question of, ‘Ok, I found something. Now, what do I do?’
If you are a local teacher, ‘Where will I refer these kids? We don’t
have that resource, anyway.’ It’s always about what solutions you
can give the parents, because if there aren’t any then it would be a
difficult situation.
How do you integrate 21st century educational teaching into
your specializations?
Adam: It’s a hot topic at the moment. For example, people say,
‘Why is handwriting still important? We don’t write anymore, we have
computers.’ In my specialization, occupational therapy, handwriting
is still important because the skills that you use to develop it are the
same skills that you use later on to certain visual-perceptual abilities
such as reading or drawing, as well as develop other motor skills
and muscles.
Tanoy: It’s the same with speech therapy, it’s a hot topic right now,
especially when kids use the iPad or TVs. It’s not bad if these devices
are used in moderation or in a way mom and dad are included. Kids
shouldn’t be left alone with gadgets, but instead we should use these
devices to make it an interactive play with other people. By cutting
off that playtime, we’re not developing the social communication
skills that we need. An iPad that will talk to you will not require you
to talk back because it’s very visual and feeding you what you need.
It’s a very one-way stimulus.
For kids with special needs, will playtime be more effective
to develop their learning skills?
Tanoy: We make teachers understand why certain activities and
playtime are connected to each other. The main thing that kids do
is play, eat, and sleep. Somewhere along the process, teachers and
specialists have to find a way to integrate themselves in a manner
that kids will find you interesting, such as being fun or playing with
them. Otherwise they will not talk to you at all or even acknowledge
that you’re there.
Adam: But then we still want children to develop imagination and
creativity so you will want them also to be able to play with simple
toys, and that’s important for their problem-solving skills. It doesn’t
have to be high-tech. Free play is very important for children and
they need to learn how to play by themselves and not to be occupied
by something all the time.
What do you think about apps and tools that people can use
for rehabilitation?
Adam: Definitely there are a lot of apps that we can use but every
child is different. You can’t say that one app can specifically help one
issue. You can understand the extent of the child’s learning difficulty
and what they need for that. So, we sometimes do recommend apps
but it’s not to say that for this issue we’re going to always recommend
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something. It’s always dependent and specific on where the child is
in the process of therapy.
Tanoy: I’ve encountered a lot of parents who are very proactive in
terms of finding resources. But I suggest that if they find an app or
a resource, it’s always good to ask a specialist. It’s up to them to
make their own informed choices.
Have you ever asked parents what do they hope for their
kids?
Adam: When we set our goals, we consult the parents and want
to know what they’d like their children to achieve. It’s more related
to what’s specific at that time and not in the future, but I think parents just want peace of mind that when they’re gone, their children
will be okay and be looked after. And that they will be able to feed
themselves.
Tanoy: I always tell the parents to be realistic with what they want
for their child. You don’t want frustration from your end and from your
child’s end as well because they’re trying to beat your expectations.
You don’t want that to be an issue. At the same time, I always tell
parents to find joy in little things and successes of your child. Even
the little things matter for these children.
Visit www.beijing-kids.com for further reading and to access the complete version of our interview with The Learning
Frontier specialists.
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Supporting
Players
How MSB and BSB Shunyi give a
little extra help to their students
By Andy Killeen

photos: courtesy of MSB, BSB Shunyi

W

e all like to think our kids are special – and of course
they are. Usually though we prefer to focus on what
they excel in: their creativity, talents, and diligence.
However sometimes our children need a little extra
help, whether that’s with achieving their potential academically or
managing their emotions and behavior.
	This can be hard for parents to admit to. However educators are
unanimous that getting children the support they need to achieve
their full potential is no more than good parenting. To find out how
students in Beijing’s international community are supported, we
talked to heads of Learning Support at two very different schools.
	Geraldine Solis is the Head of Learning Support at the International Montessori School of Beijing (MSB), which has 400 students
aged from 18 months to 12 years.
“We talk about our role as the 3 C’s,” she tells us, “collaboration, consultation, and coordination. We collaborate with teachers,
parents, and external experts to establish needs. We’re consultants
to the teachers in the classroom, we serve as a resource for parents
as well as teachers, help with evidence-based interventions. At the
same time we coordinate teams, and support the members of staff
developing ILPs (Individual Learning Plans). We’re also training
personal learning assistants, we have foreign interns, we initiate
Personal Development training for teachers.”

The children she supports have a range of needs.
“We have around 32 kids receiving active support or being
monitored. They’re cases which were flagged by teachers, and we
provide support, ideas and strategies to help them. They might have
autism, global developmental delay, attention deficit hyperactivity
disorder (ADHD), specific learning disabilities, anxiety disorders,
sensory processing disorders, behavioral and emotional challenges,
or speech, language and fluency difficulties.”
	At The British School of Beijing, Shunyi (BSB Shunyi), Rebecca
Mazie, Head of Additional Educational Needs, sees a similar diversity.
“We have students with varying needs,” she told us. “We offer
a few different pathways to receive support: at the mildest end
we have students who don’t really require a huge amount of support. There might be pastoral issues, particularly transition issues.
They might miss home or struggle with a new language and new
expectations. Transition is difficult, it can be difficult for adults! It’s
a temporary thing kids will go through. With the right support and
monitoring, and communication with home, they will come through
and be stronger at the end of it.”
Solis also highlights the importance of distinguishing learning
difficulties from the challenges faced by children in an international
environment.
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“At MSB we’re very careful in referring students coming from
culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds. We carry out assessments before jumping into ‘this is a learning support referral.’”
However some children will need longer term help.
“We have a monitoring process,” Mazie explains. “It might be
that the parents are concerned, or based on feedback from teachers,
form tutors, or heads of year. We have a high
teacher-to-student ratio, so for students who
are struggling we can keep a close eye, and
feedback on what’s working. We can put in
place classroom accommodations, such as
the use of laptops. Really simple changes can
make all of the difference: so for example if
a student has auditory processing difficulties, making sure that we give instructions
broken down really clearly, or written down,
and then checking their comprehension.
“For students who have greater needs
we can specifically target them, and build in
withdrawal support. For dyslexia, we might
offer help with spelling, reading comprehension, independent writing, proofchecking,
and editing – the type of study skills they
will use for the rest of their life.
“We tailor the support to the individual.
We communicate with parents, with teachers, and from secondary
age we start to communicate with the student themselves a lot more.
Even in Year 7 [Grade 6] they can be quite insightful, and draw attention to things you haven’t noticed. A sense of ownership can help
to drive their progress.”
Solis agrees on the importance of communication.
“With parents we have communication notebooks, especially for
those with ILPs (which are only used for high needs). Those notebooks
have all the things that we do; we want to make sure not only that
the parents know what we’re doing, but also that they can apply it
at home. If parents have things they want to share from home they
can write it in the notebook. It’s very effective, the notebook goes
back and forth. One kid is on their fourth notebook!

“One of the keys to communication is understanding culture,”
she continues, “especially in an international school. It’s important
parents understand that we are here to be part of your journey, to
help you find solutions. It’s not about labelling the child. We have
labels to guide us on strategies, but we separate the child from the
label. I’m proud to say we have very supportive families. Parents
are telling us to increase the sessions, which
reflects that the strategy is working.”
“If I’m trying to explain something about
a sensitive topic,” Mazie says, “the biggest
challenge is to broach things that are uncomfortable for people to hear. You have to
remain positive in the way you feed back. A
lot of people can feel judged as parents, so
one of my jobs is to make it clear that at BSB
Shunyi we don’t have problems I would worry
about, we don’t have behavior which is highly
concerning. All we have is students we want
to do better. We focus on what they’re doing
well, what their strengths are so we can draw
them out too, and say: ‘here’s an area we can
support your child better, where small changes
can give a better result.’”
We ask whether special needs are still a
taboo subject in China.
“I don’t think they’re taboo,” she answers, “but some people don’t
believe some things exist! It’s part of the globalization of education
and mental health issues, things that make sense in our culture are
not an appropriate way to speak to everybody. At heart we have a
child, an individual who has their own way of expressing themselves,
of seeing the world, and around that child there’s people who love
them and care for them. Instead of saying ‘autism’, we can say the
child has problems making friends, and with attention. We can focus on positive strategies to help them, rather than arguing about
vocabulary.
“The worry for parents is we are going to label the child and give
up on them; if we say ‘your child is autistic,’ then that is who he is,

“I focus on
the kid as an
individual, not
on the label.”

Rebecca Mazie is the Head of Additional Education Needs at BSB Shunyi.
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that’s all we’ll ever expect of him. It can be a generational thing,
that grandparents don’t want these labels, but even for western
parents it can be very difficult to accept sometimes. So I can use
this vocabulary in my notebook, but when talking to parents I’ll
say ‘your daughter has these difficulties, this is the kind of support
we’re going to offer.’ I focus on the kid as an individual, not on the
label.”
Solis too sees a change happening.
“Honestly, people are more open for discussion. I was even
surprised, when I attended a conference last year, that more parents were there. Part of it is because families are trying to educate
themselves. There’s increased awareness of disorders, and openness
and understanding come with education and awareness.”
Seeing the achievements of children with special needs can help
with raising awareness, she says.
“We have a child diagnosed with Autistic Spectrum Disorder
(ASD) and ADHD who overcame the social and emotional challenges
that go with these disorders, and took part a major role in one of the
school’s biggest projects. That changed the way the child perceived
themselves, and also opened up doors for that student, since the
school community could see what that child can actually achieve.
“Another child was very anxious, crying all the time coming to
school. Now this child not just comes in happy, but engages in work
independently. They’re so motivated, the skills they’ve achieved
makes them ahead of their peers. The child is so proud, and tells
their parents ‘I’m so ready for the next grade!’ That’s the definition
of success: a child who believes in what they can do and takes on
a challenge. The label doesn’t limit the child.”
Mazie has achieved similar successes with older students.
“We have a student who has complex needs, a couple of different issues that intersect making sitting down and focusing really
difficult. He’s coming towards the top end of school, so the big thing
is exams and qualifications, keeping him focused and supported.
“Last year he did GCSEs. If he could show everything he knows
he’d get an A star, but the system creates a barrier, so we worked
really hard, and his results were better than expected. It got to the

point where he re-sat one exam because he needed a C but came
out with D. He retook it and got a B! I try to stay professional but
I had tears in my eyes. I’m so proud of how hard he worked, and I
feel honored to be part of getting him where he needs to go.”
Solis though sounds a note of caution.
“I want to make sure,” she says, “that people understand that
even when individuals diagnosed with autism spectrum disorders
attend universities, it doesn’t mean that their autism went away, or
when our students achieve something that the struggles end. It is a
journey, and in every stage they will face some challenges that are
associated with the disorder, and they continue to require the support
of educators, families, and the community.”
“Human beings are incredibly complicated,” Mazie concludes.
“Computers are less complicated and they have problems! Reading,
writing, and mathematics have only existed for 10,000 years, and
we’re trying to fit the rainbow of humanity into an IB profile – you’ll
always find a few edges. If we can support them they have every
opportunity to succeed in what they want to do in life.”

Geraldine Solis, Head of Learning Support at MSB
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Attention to Detail
"Children don’t care what you know
until they know that you care"
By Kipp Whittaker

T

here is no one way for a school to remain inclusive to students that exhibit behavioral disorders, but we wanted to
talk to Olive International School (OIS), whom we felt is
making a noticeable effort in this area. Not only are they
doing their utmost to be proactive in helping students overcome these
challenges through structured academics focused on the individual
student, but they are also implementing many creative strategies
with these students in mind. We talked to Gabrielle Westbrook from
OIS to learn more.

I’m sure the most common response for many parents
learning that their child might be exhibiting some of the
symptoms associated with ADHD is “Don’t most children
experience these ‘symptoms’ at one point or another during
childhood?” When does it stop being a possibility and start
becoming a concern?
Westbrook: When a child shows behavioral or academic learning
challenges for an extended period of time, then it should be a red flag
to parents. Yes, most children have days where they are extremely
hyper and curious, but when reprimanded, they usually respond
with improved behavior. When a child continues to display abnormal
behaviors regularly, then the parents and teachers need to be concerned. Specifically, when a child seemingly cannot control his or her
behavior, becomes frustrated when reprimanded, and has a hard time
focusing during direct instruction or completing assignments during
independent practice, that child needs to be evaluated.
Children, especially young children, do not have stigmas about
learning challenges and support services. Those stigmas are embedded in them by society and mass media. If we can get children
diagnosed before society inundates them with shameful stigmas
associated with learning disorders like ADHD, they can dispel the
lies about behavioral and learning challenges with their own truths.
There is no harm in seeking help, but not seeking help could cause
irreparable damage to children in need of support services.
ADHD is a relatively well-known behavioral disorder and
is subsequently stigmatized sometimes as being a “fake”
condition with the mainstream media. How do you normally
respond to parents that may take a similar stance?
Coming to terms with the fact that a child has a mental, behavioral,
emotional, or learning disorder can be quite difficult for parents,
especially in China. But, parents have to realize that failure to seek
services and get proper diagnoses only prevents their children from
overcoming these challenges. If a parent chooses not to take the
recommendations from the school and other service providers, they
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are ultimately choosing to disservice their children. When children
have physical disabilities, most parents readily seek aid. Learning
disabilities are no different; they also deserve aid from support
services and the school.
How can parents be more proactive in helping to develop
and encourage positive behavior at home for students with
ADHD?
It has been said that the home is the first school. Home is the first
place that students learn social norms and expected behaviors. When
parents create systems and routines at home, it makes it easier for
students with ADHD to adapt to the systems and routines in place at
school. When students are allowed to have free rein at home, school
seems restrictive and unenjoyable.
In order for students with ADHD to be successful in learning environments, they must have systems in place at home that reinforce the
guidelines that they must follow at school. Using timers to increase
attention spans and having incentive-based task completion and behavior management trackers help students to build the stamina and
self-control needed for inclusive learning environments.
How does Olive International School’s behavior management program accommodate students with ADHD to ensure
that they can thrive in mainstream classrooms? How are
your classrooms equipped to better suit the needs of these
students?
First, every student at Olive International School who has been diagnosed with ADHD or who has displayed significant learning and behavioral challenges receives an Individualized Education Plan (IEP). This
IEP document helps teachers, parents, and the student understand
the difficulties that the child needs to overcome, the interventions that
will help that child reach the goals, and a time of reflection over the
child’s progress towards previous goals. Teachers and administrators
meet at least once a month to review a student’s IEP.
In addition, parents can opt to have a shadow teacher for students
who need additional support and supervision. The shadow teacher’s
role is to attend to the learning and behavioral needs of the student
being shadowed, and is a vital resource in the classroom because he
or she spends the most time with the student one-on-one. Through
the viewpoint of the shadow teacher, we learn the student’s triggers,
motivations, and preferences.
Last, because ADHD manifests itself so differently in each student,
we provide a special behavior support chart that is unique to each
child’s various challenges. We have found that the charts avoid embarrassment and do not distract from class instruction. The teacher
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is made aware of the child’s needs, and the student feels that his or
her needs have been addressed.
What ideology has been the most transformative when teaching students with ADHD?
Incentive-based behavior plans have a far greater impact on the overall growth of a child with ADHD than punitive-based systems. While
punitive consequences need to be in place, children tend to perform
better when they are working towards a goal or reward rather than
behaving appropriately to keep from being punished.
Secondly, educational professionals must realize that best practices
for students with ADHD are best practices for all students. Students
with ADHD need certain coping mechanisms and learning tools to help
them stay focused, be productive, and demonstrate self-control. The
strategies that teachers utilize for students with ADHD actually make

the overall learning environment more engaging for all students. Students with ADHD should never feel different or isolated in a classroom;
although the strategies are designed for students coping with ADHD,
they should be utilized in the classroom with the understanding that
all students will benefit from employing such strategies.
Where do instructors fail students with ADHD?
I think instructors fail students in two significant ways. First, every
teacher wants a perfect classroom where students learn without causing any trouble, but students are not robots. Children have different
personalities, interests, and as evidenced by the need for this interview, challenges. When teachers fail to understand who their students
are and force their students to fit into a cookie-cutter model of how
students should behave, we stifle children’s growth and ostracize
them in learning environments that should foster their development.
Secondly, teachers fail students when they do not build relationships
with students. When they see that teachers are paying attention to
them, spending time learning their interests and hobbies, and finding
ways to engage them inside and outside of class, then they become
invested in both the teacher and their overall learning.
What are some simple things schools in China could be doing
to help facilitate the development of these students?
Schools in China have to honor the individuality of students. No two
students, whether they have ADHD or not, are going to be the
same. And thus, how teachers approach each child is critical to
their overall growth in school. While there are standards that
all children must meet behaviorally and academically, teachers
must consider the disabilities and challenges as well as the
gifts and talents of their students.
Do you have any last pieces of advice?
I really want society to understand that ADHD presents
learning and behavioral challenges, but it does not dictate
the academic achievement or social aptitude of children.
With the proper diagnoses and support services, students with ADHD can thrive in learning environments
and various social settings. Teachers and parents must
respectfully collaborate with one another to find appropriate solutions to help their children. Last, the
intervention strategies that teachers use to help
children cope with ADHD are best strategies for
all children. Making classroom accommodations
for children with ADHD will actually benefit all
students in the learning environment. Many of
the accommodations make instruction more
engaging, behavior management more
feasible, and expected learning
outcomes more achievable.

Gabrielle Westbrook is a native of Memphis, Tennessee in the
US. She came to China in 2014, and she currently works at Olive
International School as the Dean of Students where she handles
student affairs and behavior management. She is also a Secondary English teacher at the same school and her classes focus on
critical thinking skills, in-depth literary analysis, and articulate
written expression.
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Different
Strokes
Two moms talk about
their experiences
bringing up kids with
special needs
By Andrew Killeen, Jolie Wu,
and Chrystal Wu

N

icole Washko graduated from Oklahoma City University, and originally
came to China in 1998 as a student,
thinking she would only be here for
a short while! Since then she’s lived in Shanghai and Singapore as well as Beijing, and she’s
now Director of Admissions and Marketing
at The British School of Beijing, Shunyi (BSB
Shunyi). Her husband Travis works at the
school too, as Director of Sport and PE, and
their daughters are students there: Madison
is 10 and Riley 8.

When did you first notice your child was
different? What was your reaction?
It wasn’t really me who noticed anything
different but rather friends and teachers.
Being my first child, I did not notice that
my daughter was far ahead of an “average”
child when speaking. I did not think it was a
big deal that she skipped crawling and went
straight to walking, wouldn’t walk down the
stairs every other foot in reception, or that
her drawing skills were so poor in Year 1. It
was that amazing Year 1 teacher that said to
my husband and me: “Your daughter seems
to be struggling in reading and fine motor
skills, yet far ahead of her peers in verbal
communication. We would like to do a short
assessment to see if there is a gap.”
When was your child diagnosed? What
was your reaction?
When the short assessment came back with
the suggestion of dyslexia, and a recommendation for a full educational psychology
assessment by an external party (with a
price tag of RMB 20,000-30,000), I felt overwhelmed, and honestly just wanted to go call
my mother! As a parent, I don’t want my child
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to be different or to struggle, so it was hard
to accept at first. Lots of discussions ensued:
from pregnancy, to birth, to milestones, and
a full family history.
What support have you had from family
and friends?
I was approached almost immediately by other
parents who have had similar situations, and
had amazing advice, introductions to Olivia’s
Place and Elsa Elliot (educational psychologist), and most importantly the comment that
we all need to hear: “I have been there, and
it will all be alright”. A lot of online research
is available about the large percentage of
students that have special educational needs,
and that also helped with acceptance of terms
and help.
How do you talk to your child about
their special needs? What vocabulary
do you use?
We had an occupational therapy (OT) assessment completed by Olivia’s Place, followed by
OT for a short time, then a separate educational psychology assessment. The psychologist
suggested using a slimmed down version of
the report without labels, just one that focused
on my daughter’s individual learning strengths
and weaknesses. The class teacher and the
Special Education Needs Inclusion team at
BSB, Shunyi made some accommodations
for her almost immediately to ensure she is
successful at school. Four years on, my older
daughter is well aware of her struggles with
reading and writing, as well as her strengths,
and we have been honest with her, including
the terminology used by the teachers.
How do their friends behave with your
child? Do they treat them differently or
the same?
She had an unfortunate experience in Year 2
when students tried to bully her because of
her poor drawing and writing, which could
have really damaged her confidence. Luckily
for us her class teacher took the student aside
and discussed it with the parents, turning it
around completely. That child became my

daughter’s biggest supporter and is still a
close friend.
What challenges do you and your child
face now?
My younger daughter was diagnosed much
later with a different form of dyslexia which
affects auditory processing. Her strengths lie
in the written word, a complete opposite from
her sister, which makes doing homework at
our house a real challenge! Again, like her
sister, this was noted by her teacher in Year
3, and she was given a formal educational
psychology assessment by the same psychologist as her sister. When doing these assessments, a lot of family background information
is needed, so it was helpful to have someone
who already knew us and our family. Even
though this expert moved outside of China,
we chose to take a family trip to Kuala Lumpur
just to see her!
What challenges will you and your child
face in the future?
Both of my girls will find ways of tackling their
challenges through the school years, by using
their strengths and by accepting the accommodations that all schools offers students with
different learning styles. There will be peaks
and valleys in their academic advancement
throughout the years and that is what is hard
to prepare for.
What positives do you take from your
situation?
Because of this experience, I have started
a small support group in Shunyi for parents
that have children a range of mild educational
needs to severe disabilities. We don’t have
any groundbreaking activities, but we support each other from day to day by sharing
successes or listening to a parent vent as
necessary. We also share resources and spend
time being generally grateful for all the people
in our children’s lives who make a positive
difference. The issues we have at my home
seem large to me some days, but are nothing
compared to what some families go through
and that perspective is always needed.

M

aggie studied for a master’s degree in the UK, but returned to
China to work before becoming
a full-time mother. Her husband
worked at Tsinghua University after receiving his doctorate, and is now a research and
development manager of an entrepreneurial
company. Their son Xiao Le (David), age 7,
is a first-year student at Olive International
School in Beijing.

When did you first notice your child was
different? What was your reaction?
I gave birth to my child prematurely when
I was 30-months pregnant. He stayed over
30 days in the neonatal intensive care unit,
where an MRI test revealed cerebral dysplasia
and leukomalacia. The doctor told us it might
produce sequelae such as brain paralysis; we
should be prepared and implement nursing
intervention as soon as possible. I was worried and confused. I didn’t know what his
future held. When he was 3 months old, he
still couldn’t control his head. He couldn’t turn
over his body or raise his head, and he had
muscle spasms in all of his limbs.
When was your child diagnosed? What
was your reaction?
When he was 3 months old, I took him to
the institution for preterm infants. He was
diagnosed with cerebral palsy. I didn’t realize
how serious it was then. I just thought maybe
he would not be as good as others in doing
sports. He was so young and I believed that he
would be normal if we started taking physical
therapy as soon as we could.
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How did you choose a school for your
child? What factors did you take into
consideration?
I began to choose a school for him when he
was 6. I didn’t think the education system or
philosophy of public schools would suit him,
because of his physical difference and his
nervous temperament. I hoped to find an international school with love and care, a school
offering support teachers and one helpful for
his physical and mental development.
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couldn’t walk on his own is that his legs and
waist lacked strength and had muscle spasms;
and if he kept training, he would be able to
walk soon. Especially after his operation on
his tendons and legs, the muscular tension
was reduced and many problems affecting
walking were resolved. He was happy to feel
the hope.
I don’t like to use disabled to talk about
children like him, I prefer to use differently
abled. In fact, my child does pretty well in
other aspects. Three years ago, I asked a
foreign doctor if my child would become
normal like others. He asked me several
questions. “What kind of people are normal?
Is there any criteria for normal? Is your child
making progress? If he is making progress,
he is normal.” I was moved by his words, and
it made me re-examine the issue of special
children.
How do their friends behave with your
child? Do they treat them differently or
the same?
Before he went to school, he didn’t have many
friends, and most are my friends’ children.
When they played together, some kids asked
him why he couldn’t walk. He said because
he had an operation and he would be able to
walk soon. However, he had few true friends.
Last year, after he went to primary school,
his classmates liked him and helped him a
lot. He likes his classmates too, and is happy
every day.
What challenges do you and your child
face now?
I quit my job to look after my child after he
was born. I totally put myself into raising him
and arranging his treatments. It’s stressful for

my husband to be a sole breadwinner. And
our focus has turned to the child.
David became a first-year student in
September, 2017. He gradually got used to
school life (he had never been to kindergarten
before). At present, the challenges come in
two aspects. The first is his schoolwork. His
right hand lacks strength to hold a pen and
write. He is making progress but still needs
to practice. By now, he can write letters and
numbers by himself. He tries hard to review
and memorize what he learns in class. And
we, as parents, also need to soothe him when
he has problems. The second challenge is
time management. We need to balance the
time for learning and treatment.
What challenges will you and your child
face in the future?
We will need to find the right direction when
we get lost in the future. I need to pay attention to what he cares about, what he likes,
to make him happy.
In China or elsewhere, which organizations outside school have provided useful help for you and your child?
In 2011, he had hydrotherapy in Beijing. He
swam for one year with Family Box. And he
has being swimming with MOOEYSWIM for
five years. In 2016, he also received equestrian rehabilitation with Hope.
What positives do you take from your
situation?
I used to think the child is my burden, but
now, I just want to raise him well and give
him a good example. He is not my burden,
but my comfort. When God closes a door for
you, he will open a window. I want him to
learn to be himself regardless of what others
think about him.

What support have you had from family
and friends?
My parents did their utmost to help us and encourage us. My child had received acupuncture
treatment by the age of 3. My friends introduced several excellent herbalist doctors to
me, and they helped a lot when I was choosing
international schools for my kid.
How do you talk to your child about
their special needs? What vocabulary
do you use?
I never told him that he was a cerebral palsy
child. I only told him the reason why he
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Dog Wars:
The Weasel
Strikes Back

Will the Year of the Dog be the year that Andrew Killeen
gives in to his children’s demands for a pet?

“D

ad, can we get a pet weasel?”
“What?” I look at Noah’s
hopeful face, and for a brief
second find myself giving the matter serious
consideration. Then I come to my senses.
“No! Don’t be ridiculous. Of course we can’t
have a weasel.”
Noah looks crestfallen for a moment, then
brightens.
“Oh well, we’ll just have to get a dog
then.”
I should have scented danger, should have
known I was walking into a trap. The Weasel
Maneuver was just the latest ploy in what I
think of as the Dog Wars.
My boys have made clear their desire for
a pet dog ever since they could say the word
“dog”. In the UK, they had a book of dog pictures which they would pore over for hours,
selecting their favorite breed and inventing
names for their imaginary pets. When we
went to Joseph’s school for his first parents’
evening, his teacher showed us a picture he’d
drawn of his family: mom, dad, brother, and
Oscar the dog. I’m not sure the teacher believed us when we said Oscar didn’t exist.
“Really?” she said. “But he talks about him
all the time...”
Even the walk to school was caninecentered, as every dog along the way had to
be stroked and fussed over. (Don’t worry, they
always asked the owner first.)
I’m sure some people reading this – OK,
most people – will now be thinking “Then why
don’t you just get them one, you miserable old
git?” Like the woman in the park to whom I
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cheerfully admitted to not being a “dog person,” only for her face to sour as though I’d
just confessed to drowning puppies.
It’s true that I prefer cats, because they’re
smarter, more independent, and generally
more dignified. (Like me. Ahem.) But that’s
not the reason I won’t get my kids a dog.
Nor is it because of my concerns about

I’m not sure the
teacher believed
us when we said

from home is that nobody ever believes you’re
really working, and they assume that your day
can be filled up with minor tasks. After all,
who ended up looking after the stick insects?
(Actually, that was my wife, but hey, let’s not
quibble over details.)
But maybe they deserve a chance to prove
me wrong. From Beijing’s essential international family resource (that’s the beijingkids
website, in case you weren’t aware,) I heard
about Spare Leash, a scheme which offers
pet sitters for people going on holiday. Since
we’re going nowhere over Chunjie, we’ve
discussed signing up as sitters, and trying out
pet ownership for a couple of weeks. Perhaps
2018 will turn out to be the Year of the Dog
for us too.

Oscar the dog
didn’t exist.
our living arrangements. In England we had a
house, and a garden, and a park nearby; now
we live on the fourth floor with no elevator. As
international nomads, we’d face the complication of putting the animal through quarantine
if we decided to move. And it would make
it more difficult for us to travel and explore,
while we are here. But none of those perfectly
good reasons is the deciding factor.
It’s because I know, with grim certainty,
that once the novelty has worn off, it’ll be me
that will be left to take the dog for walks and
clean up its mess. The problem with working

About the Writer

Andrew Killeen is a novelist and creative writing teacher.
Originally from Birmingham, England, he studied at
Cambridge University and now lives in Beijing with his
wife and two crazy boys, Noah (age 12) and Joseph
(age 9). In between he was at various times a DJ, festival director, positive parenting practitioner, and homeless support worker. His critically acclaimed historical

novels are available from Dedalus Books.
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Why Stay?
Beijing, I just can’t quit you

A

fter the name exchange and typical
“where are you from?” the most
commonly asked question of expats
is: “What brought you to China?” I’ve
condensed the answer down to two or three
concise sentences that, admittedly, have come
to sound slightly rehearsed. Of course, the real
reasons are much more complex.
This winter, though, a spotlight suddenly
shone on the question in reverse. My family
faced the decision of possibly leaving China.
So I had to ask myself: “Why leave?” There
was no simple and easily rehearsed answer.
A long list of reasons revealed themselves.
Then another long list of reasons emerged
about why we should, in fact, stay. Indecision
reigned. I lost sleep.
You see, I would argue that expats like me
who have been here for more than five years
(and have ties to not just the community but
also to Chinese households through marriage
and family) have done what it takes to accept
the fact that our duration in this place could
indeed be indefinite. We have made it our
home. We have adapted. There was no other
way to survive! That isn’t to say we haven’t
had our “bad China days” like everyone else,
but we can’t deny that a long-term relationship
with a place is not unlike a long-term relationship with a person: there are phenomenal
things about China and there are certainly
challenges. But that’s what committed people
do: we stick it out.

When we arrive at a crossroads in which
our long-accepted notion of home threatens
to come to an end (I speak from experience), destabilization takes the wheel. The
annoying lyric “Should I stay or should I go
now” by The Clash incessantly played on a
loop in my head. Questions piled on top of
questions like: What will I do professionally
in Canada? How will I handle the absence of
my in-laws regarding childcare? How will I
preserve the Chinese language for the kids in
a non-Chinese speaking school and environment? Etc. Etc.
Of course, the reasons for leaving were
also plentiful. My ageing parents in Canada.
The free education. The absence of (though
much improved, still ever-present) air pollution. Free healthcare. A new beginning.
When I say I lost sleep, I wasn’t kidding.
On the eve of possibly making great changes,
our minds play out various scenarios. I spun
new future stories until the wee hours of the
morning, all while I had to still be a mom and
get my kids on the school bus the next day.
It was unhealthy. A stupid obsessive thought
wormhole I slipped in for weeks.
That, in itself, is a testimony of Beijing’s
magnetic charm. How do you leave such a
draw? After so many years (9+) in this city’s
force field, I am unquestionably changed. I
love my life here. I love my apartment and
my rhythms. I love my friends and my freelance “juggle” that feels positively circus-like

at the best of times. To have mastered the
skill of keeping such colorful and diverse jobs
simultaneously suspended in the air feels like
a victory. How do I let this all go?
So, in early January, I decided to stop
deciding. I mentally placed the dilemma of
choice to one side and let myself sit with the
lists. Sometimes you have to actively stop
spinning the “what if” narratives and just wait
for the “mind snow” to settle, as if our brains
are snow globes and the crossroads have
given us a shake.
The result? We’re staying.
For now. But that’s the best I can give you,
Beijing. And now I’ve rehearsed a nice concise
answer for “Why stay?”

About the Writer

Ember Swift is a Canadian musician and writer
who has been living in Beijing since late 2008.
She and her husband Guo Jian (国囝), who is also
a musician, have a daughter called Echo (国如一)
and a son called
Topaz or “Paz” (国世龙).
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Engaging
Authentically
Navigating common
communication roadblocks
By Caroline Nath

H

ave you ever noticed that humans
love to study and get certificates
for everything? There are many
diplomas and certificates that allow
us to do the most mundane of tasks. We have
certificates for countless levels of schooling,
driving licenses for all types of vehicles, barista or chef diplomas, the list is long. You
would think that parenting, one of the most
difficult, if not the single most difficult job on
the planet, would also involve some sort of
training.
When I was handed my firstborn and
pushed to go home after a week in the clinic,
where we could ask nurses and doctors for
professional help on everything, I thought this
must be a joke. You are actually going to trust
us with this baby? Isn’t someone with some
sense going to stop us? We are not equipped
for this job! Or so I thought. The job, taking
these little helpless persons, bringing them up
to help them become contributing, cooperative, creative, compassionate big people is
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a huge responsibility. And very often, when
youths are in trouble and derail from the
preset educational tracks we set for them,
the problems they appear to be causing in
society are blamed on parents. Yet parents
are not trained or helped much along the way.
We assume that parenting is as natural as
making babies and it just comes “genetically”
somehow. But does it?
So it is an immense responsibility to be
a parent. Relationships are difficult, and relationships are based on communication. In
order to be an effective parent, you must also
be an effective communicator. Now if in your
family there is a child with difficulties, who
went through trauma, has special needs, or
any other “atypical” needs, then communication becomes even more important as these
situations tremendously affect relationships
in the family as a whole. In all cases, but
especially more so in unusual situations, it
becomes even more important to look at family relationships in a systemic way.

feature PARENTING

mask over their face before putting it on the
child’s face. The same is true when you are
dealing with children with difficulties. How
will you be tolerant, patient, understanding,
observant of your child’s needs if you are succumbing to stress? Finding ways to change the
negative narrative in your mind about your
situation or your child’s and thereby changing your own perspective and ultimately your
own parenting behavior will allow you to be
more responsive to your child. Finding this
new, more adapted parenting philosophy and
practice may take time, research, and training.
And it is at the height of stress that you will
want to use your newly gained knowledge and
skills but are also most tempted to backslide
into old patterns of parenting like solving your
child’s problems for them or using power to
get what we want.
Dr. Gordon was nominated twice for the Nobel Peace Prize for his effectiveness parenting
model that ultimately brings peace to families.
One of his simple concepts in communication
are the 12 communication blocks (pictured).
These are blocks that will almost certainly
guarantee the contrary effect than was initially
intended by the listener and sometimes cause
doors to slam or a complete shutdown of the
troubled person. When people are experiencing a problem, most of us have the tendency
to jump in with “help” in the form of “good
advice” from our own experience or questioning to get at the “facts” or reassuring to make
them feel better. Even though our motivation is
to help, these responses do just the opposite
and become “roadblocks” that fail to relieve
the other’s mood, and often make it worse.
Roadblocks tend to interfere strongly with the
troubled person’s ability to stay centered and
continue to explore and talk about his or her
own perception of the problem. Simply put,
roadblocks take the conversational ball out of
the troubled person’s hands and put it firmly
into the listener’s.
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Many conventional ways of helping families
in difficulty are to center the attention on
“helping” the child. In Dr. Thomas Gordon’s
program on effectiveness parenting, the center of attention is placed on the parent. Shifting
a parent’s misconceptions about communicating and the built-in automatisms we have all
inherited from thousands of years of flawed
communication that have created blocks in
our ways communication and in relationships,
making them distant at best or fully conflictual
(even violent) to nonexistent at worst. This
shift of perspective, from changing the child
to changing the parent’s perspective and
their communication skills is crucial in making the relationship with our children a total
relationship. One where we learn to identify
our actual feelings and how to express them
in a non-conflictual manner.
When learning to identify authentic feelings one of the first stresses parents face
is the discovery and then the acceptance of
what particular difficulty their child is met
with. Learning difficulties can be very subtle
to detect, even after diagnosis, parents face
many complex emotions in grappling with this
hard truth. Grieving for what might have been
and the stress and anxiety caused by what
Dr. Judi Aronowitz of the New York Ackerman
Institute for Families calls “chronic sorrow.”
She identifies stress factors for parents such as
learning to deal with unrealistic expectations
from schools and social settings where the
child and or the parent may be judged on the
child’s behavior and achievement according to
age-appropriate expectations. Parents need
professional and personal support to cope with
this challenge and to give themselves space
to discuss their anxieties associated with the
future or how to build an action plan. Some
lifelong conditions still allow the child to learn
to adapt and function quite well.
Coping with stress and anxieties as a parent of children with difficulties is part of the
battle. We’ve often heard flight attendants
explain that adults must first place the oxygen
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We Are Different,
We Are the Same
We at beijingkids did not just want to write about special
needs kids in Beijing. We had a vision to make pictures of
these children, simply showing us their hobby or living out
their wildest dreams. We spent a long Sunday at Dave’s
magical photo studio to make these visions come true.
The coordination of this day was a long and challenging
journey, but we couldn’t have been more pleased with the
outcome. You might think that these kids are the lucky ones
to be photographed by one of the best photographers in the
Eliott Hu (10, pictured opposite)
beautifully explains in his essay “We
Are Different, We Are the Same” his
experience of growing up in Beijing
with cerebral palsy.

M
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had to be taught to me. For instance, rolling,
crawling, walking, climbing stairs. Despite all
of that, surgery seemed in order...
Half asleep I was wheeled into a room full
of lights, sounds and worst of all – white coats.
After what seemed like days of dreaming there
was months of re-learning what I thought I
already knew, such as walking.
Fortunately, my academic opportunities
were not damaged. After rejection by seve ral
schools in Beijing, Dulwich College accepted
me – a wibbly wobbly 4 year old.
At Dulwich, I can learn and work with my
peers with very little help. The best thing I
like about school is that I get to work with my
mates and be treated like the others.
Sport has always been my thing, and my
school has encouraged and allowed me to
develop this passion. Participation in sports
and games has kept me going.
One memorable event was when I represented the school in the Suzhou football tournament. My teachers recognized my love and
knowledge for the beautiful game and invited
me. I was thrilled I could contribute.
My challenges are everywhere, from school
to shopping malls, from parks to planes.
Surprisingly the biggest challenges are not
physical but mental. Radars track as if I’m
alien, thinking the “alien” can’t see them.
Whispers behind my back, questions as if I
hadn’t heard them before. The struggle to the
top of the stairs is nothing like the struggle
to walk through the streets of my birth city.
At school some new mates ask “why are you
like that?”, and some even tease me. Sometimes when people look at me, I don’t know
if they are just glancing at me or looking at
“what I am”.
Survival in this obstacle course has given
me values I may not have ever developed.

Strength, empathy, humility, optimism and a
silly sense of humor. You might not see a sixpack on the outside, but it’s held inside. I have
the mental strength to battle the negatives.
Through my eyes, I step into the shoes of
others and feel their stories. Picking myself up
from my falls and struggles, I move forward.
I live every day knowing I can improve, and a
sense of humor keeps the laughter in me.
I wish I could share this laughter and optimism with other children like me.
In every 1,000 babies born, two will have
cerebral palsy (CP). With over 1,500 students
at Dulwich College Beijing there should be
three kids with CP in our school, yet there is
only me. In my past seven years in China, I
have only seen four kids with disabilities out
in public. Why? Well many parents in China
think that to have children with a disability is
something to be ashamed of. Because they
believe that if they have a baby with a disability, they are cursed.
I hope in the future that the two in 1000
children will be out with the rest of the public
enjoying this beautiful city. I believe that
there is nothing to be embarrassed about;
also I believe that the public have a lot to
learn about us.
Would I change my life and wish I was different or the same as everyone else? Sure,
sometimes I wish that I could keep up with
my friends or run without falling or not get
stared at in public. But no, I know that if I
didn’t have Cerebral Palsy, I would be a totally
different person with different skills and hobbies, and a different character. I would not
have met all the wonderful people I have met,
including the white coats. I wouldn’t change
a thing about me.
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y introduction to this world was a
special one. Two months prior to
the scheduled date of my arrival, I
was released prematurely in front
of many white-coated people; people whom
I would have to get used to. Prematurity
made me small, light and unable to grow well,
therefore I was put in an incubator and had
to be fed a special milk formula to help me
grow at a regular rate.
I was a happy baby but my mum always
noticed something different about me. Sitting,
crawling, standing, I couldn’t… At 10 months
she was hit with reality. A doctor and a brain
scan confirmed the words she did not want
to hear. It is cerebral palsy.
Cerebral palsy is a lifelong neurological
condition that affects a person’s way to move.
Neurological means it’s something to do with
the brain and nervous system. In this case,
it is damage to the part of the brain, which
controls the muscles. There are treatments
but no cure. Everyone is affected to different
degrees.
My form of cerebral palsy is diplegia, which
means I am affected mostly in both my legs.
However, my entire body is affected in some
way. My condition is relatively mild since there
are children who are affected severely in all
parts of their bodies.
From the age of 1, I visited white coats frequently: doctors, nurses, therapists, psychologists, orthotists. They assessed me, helped me
get stronger and help me learn how to move
and walk. What comes naturally to other kids

city, but we walked away feeling even more lucky. We got to
spend beautiful one-on-one time with the six kids that make
these pictures shine, and we were inspired by their loving and
energetic parents. These families are the ones that gifted us
with something we had never anticipated; a window into the
lives of these fearless children who are constantly pushing
themselves to overcome their unique challenges. Though
we are different, we are also the same. Text by Pauline Van
Hasselt
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Rylan and Zayden Chen
Rylan (age 7) attends Western Academy of Beijing (WAB). He is a soccer player, street dancer, and plays the drums, and is the big brother of
cuddly Zayden (1). We asked him how life has changed with a little brother and he had a very simple answer; “I have an extra person in my
family!” When the brothers grow up Rylan explains to us that they will be soccer players, or play in a band together. Zayden is a happy, loving
little guy who also happens to have an extremely rare undiagnosed neurological condition. His condition consists of a movement disorder, central
hypotonia, feeding difficulties, visual impairment, developmental delays, and epilepsy. This does not stop the couple from having a fantastic
brotherly bond. Rylan dreams of being able to playfully pick up his brother, so for the picture we made this dream come true!
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Victor Delprat
Victor (age 9) attends the French International School of Beijing. He loves
to listen to Disney songs (“Under the Sea”, from The Little Mermaid had
him rocking) and he loves to cook. He has French blood, so his skills in
the kitchen are a given! Victor has just become a proud big brother of a
baby sister. Through being a great student, he has helped pave the way for
special needs kids at the French International School of Beijing. Victor is the
inspiration of an annual day, where kids at the school try out what it feels
like to live with special needs. Victor was diagnosed with acute osteoporosis
genetic disease at three months old. He had a bone transplant, but the
side effects of his illness are that he is blind and on the autistic spectrum.
Many of Victor’s teachers spend their private time educating themselves
about special needs children, and we got to understand why firsthand.
Victor made us realize that life is about the simple things, like enjoying the
textures and shapes of the clouds and the music on the radio.
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Dian Dian
Along with being a big brother to his loving sister, Dian (14) attends Xinyuan
Xili Primary School in Beijing. He was one of the most patient models we
have ever worked with. Without speaking, we could see he adores and loves
his mother, drawing comfort from her touch. Dian is a lover of literature
and reads anything he can get his hands on. No magazine or book is safe
with him around. His parents are also passionate about reading so this a
hobby that’s shared by the entire family. Dian has autism and loves to draw
and play basketball; so for his photo spread, we had him relaxing under a
tree with two of his favorite things, books and a basketball.
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David Wang
David (7) is a first-year student at
Olive International School in Beijing.
David is a lover of Chinese poems,
playing cards, horseback riding,
swimming, and bicycling. David can’t
walk on his own but that does not
stop him from going around with a
smile on his face, and his energy and
eagerness to learn are tangible. He
was a natural during the photoshoot,
and we watched with amazement as
he rode off without using training
wheels for the first time. David was
born prematurely and has cerebral
palsy. After the photoshoot, he
continued with homework reading
English, and we were amazed by his
knowledge, and willingness to keep
studying even on a Sunday.
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Chef by Trade
Mother of All Trades
A recipe for overcoming dyslexia
By Pauline van Hasselt
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moving on to high school, my problems got serious, and finally, I got
tested and diagnosed with dyslexia. I was rewarded with extra time
on tests, but nothing else. Educators thought that extra time on a test
would make me less “word blind.”
Here, I felt lost even in my own language. Speaking and reading
were not a problem for me; though, when I had to write things down,
I had no idea how words were supposed to look. In Dutch grammar
class, I once had a test on which I scored so badly that the teacher
made me retake it. I was sitting alone in the class while the words
were dancing in front of my eyes. I did not know what to do. The more
I looked, the less sense it made. But I had to escape the classroom,
so I decided to make up the answers, and I randomly picked from the
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hen I was around four years old, I got held back a year
in school in the Netherlands. They call it having an extra
toddler year. I was not quite ready to enter full-blown
education, returning home after spending some years as
an expat in South America. So when it got to the time where I would
learn to read and write, I was a year older than the other kids.
My mother slowly started to see that I was having difficulties with
spelling, and as she is also dyslexic, she had some understanding what
I might be struggling with. However, my school in the Netherlands
did not recognize that I needed extra testing and help, so my mother
fought a long battle to get me diagnosed. Meanwhile, many teachers just thought I was lazy and too busy being social in class. Before
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multiple choice, scoring an even higher grade
than some of the best students in the class.
I never told the teacher, but I cried alone in
the toilet of an empty school as everybody
had already left.
There was no way that I could stay here,
so I transferred to another school. But the
damage was already done. My confidence had
taken a big hit. I had gone from being excited
about going to high school, to being scared
of taking tests. Having extra time only made
me more nervous, as it gave me more time to
confuse the grammar and wording.
It was at this new school that I started
hanging out with the “wrong” crowd. Despite
not having good grades I made many friends,
good and bad. My second year in high school
went horribly wrong when the teachers decided that I should not pass to the third year,
but do the second year again. Only one of my
teachers was opposed to this because he knew
it would break me. And it did. I had no desire
left in me to spend my time with kids who
were two years younger. My personality was
already much more developed. I had enough.
The second time through the second year of
high school was the hardest. I started to skip
classes, especially if teachers were boring or
if it involved grammar. Though funny enough,
I would still go to classes that interested me.
I was wild like that.

When I put on the chef’s whites, I thrived. Suddenly I was the best and people wanted to be on my team.

It was at this time I started my first weekend job at a department store, and soon after
at a brasserie as a waitress. I could never have
known how this job would be my saving grace.
The clock was not my problem anymore, and
I would lose track of time working for 12
hours each Saturday, serving people food and
making coffee.
It may seem like a pretty dumb job, but
I savored each moment. Things like making
cappuccinos came second nature to me. Then
moving on to the kitchen, the joy and passion
I found there was something I had never experienced. I could actually hold down a busy
lunch rush, all the while smiling and enjoying
myself. My brain finally worked the way it was
supposed to.
I was 21 years old when I moved to Houston, Texas, where my father entered me into
culinary school. I quit my job and moved many
miles away from Holland, the country that I
felt failed me in my education. I was scared
about going to college. I had never gotten
good grades in the past, but when I put on
those chef’s whites, I thrived. I had a bit of an
advantage over the students who had never
seen a kitchen, and I ran with this. Also, I was
a bit special, as my English speaking and writing was not the same as the Americans I went
to school with, but this time I had the reason
of being Dutch and being dyslexic moved to
the background.
Suddenly I was the best in the class, and
people wanted to be on my team. People
asked me for the answers on tests. This was
something entirely new, and I even entered
several cooking competitions and won all of
them. The clock was not my enemy anymore;
it showed me how much time I had left to cook
a dish or finish my recipe.
Funny enough I have written about these
experiences in Dutch on a blog, and my
mother saved all of these. They were funny

and witty, though not always correct in spelling or grammar. My mother saw the value
of my writing. Throughout this time I also
never stopped reading. Somebody once told
me when I was a child that if I read a lot, my
dyslexia would go away. I believed this, and
slowly got addicted to reading magazines
and books.
Life has funny ways of leading you to the
different paths you need to take to be happy.
After finding my husband in Texas, moving to
London where I became a mother, and then
moving to Beijing, I picked up a magazine and
saw that they were looking for parents to work
for them. I thought, “I should try… stranger
things have happened.” This was when I got
hired to be one of the editors of beijingkids.
My colleagues have patience and fix my work
before the rest of Beijing reads it. So far, I
have written over 200 blogs and magazine
articles in a year.
Dyslexia means for me that I will never
be good at grammar, but I do thrive in other
aspects like cooking and public speaking. I am
very artistic and have a great eye for color.
I thought when I was younger that dyslexia
would be the end of my education and career,
but funny enough; it wasn’t. It gives me inspiration and strength to be extra good at other
things, and to keep on learning and practicing
with my writing.
I have learned many things from my
educational journey, including that having a
happy and healthy child is more important
than high test scores. Those moments sitting
alone looking at test questions made me lose
confidence as a child. It made my journey in
becoming a well-rounded adult painful and
stressful. But most of all, it made me learn
that anything is possible in life, and this comes
from a writer who is more dyslexic than you
could ever imagine.

Mom saw that I was having difficulties with spelling.
She fought a long battle to get me diagnosed.
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Healing Hands
Meet Occupational Therapist Eva Ma
By Kipp Whittaker
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A

n occupational therapist is usually one of the first people you
will consult when you discover
that your child might need extra
help in performing the daily tasks of life.
Though it’s a position that no family wants
to be in, an occupational therapist is there
to guide you through the steps and give
children and parents the tools needed to
eventually lessen or even overcome their
difficulty.
We talked with Eva Ma, an OT from Olivia’s Place with more than 20 years of experience in pediatric occupational therapy,
discussing her journey into this sometimes
tough, but undeniably rewarding profession, and how it has the potential to make
a world of difference for individuals with
special needs working towards a better
and more independent future.
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Tell us about your journey in the field
of occupational therapy and what initially inspired you to get into this line
of work?
I wanted to go into the medical field and
was living with a family that had a daughter
with multiple sclerosis. I was taking care of
her as I was taking some of the lower level
courses, so it allowed me to explore these
occupational therapy related topics. It kept
on coming up and really intrigued me.
Being an occupational therapist is nice
because we can work in many different kinds
of settings, including clinics, hospitals, and
school districts, who always hire OTs. With
our training, we can also work with adults
and children, from cradle to old age.
Were there any moments at the beginning that made you realize that this
was something that you wanted to
continue with?
Well, I always liked working with people, but
I liked working with children. You can look
at children from 2 years old or 4 years old,
and there’s a variety of personalities there.
When I first started practicing, most of the
children I worked with were not able to walk,
not able to talk, some had cerebral palsy
or other genetic problems, and just seeing
them and their joy while learning to be more
independent or express their needs to me
was just wonderful. I’m always grateful that
I get to enjoy that piece of the work.
When I graduated from my class, there
were about 32 of us, and some of the coworkers decided to work with adults. I was
working at a pediatric nursing home which
was quite a unique situation in Portland,
Oregon at that point. There weren’t many
nursing homes serving children with severe
disabilities. Some of my coworkers had a

really hard time going to a place like that,
with these children that were considered
to be the worst of the worst. It just never
bothered me. I just wanted to make them
smile with a touch or a movement and get
that small response.
What is an occupational therapist and
what are they not?
I always joke that you need about two hours
to explain what we do. As a profession, we
are taking in information and knowledge from
social workers, physical therapists, a little
bit of nursing, and a little bit of psychology,
so there’s not an easy way to define us. It’s
a field that developed mostly in the United
States, in the early 1930s, after World War
I when the veterans were coming back from
the war and recuperating from traumatic
injuries. So the term “occupation” is intended
to describe how to use your hands and how
we occupy ourselves. With children, we use
our hands to play and to explore. So there’s a
lot of different things that we do. With adults,
we look at how we balance our body, how we
maintain sitting skills, how we use our arms,
and maybe getting dressed, basic self-care,
and even later having an occupation. Some
people will receive on the job training. For an
older person after a stroke, we will help them
to regain skills, maybe compensating for not
being able to move on one side of their body
so that they may become as independent
as possible.
After working in Beijing for three years,
what are some noticeable changes that
you have seen occurring here? Do you
think there is a greater sense of awareness regarding these topics and what
is required to help people with special
needs?
Children with disorders like cerebral palsy
usually are not being seen. You can see
them maybe in an orphanage but not so
much in a public school, which is different
from America. But, I think now there is more
discussion and talk about how we help these
children.
I work with children with a disease called
spinal muscular atrophy, and I get calls from
the parents asking how they should help their
child? While they may have a fairly high level
of intelligence, they also might have a weak
body. In these public schools, there’s not a
support system established by the Chinese
government. Some of the parents may need
to hire one of their family members or maybe
the mom will be the one going into the school
to support the child giving one-on-one aid.
I also work with a lot of these Chinese
parents that are really concerned about having their child with any kind of deficit that
may bring challenges, rendering them unable

to follow directions or unable to understand
what’s asked of them in a pre-school setting.
So, their biggest fear is how to get their son
or daughter ready for primary school, and
that’s a huge burden on a parent. Children
dealing with autism is a common topic for a
lot of parents, and currently generating a lot
of anxiety or fear. If they feel that their child
might not be able to fit in or able to follow
directions, how will they deal with entering
year-one by themselves?
What are some of the positive aspects
of doing this work in China as opposed
to places in the west?
It’s really exciting because you bring in so
much information. The job for me is to reassure parents that there is hope and that
things will get better. This is not the end.
A lot of times when you receive a medical
diagnosis, it can feel like a death sentence,
but I feel like I can give them some ideas, and
some encouragement to try different things
and to remain open-minded. That’s really a
great satisfaction for me working in China,
providing a lot of information to people that
may not otherwise be exposed to it.
So you are bringing things that you
learned in America here to China, but
is there anything that you are learning
through working in Beijing that you feel
could benefit occupational therapists
in America?
There’s no one size fits all. I always think
about it from a language standpoint. With a
lot of the children we work with, we are trying to get them to talk, trying to get them to
express themselves. I always laugh because,
in Chinese, it’s quite common to say: “hao
bu hao?” If they say “bu hao” then you can’t
carry on. Back in America, we give children
options, and there are degrees of yes and
no. There are also many ways to say no. So
in the language, I try to use it to slow things
down, or we explore with the parents about
how else we can say “no” without giving
up completely. Communication is learning;
if you don’t have the language, then you
don’t learn.
I feel we are in a generation that isn’t talking as much face to face. We aren’t talking
as much, and we’re relying on our devices to
communicate more, and for someone with a
behavioral disorder, this isn’t really helping.
That’s the root of this disease as this primary
function is removed. So we need to go back
and review these foundational skills. Some
children can learn naturally and can just
copy each other, but some children need to
be taught how to play or to be playful. The
parents also need to be taught how to play
and that this can help their children.
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So it’s not only about teaching the child
but also their parents?
Very much so! The parents are the ones with
the children seven days a week. Maybe they
come and see me once a week for one hour.
That’s nothing, and what we call a drop in
the bucket. The parent is the reference point
for the child, the role model. Some parents
are open to this, while others are more like
“I don’t want you to talk to me, just fix my
child.”
I’m sure with parents being on their
phones during these sessions; it doesn’t
help your sessions with these kids.
It’s cause and effect because people always
say that “my son is so good with the iPhone.”
So, we always have to explain that the iPhone
is very predictable. If you do one stroke it will
come up with this, if you do two strokes, it
will come up with that, but then when you
are playing with somebody things are unpredictable. We don’t know if the other boy
will like the toys you are playing with, or if
the other boy will take your food because he
likes what you are eating. There is a lot of
unpredictability about being a social animal.
We want to nurture that attitude and being
flexible.
Helping people overcome these difficulties is the primary aspect of being an
occupational therapist, but how do you
help families deal with the inevitable
amount of failure that comes with trying to improve the situation?
For our training, we are constantly looking at
adaptation. We are constantly assessing the
situation. Is it too easy, or is it too hard? So
even for teaching the child, we are constantly
looking to create a successful experience. If it
doesn’t work then how do we modify it?
How does an occupational therapist find
balance between being supportive but
realistic when it comes to the expectations of the family or patient?
It’s hard, especially because we are always
the bearer of bad news. To be honest, if the
child is developing or doing ok they don’t
need to meet us. Purely by coming to our
clinic, it means there is something wrong with
that person’s child. I found that we need to
be good listeners and nonjudgmental. Each
mother and father are on their own journey,
and they may be at a different point in their
lives compared with the parents I just met
an hour before them. So I honor their differences. We always think they should listen
to us but really it is our job to present the
pros and cons, and then it will be up to the
parent to make a decision. We just plant
the seeds.
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You need to maintain a serious role but
also be very playful and communicative;
it must be tough.
I call it my actor’s face, because if I treat a
child who is 2 years old with autism when
I later have a 7 year old boy with ADHD or
another type of deficit, I change my playfulness or how I talk to them. Maybe some
psychologists do something similar, but the
kind of occupational therapy that I do is a lot
of active movements. This is how relationships build when children are having fun and
enjoying the task they will want to do more.
It’s a little bit like running a marathon, because you love that sensation, that runner’s
high, and you will want to do it again. It’s
basic neuroscience that if you do something
that gives you joy, and you produce happy
hormones, you want to do it again. Then you
even do better at it. It’s magic to have a child
that wants to do better. We are coaches, we
are motivators, and we are teachers. It is a
combination of things. Some of the children
we work with really don’t have that concept
or idea, so we want to be role models for

them, with the idea that once they’ve done
what they’ve set out to do, then they can
come up with their own ideas. It’s intrinsic
and the best for humans to do more on their
own and to be as independent as possible.
Is there anything else that you think
parents could benefit from knowing regarding what could be improved about
special needs education in China?
I think advocacy. I think I would like to tell
Chinese parents to stay together as a group
even though the public school system is
currently not supporting children like their’s,
but the more they ask for it, it will come. It
happened in the US, and it happened in Latin
American countries, so the parents need to
be the ones that demand it. Talk about it with
others, even though in Chinese culture you
often don’t talk about these things. But you
need to realize that you are not alone. There
are other parents that are going through the
same process as you are, and that’s important to understand.

A Heartfelt Help

SCHOOL

NEWS
Ivy Academy’s Charity Fundraiser Exceeds Target

Ivy Academy Sanlitun Campus hosted a charity bazaar in January to raise money for a child who needed
heart surgery. Within just three hours, the hosts exceeded the target and made RMB 16,100 from the sale
of gently used books and toys, children’s arts and crafts, and food.

BIBA’s Ice Scream Rock Show for a Cause

photos: Courtesy of Ivy Academy, BIBA, WAB, DCB, and YCIS BEIJING

Beijing International Bilingual Academy (BIBA) Middle High School hosted a charity
rock concert for the BIBA community on February 3. All proceeds from entry fees
and snacks bought were donated to the charity Roundabout.

DCB Student Stars at Blue Note

It was an exciting New Year’s Eve celebration for Jason R., Year 11 at Dulwich
College Beijing. He was called by his trombone tutor, Terri Handy, to take over
one of the trombone parts in the Beijing Blue Note Jazz Orchestra for their New
Year’s Eve Concert, featuring the legendary trombonist, Conrad Herwig.

WAB Girls Undefeated En Route to ACAMIS
Basketball Championship

Western Academy of Beijing’s (WAB’s) varsity girls’ basketball team won all of
their games on their way to claiming the 2018 ACAMIS (Association of China
and Mongolia International Schools) Orange Division Championship. The team
competed against six other international schools from around the region in the
annual tournament.

YCIS Beijing Brings Chinese Culture to Life

Yew Chung International School of Beijing (YCIS Beijing) held its annual temple
fair to welcome the upcoming Year of the Dog on February 6. Hundreds of visitors
joined the fair and guests were treated to a series of colorful Chinese performances,
as well as being able to stroll through YCIS Beijing’s own traditional temple fair.
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The Circuit is a chance to check out what’s happening in the Beijing community. Want to see
your event on these pages?
YCIS Beijing’s Winter Warmer Concert
As a part of the Winter Concert Series at Yew Chung International
School of Beijing (YCIS Beijing), secondary students recently treated
their families and the greater YCIS Beijing community to a showcase
of the performing arts. Choral selections, instrumental soloists,
orchestral arrangements, rock band rock-outs, and interpretive
dances made up a diverse selection of performances during the
concert held on February 7.

BSB, Sanlitun Chinese New Year Temple Fair
The British School of Beijing, Sanlitun hosted its Chunjie Temple
Fair on February 4: a wonderful experience for everyone, with
various Chinese-themed activities and demonstrations including
candy blowing, a kung fu show, a traditional opera performance,
and much more. The main attraction of the day once again was
the Lion & Dragon Dance.

Photos: Courtesy of YCIS Beijing and BSB, Sanlitun
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THE CIRCUIT
Send an email with the date of your event, a brief description, and
high-resolution photos (at least 1MB each) to webeditor@beijing-kids.com by March 12

CISB Annual Chinese Family Fun Night
Canadian International School of Beijing’s (CISB’s) annual Chinese
New Year Family Fun Night was held on February 6, in which
students, parents, guardians and staff joined together as one big
family to celebrate the coming Lunar New Year. Students participated
in a variety of traditional Chinese games, arts, and crafts, as well
as dragon and lion dance performances.

Photos: Courtesy of CISB and Keystone Academy

Keystone Antarctica Exhibit Draws Crowds
In early February, Keystone’s The Last Pure Wilderness on the
Planet exhibition attracted visitors from near and far. The exhibition
showcased images curated by the student-faculty delegation which
recently traveled to the remote continent of Antarctica. All proceeds
from the sale of postcard sets featuring voyage highlights have been
donated towards the protection of Antarctic species.
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Juilliard artist Erin Wight visits BSB, Shunyi
Juilliard artist Erin Wight visited The British School of Beijing,
Shunyi (BSB Shunyi), and interacted with students and teachers
in January. BSB Shunyi’s music curriculum was designed in
collaboration with the world renowned Juilliard School. It gives
students a unique opportunity to connect regularly with Juilliard
practicing musicians.

WAB Rings in the Year of the Dog
Students of Western Academy of Beijing (WAB) celebrated the
coming Year of the Dog in temple fairs on campus, leading up to
Chinese New Year. With the help of volunteer parents and the China
Studies Department, students enjoyed traditional craft making and
learned to make snacks as part of the cultural celebrations for the
Spring Festival.

Photos: Courtesy of BSB, Shunyi and WAB
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Dulwich Technology Expo 2018
Dulwich College Beijing (DCB) held the inaugural Dulwich Technology
Expo on January 25-26. Teams of 9 to 11-year-old students from
seven Dulwich Colleges collaborated in fun competitions linking to
entrepreneurship and real world STEAM challenges.

Photos: Courtesy of DCB and MSB

MSB Comes Alive with Chinese New Year Festivities
The International Montessori School of Beijing’s (MSB) students
had two weeks of engaging and interactive Spring Festival activities
from egg painting, writing couplets, dumpling making, and more.
The students’ art work, such as lanterns made from red envelopes,
Chinese scripts, and others, adorned the hallways to make the entire
environment more festive.
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BWYA Evening of Arts
The depth of Beijing World Youth Academy’s (BWYA) artistic talent
was on display once again on February 2 at the latest BWYA Evening
of Arts event. The Evening of Arts takes place every semester and
gives BWYA’s artists, performers, and musicians the opportunity to
showcase their latest work to the school community.

Daystar Robotics Team at First Lego League Competition
Daystar Academy’s Cosmobots team has prepared since September
to participate in the robot design competition held in Shanghai on
January 27-28. Teams from international schools throughout China
gathered to demonstrate their programming skills and understanding
of core values. The Daystar team competed for the first time and
enjoyed the entire experience.

Photos: Courtesy of BWYA and Daystar Academy
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Harrow Beijing Folklore Experience Week
Spring Festival was in full swing at Harrow Beijing. Students participated in a
range of traditional Chinese cultural activities from February 5 to 8 to celebrate
the Year of the Dog.

PHOTOS: Courtesy of Harrow Beijing; Uni You

Tribe’s Top of the Morning!
On February 3, Tribe Solana celebrated its first birthday by going
“Top of the Morning!” with an early morning kids’ dance party, DJ set,
organic breakfast buffet, face-painting, crafts corner, glowstick gear
corner, photo-booth, and lots and lots of fun for the entire family.
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Date Night
One of our favorite spots to
go to is The Orchard. Good
food and nice atmosphere.
We especially enjoy walking the gardens.

Favorite Indoor Play Area
Our kids love iJumper, a trampoline park in Shine
Hills. We sometimes join in the jumping too. It’s
amazing how freeing it is to bounce like that.
Mostly, we enjoy time connecting with each other
chatting and sipping our coffees, while the kids
bounce around on the trampolines.

Favorite Play Area Outdoors
We love the water parks in Beijing
when the weather is warm. Tuanjiehu
Park is always a hit with the kids
when we need to cool off.

Favorite Dessert Spot
The grown-ups in our family might
choose something more upscale, but we
are outvoted by our children, who would
choose Dunkin’ Donuts every time if
given the choice.

Best Shop for Groceries
Different shops for different things. Chinese
vegetable markets for general purpose vegetables, DiDi’s Market for specialty items that
we can’t get in local markets.

Favorite Weekend Activity
Hiking some trails in China’s
national forest parks.
Favorite Neighborhood
Maquanying. We love the
old farm village style of
this neighborhood, and
love our traditional Chinese
courtyard.

Favorite Non-Chinese Restaurant
Redfort Indian restaurant in Shunyi

Best Kids Clothing Shop
Taobao. Don’t know how we got on without it.

Favorite Museum
China National Film
Museum. Our kids are
very interested in
how movies are made,
and they really enjoy
looking at all the
old film equipment.

Favorite Spot to Relax
We love exploring the mountains
north of Beijing.

The McGee Family

-

Text by Pauline van Hasselt, Photography by Dave’s Studio

T

he McGee family hails from the US, and has been living in Beijing since 2002. Doug and Jenny
have three kids: Elisha (11), Enoch (8), and Eva (7). Jenny is the CEO of the Starfish Project,
a local jewelry brand that also helps care for women coming out of human trafficking and
exploitation, while Doug is a musician, songwriter, and frontman for his band Eluvia.
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