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I always look forward to

FOREWORD BY
MINISTER TAN CHUAN-JIN

meals with my family. Having
a meal with my family at the
end of a long day never fails
to brighten my day. It
is something that
most of us would
take for granted.
Unfortunately,
for some children
in Singapore, happy family meals are a luxury
because of challenging circumstances at home.
Nevertheless, I am heartened that we have a group
of dedicated foster families who have made room in
their homes and in their hearts for these children to
be part of a family and share meals together.
It thus gives me great pleasure to introduce this
commemorative book featuring the favourite dishes
of some of our foster families. Whether it is a simple
daily meal or a celebratory feast, these dishes
contain treasured moments for foster families and
their foster children.
From roti jala to chicken sambal to tom yum
yong tau foo, the dishes featured in this book
mirror the diversity of our foster families. Some are
veterans in fostering while some are just starting
on this meaningful journey. Regardless, they share

a common passion towards caring for vulnerable
children as a family. Fostering is not possible without
the commitment of the entire family.
2016 marks the 60th anniversary of the Fostering
Scheme in Singapore. From 20 children when the
ZJOLTLZ[HY[LK[VTVYL[OHUJOPSKYLUJ\YYLU[S`
being fostered, we have come a long way in
expanding our capacity to care for children in need.
Many partners and stakeholders are involved in
making fostering a healing and meaningful process
for the children. This book will feature the stories of
some of these partners.
2016 is also the third year of the journey that the
Ministry of Social and Family Development (MSF)
has embarked on to transform the out-of-home care
sector towards family-based care. This journey has
been made easier by our community partners. We
are just beginning to see the fruits of our labour and
are looking forward to see how the children we serve
will benefit from these changes.
I take this opportunity to thank my colleagues
in MSF, our partners and our foster families. Your
efforts have definitely given vulnerable children the
opportunity for better lives.
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60 YEARS OF CARING FOR VULNERABLE CHILDREN
Have
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you

ever

wondered about the
circumstances under which children need foster
care? Vulnerable children come into care often with
traumatic stories. Many come from troubled families
and have experienced physical, emotional and
sexual abuse. Some have gone through severe
neglect. Others have parents who are incarcerated
or ill and not able to care for them. These children
need safe and loving foster families to care for them
until their biological families become stronger and
are able to care for them again.
Over the past 60 years, the Fostering Service,
together with caring foster parents, have built a
strong legacy of providing care and healing to
over 5,500 vulnerable children. The main principle
underlying foster care is that children grow best
in a caring family environment, and families have
the innate ability to give the individualised love
and attention that children need. It helps children
know they belong, are cared for and valued. Most
importantly, given the circumstances of the children
who come into care, a caring family environment
gives them the foundation and acceptance to heal
and be restored from their traumatic experiences of
abuse and neglect.

A Pilot Project
The Beginning of the Fostering Scheme

The official foster care system in Singapore had
its roots as a pilot project back in 1956 with just
20 babies. In the 1950s, abandoned and destitute
children left in government care were looked after in
institutions. In March 1956, Mr P H Meadows, the
acting Director of the Social Welfare Department
(SWD), told the Straits Times in an interview that
the department was considering a “boarding out
scheme” where it would pay an allowance to parents
to take care of abandoned or destitute children. At
the time, these children were sent to homes, but
as Mr Meadows noted, “an institution, whether
Government or private, is not regarded as the best
home for a child.”1 However, given the straitened
finances of Singapore in those days, he admitted
that the question of financing the scheme “presented
a big problem”.2
Despite that, the pilot project began. Foster
mothers were given $50 a month per child, to defray
the expenses of the children they were looking after.
The pilot was deemed successful and the SWD slowly
increased the number of children on its programme.
1

“Homes plan for abandoned children” Straits Times (ST),
4HY 

2

“Foster home plan for orphans” ST, Mar 26, 1956
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By 1958, about 70 children had been fostered out
and the department had a list of 100 foster mothers
who had been chosen by a special committee.3 A
year later, the total number of babies boarded out
rose to 208.
The babies on the scheme were mostly orphaned,
abandoned or illegitimate. Some had mothers
who were confined in an institution or parents who
had contracted tuberculosis, a disease that raged
throughout Singapore in the post-war years.5 These
babies were returned once their parents were able to
resume their parental responsibilities.
At that time, a qualifying criterion for foster
parents was that both husband and wife had to be
free of tuberculosis. Screening was done free-ofcharge at Tan Tock Seng Hospital or the Singapore
Anti-Tuberculosis Association (SATA).
During the 1950s and 60s in Singapore, it was
common for parents with too many children to give
their children away to other parents who might be
more financially stable. In fact, it was common to
advertise or appeal through the newspapers to give
away one’s children. In the late 1950s, the SWD had
to appeal publicly to parents not to just give their
children away.
In response to a man who had appealed for a
new set of parents for a child he could not care for,
Mr W S Woon, the Director of Social Welfare at that
time told the Straits Times, “A parent just cannot
judge who is a suitable foster parent for a child by
interviewing those who have applied through the

press.” Mr Woon urged parents in this situation to
turn to his department instead. “In our department,
we have trained officers who carefully investigate the
suitability of would-be foster parents in relation to
the unwanted child. Money alone is not the answer
to the security of a child’s future. There are so many
other aspects to be taken into consideration. I wish
parents can realise this.”6
Expansion of the Fostering Scheme
Caring for Older Vulnerable Children

While it was restricted only to babies in the beginning,
the Fostering Scheme was expanded to include
older children in the early 1960s following a visit by
Mr John Riley, a United Nations expert. The SWD had
previously only “boarded out” children up to the age
of two, but following Mr Riley's recommendations, it
started looking for foster parents to take care of 50
children aged between 2 and 10 years, who lived in
Perak House, a boys’ home in Pasir Panjang.
In an article published in the Singapore Free Press
early in 1962, Mr Goh Sin Tub, then the Deputy
Director of Social Welfare said that if the pilot scheme
was successful, it would be expanded.7 By the end
of that year, the pilot was deemed so successful that
3

“Foster mothers for hire” ST, Jul 20, 1958

 :>+(UU\HS9LWVY[  !
5

SWD Annual Report 1961: 6

6

“Don’t give your babies to strangers, parents told” ST, May 6, 1959

7

“Wanted: Foster-parents for 50 children” The Singapore Free Press,
Jan 3, 1962
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it was decided that children with special needs be
brought under the scheme as well.8
Under the scheme, parents were given $50 a
TVU[OMVYL_WLUZLZMVYJOPSKYLU\UKLY[OLHNLVM
and $60 a month for older children.9
Role of the SWD
Supporting the Foster Parents

As part of their role, the SWD assessed the suitability
of foster parents and conducted checks to ensure
that they were taking good care of the children.
According to Mrs Janet Yee10 who became a Child
Care Officer with the SWD in 1962, “we checked if
the home was clean, observed how she brought up
her own children, whether her relationship with her
husband was satisfactory.” Officers from the SWD
would visit foster homes at least once a month at
random “to check whether the baby had been given
proper milk feeds.” They would also check on the
“personal hygiene and general cleanliness of the
foster home,” said Mrs Yee. If the foster parents were
not doing a suitable job, the foster child would be
moved to a new home.
From very early on, the SWD realised that it was
important for there to be an ongoing relationship
between the child and the biological parents.
As Mrs Yee shared, “I realised from my foster cases
that parents should keep in close touch with their
child even if they allowed them to be fostered out.
Otherwise, there would be adjustment problems
between the child and his own parents. Sometimes

for convenience, they also don’t go and visit their
child on weekends. They only see them once a month.
Then the child won’t be attached to them. So when
they placed their children in foster care, we always
made sure the parents kept in close touch with them.
We always check if parents got chuah yi ke geah
boh, chuah yi tung chu boh (Hokkien for “bring him
out for walks, bring him home”). If they did, then there
would be an attachment between parent and child.”
Many of the foster parents of that era were not
well-educated and Dr Sylvia Goh, who was a member
of the Boarding Out Committee during that period,
volunteered to conduct classes for these women on
how to sterilise bottles and prepare bottled milk.

Foster parents and children gather for a tea party at Havelock Road
Community Centre (December 1962).
Ministry of Information and the Arts Collection, courtesy of National
Archives of Singapore.

8

“Atmosphere of a home so successful” ST, Dec 13, 1962

9

SWD Annual Report 1962: 11

10 Yee, Janet. Resource Centre Oral History Interviews. Jan 19, 2006
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The SWD recognised that the foster parents
were making sacrifices to look after these
children and made sure to thank them publicly. One
of the earliest tea parties organised in appreciation
of foster mothers and their foster children was held
on 13 December 1962 at Havelock Road
Community Centre.11
The Fostering Scheme in the 1970s
Expansion of the Scheme

In the 1970s, the Fostering Scheme was further
refined. In 1971, it was extended to include children
up to 16 years old, up from 10 years old. It was
later extended to children up to the age of 18. This
allowed older children to stay with their foster
families until they completed their secondary school
education or were able to support themselves.

experiences. These group meetings were first
organised in 1976 and included talks on childcare.16
In that same year, the SWD also started to place
more emphasis on fostering out children who were
already in children’s homes. In an article in the local
newspapers to appeal for volunteers to be foster
parents, Mrs Chia Keng Huay, a Senior Welfare
Officer said the move was “to provide these children
with an alternative care to institutional life.”17
According to a 1976 article in the Cauldron, the
official newsletter of the SWD Staff Association, there
were only seven foster children who had behavioural
problems among the 2,093 children fostered out in
that decade. This low rate was attributed to the work
of the foster parents as well as the work of the Child
Care Officers.18
Apart from the Fostering Scheme, the SWD also
had a scheme called the Home-Makers Scheme,
which gave grants to parents looking after children
whose parents were sick or hospitalised. In 1977,
there were 24 children under the scheme.19

The sessions were conducted on an informal basis
with the mothers meeting for four monthly sessions.
There were English-, Malay- and Chinese-speaking
groups. The groups discussed topics such as proper
diets, common childhood illnesses, the importance
of encouraging creativity, understanding the effects
of separation on children and preparing the family to
accept the foster child.20 Childcare experts such as
psychiatrists, social workers and staff nurses were
invited to give talks. There were also video screenings
and visits to the Katong Children’s Home.21

More Support for Foster Parents

Fostering in the 1980s

This decade also saw the introduction of support
groups for foster mothers to allow them to interact
with one another and share their views and

Formalising Training for Foster Parents

A typical scene at Katong Children's Home, Mountbatten. New foster
parents made frequent visits here in the 1980s to learn more about
childcare (1987).
Ministry of Information and the Arts Collection, courtesy of National
Archives of Singapore.

The change also helped keep siblings together in
the same foster family instead of being placed in
different homes according to their age and gender.
Following the oil crisis in 1973, there was a spike
in the cost of many daily necessities. Allowances
given to foster mothers had to be increased to keep
pace with the rising cost of living. In January 1973,
the fostering allowance for children under 4 years
old was increased from $50 to $60 a month.12 Those
looking after children with special needs received an
additional $10 allowance for clothing on top of the
$80 fostering allowance.13 The following year, the
allowance went up from $60 to $80 a month for most
children, and from $80 to $100 per month for parents
looking after children with special needs.14
The school allowance for foster children was
also increased in 1973 from $10 a month to $15 per
month for children in kindergarten, $25 per month
for children in primary school and $35 per month for
children in secondary school.15
Enhancing the Fostering Scheme

A magic show presented during the annual tea party of the Fostering
Committee held at Ministry of Social Affairs at Pearl's Hill, attended by
Minister for Social Affairs Othman Wok (1974).
Ministry of Information and the Arts Collection, courtesy of National
Archives of Singapore.

11 SWD Annual Report 1962: 11
12 SWD Annual Report 1972: 12
13 SWD Annual Report 1973: 10
14 SWD Annual Report 1974: 13
15 SWD Annual Report 1973: 9–10
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During the early 1980s, training became a mantra for
the Fostering Scheme. In July 1981, the SWD started
organising orientation courses to help foster mothers
better their understanding of the needs of children
and their development. These courses were aimed
at helping foster mothers cope with the increasing
number of older children included in the scheme.

16 SWD Annual Report 1976: 4–5
17 “Fostering out more children from ‘homes’” ST, Apr 21, 1976
18 “Children adjusting well under Fostering Scheme” ST, Jun 2, 1976
19 “Don’t abandon your child, parents told” New Nation, Nov 1, 1977
20 MSA Annual Report 1981: 8
21 MSA Evaluation Report 1982
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In this decade, the Fostering Scheme also
underwent some organisational changes. In 1984,
the Fostering Scheme moved to be under the
administration of the Children and Youth Services
(Protection and Welfare) of the Family Services
Division instead of the Social Services Division.22
The following year, the scheme was placed under
the Children and Young Persons Services in the
Welfare Division of the Ministry of Community
Development (MCD).23
A Lack of Foster Families
At that time, there appeared to be a renewed need
for foster parents. The Ministry appealed for another
20 foster families, especially those willing to foster
children aged 5 and older. At that point, there were
six children who were awaiting foster homes.24

Even as the Ministry was making this appeal,
the number of children in foster care started to fall.
In 1983, there were 107 children in foster care. In
the following years up to the 1990s, the number
decreased to a two-digit number.
The insufficient number of foster families in the
scheme could have been due in part to private foster
care arrangements. As these paid better, foster
mothers were more attracted to them. From April
1979 to September 1982, 67 foster mothers resigned
from the scheme and there was also a significant
drop in the intake of new foster mothers.25
There was also a mismatch between children and
foster parents. In 1985, 40 children were unable to be
fostered out because the 37 available foster homes
were unsuitable.26
Fostering in the 1990s
Growing a Nascent Fostering Service

For the first half of this decade, the Fostering Scheme
was administered by the Child Welfare Branch under
the Family and Women’s Welfare Branch. In 1995, it
came under the administration of the Child Welfare
Services Section of the Family Support Division.
Attracting more foster parents into the
scheme was a major priority during this time. The
22 MSA Annual Report 1984: 1
Minister of State, Wong Kan Seng, attends the annual dinner for foster
mothers and children at the Tudor Ballroom, Goodwood Park Hotel (1985).
Ministry of Information and the Arts Collection, courtesy of National
Archives of Singapore.

23 MCD Annual Report 1987: 36
24 “More join queue for foster homes” ST, Jun 27, 1985
25 Mrs R Chan, personal communication, Nov 9, 1982
26 ST, Mar 10, 1985
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Government increased the allowances given to
foster parents, hoping to attract more people to the
scheme. By 1994, foster mothers received $380 a
month for looking after normal children and $500
for children with special needs. On top of this, they
were given a monthly allowance of $22 for looking
after preschoolers, $45 for primary school children
and $65 for older children or children with special
needs.
Following a review of the Fostering Scheme, it was
reported that monthly allowances were expected
to increase to $70 or $80 for preschoolers, $80 for
primary school children and more than $100 for older
children or children with special needs.27 In 1999, the
monthly allowance was increased to between $80
and $113 for school-going children.28
According to the report, the 1994 review also
intended to expand the age range of those who
qualified as foster mothers, that is, those who were
married and not working. The change was to include
women between 30 and 60 years of age, to help
meet the need for foster mothers.
Towards the end of the decade, there continued
to be a shortage of foster mothers, especially those
who were willing to look after newborn babies and
children with special needs. Most of the foster
mothers in the existing pool preferred to care for older
children who were able to walk and required less
attention. The ones who were more open to different
profiles of children were very “heavily tapped upon,
looking after two to three children at any one time.”29

A third of the foster mothers were also 60 years old
or older.30
Publicising the Fostering Scheme
The Start of Publicity Efforts
to Raise Awareness of Fostering

The Ministry recognised that publicity efforts for
the Fostering Scheme and the recruitment of foster
mothers had to be ongoing rather than one-off
recruitment drives. There was a need to ensure
that a steady pool of foster mothers was available
to replace those who resigned due to age, family
commitments or health reasons.31 As such, publicity
efforts were ramped up.

Publicity and outreach has always been important to encourage more
families to take on fostering. These pamphlets appeared in 2001.

27 “Foster-mum scheme: Govt hopes bigger allowances will attract
more women” ST, Jul 3, 1994
28 “Wanted: Volunteer foster mothers” ST, Dec 6, 1999
29 MCD, 1999b: 1
30 ST, Dec 6, 1999
31 MCD, 1999b: 3
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Most of the publicity was via news articles in
the local media covering special occasions such as
the Annual Foster Mothers and Foster Children’s
party, Children’s Day and Mother’s Day, and
featured “the love and dedication of the foster
mothers and how the foster children have benefited
from the scheme.” Additionally, the local press also
helped to publicise the scheme whenever there
were reports on child abandonment or ill treatment
of children.32
At the same time, publicity pamphlets were
printed and distributed to the public. In 1995, the
Publicity Sub-Committee published a pamphlet on
“Questions and Answers about Fostering” in the
four official languages to create more awareness
about the scheme. These pamphlets were sent
to Residents Committees, Community Centres,
Community Development Divisions and Voluntary
Welfare Organisations (VWOs) to be disseminated
to the public. Later editions of the pamphlets
included listings of Maternal and Child Health
Clinics and Family Service Centres. Posters were
also displayed at these locations.33
Besides pamphlets, a documentary series
on foster children and their foster mothers was
also made and aired on radio to help with the
recruitment efforts. In 1998, the Ministry put up a
paid advertisement in the major newspapers.
In February 1999, the Working Group on
Recruitment of Foster Mothers (Child Welfare
Service) was formed to work out strategies to

recruit new foster mothers.34 They began exploring
alternative publicity measures such as commercial
advertisements and soft-selling to potential foster
mothers.35
Fostering in the 2000s
Continuing Efforts to Address
the Shortage of Foster Parents

The continued shortage of available foster
parents meant that the Ministry of Community
Development and Sports (MCDS) had to think
of new ways to widen the pool of available
parents. In 2001, it was recommended that
the scheme be opened to working women to
look after older foster children on a case-bycase basis, as older children would not require
24-hour supervision and could be cared for
in childcare or student care centres during
the day. 36
In March 2001, the Ministry printed 12,000
copies of the “Be a Foster Parent” pamphlet in
Singapore’s four main languages. These pamphlets
and accompanying posters were distributed at
the National Volunteer Centre, Touch Community
Services centres, Family Service Centres and
Community Centres. These locations were seen as
32 MCD, 1999b: 1
33 MCD, 1999b: 2
34 MCD, 1999a: 1
35 MCD, 1999b: 1
36 MCDS, 2001: 2
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especially viable because those who approached
these organisations were often already prepared to
do voluntary work.37
In a bid to recruit more foster parents, the
Ministry approached welfare organisations and
religious groups. Several rounds of talks were held
to persuade potential foster parents, including
retirees, to join the scheme.38 For example, in
July 2003, a meeting was organised with the

Following the intensive recruitment effort,
the number of foster parents increased from 45
in 2000 to 135 in 2003. However, more foster
parents were still required to remove children
from residential care, 40 especially older children
and teenagers. At the end of 2001, only about
five of the 62 children fostered out with families
were above 10 years when they were taken in.
More Support for Foster Parents
Providing More Training and Fostering Allowances
to Enable Fostering

Produced in 2002, this handbook served as an important guide
to foster parents.

expatriate families of the Tanglin Trust School to
encourage them to volunteer their services as
foster parents. Many of these expatriate families
expressed openness to care for children with
special needs.39

With the increase in new foster parents joining the
scheme, there was a need to ensure that these
parents were adequately prepared for the task.
The Ministry began organising sharing and training
sessions for new foster parents to meet and learn
from experienced foster parents.41 Training for
foster parents was conducted on a quarterly basis
and topics included child management issues,
and issues related to providing for children in need
of child protection.42
In December 2002, a 28-page handbook on the
dos and don’ts of foster parenting was launched

37 MCDS, 2001: 4
38 ST, Dec 13, 2003
39 MCDS, 2003: 1
40 ST, Dec 13, 2003
41 ST, Nov 26, 2000
42 MCDS, 2002: 2
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during the Foster Parents’ Party.43 Called It takes a
Community to Raise a Child, the handbook aimed
to clarify the roles and responsibilities of foster
parents and served as a guide for foster parents.44
In July 2002, the Ministry also dedicated three
staff members known as Fostering Coordinators
to train foster parents to cope with children and
difficult situations. They made home visits and
helped parents set goals for their foster children.
They also sought practical help for the foster
children. For example, they referred foster parents
who could not cope with an attention-seeking child
to a psychologist from the Ministry, or roped in
volunteer tutors when foster children had difficulties
coping with schoolwork.45 Fostering Coordinators
visited the foster parents and carried out spotchecks once every 30 days to ensure that the basic
standards of quality care for the foster children
were maintained.46
To further support foster parents, a fostering
emergency hotline was set up in December 2002.
Foster parents could call this hotline for assistance
after office hours and on weekends. This hotline
allowed foster parents to gain faster access to
assistance during crisis situations.47
Since the revision of the fostering allowance
in the 1990s, there had been no further increase.
Hence in December 2000, the Ministry increased
the allowances to between $450 and $643 per
month, and took into account the child’s age and
if applicable, their level of disability.

The children were also given 14 to 17 per cent
increases in school allowances depending on their
educational level.48
In 2002, further increases to the fostering
allowance were announced. The increases would
range between 22 and 44 per cent. Couples caring
for children aged 3 and below received $700 while
those caring for older children received $650.
Families caring for children who were severely
disabled would receive $786.49
Review of the Child Protection Service
The Need for a Continuum of Care and More Services
to Help Keep Children with their Families

In 2011, the Ministry completed a review of the
Child Protection Service and Child Protection
System in Singapore. The review, which involved
multiple stakeholders and professionals, revealed
a system that was generally strong and robust,
with a few areas for improvement.
The review showed that more should be done
to develop child-centric specialised services to
support children who have been victims of abuse
as well as their families. Speaking at the opening
43 ST, Dec 15, 2002
44 MCDS, 2002b: 5
45 ST, Dec 15, 2002
46 MCDS, 2002b: 4
47 MCDS, 2002b: 4
48 ST, Nov 26, 2000
49 ST, Dec 15, 2002
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of the Children’s Conference in 2011, Dr Vivian
Balakrishnan, then the Minister for Community
Development, Youth and Sports, noted that there
was a need for a continuum of care through which
various types of services and programmes could
be offered to children in need of protection.
“As much as possible, we want to keep our
children in their familial homes and to work with
their families to better manage their parental
roles,” he said. “Some children may benefit from a
more stable foster care arrangement. Yet, there are
also others that seem to do better in the Children’s
Homes where they learn how to structure their
daily lives and build good habits.”

options for children in out-of-home care, build up
capabilities within the sector to care for children
with higher needs in residential care and enable
more timely reunifications for children who are able
to be returned to their families safely. Minister Chan
announced that MSF would be investing $8 million
to fund the development of Fostering Agencies as
well as grow fostering to be able to care for about
600 vulnerable children by 2020.

Transforming the Out-of-Home Care Sector
The Building of a Dynamic and Progressive Ecosystem
to Provide Better Care for Vulnerable Children

In 2013, the Children in Care Service (CIC) was
formed to bring together four related units that
were previously under different heads. The
creation of CIC enabled more integrated efforts
in developing a continuum of care for vulnerable
children. With CIC housing the different units
related to out-of-home care for children, a more
coordinated and holistic approach became
possible. This was necessary as MSF was set to
make major shifts in this area.
In October 2014, Mr Chan Chun Sing, then
the Minister of Social and Family Development,
announced plans to develop more family-based

Minister Chan Chun Sing speaks at the Rehabilitation and Protection
Care Conference 2014.

In three short years, the MSF set up a new
range of services and programmes to support the
continuum of care approach. The newly-formed
CIC intensified efforts to raise awareness on
fostering in Singapore through media partnerships
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and roadshows, and by working with community
organisations, religious groups and employers.
After being the only agency providing fostering
services for 60 years, MSF moved to build
fostering capabilities in the community. Two new
Fostering Agencies, MCYC Community Services
Society and Boys’ Town were set up, and they
set to work immediately to reach out to their
own networks to find suitable foster parents for
vulnerable children.
The inaugural Foster Care Week, graced by
Parliamentary Secretary A/P Muhammad Faishal
Ibrahim, was held in September 2016. This was

Parliamentary Secretary, A/P Muhammad Faishal Ibrahim, gamely tries
his hand at cooking with foster families during Foster Care Week.

helmed by MSF together with the two Fostering
Agencies. The event further raised awareness of
fostering among the public.
MSF started a partnership with the Social
Service Institute (SSI) to formalise the training
provided to foster parents and Fostering
Agencies. From the old days where briefings
were held in the meeting rooms of MSF, there is
now specialised training developed by a blend
of professional fostering expertise from MSF and
the adult education capabilities of SSI. Training
is now held in the conducive, learner-friendly
facilities of SSI.
Besides Fostering Agencies, the Safe and Strong
Families pilot was also developed to provide an
intensive family reunification programme to help
to reintegrate children into their biological families,
and a family preservation programme to help
families remain intact.
To help severely traumatised children,
therapeutic group homes were also set up.
Plans are in place to provide more small group
residential care for children with higher needs.

foster parents. As compared to 2013, the number
of foster children has increased by 40 per cent.
In addition, there are about 660 children and
young people living in 22 homes run by VWOs.
The aim is to have about 60 per cent of
children living in family-based care such as
foster care while the rest would be in children’s
homes or therapeutic group homes in the next
seven years.

The key to achieving this goal is to attract
enough people to join the Fostering Scheme,
especially those willing to take in older children and
children with special needs. Ms Audrie Siew, the
first-ever Director of the CIC, is hopeful. Already,
the number of foster families in Singapore has
increased by almost 60 per cent today, compared
to 2013. She believes that the goal is attainable
as she has seen for herself that “Singaporeans do
have big hearts.”

Singaporeans do
have big hearts.

Minister Tan Chuan-Jin speaks with a young boy during the 2015
Foster Family tea party.

The Place of Fostering as a Key Pillar
for Vulnerable Children
As the sector shifts towards family-based care,
foster care will become a key pillar for children
who do not have suitable kinship care.
Today, there are about 430 children on MSF’s
Fostering Scheme, cared for by more than 400
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At home with

MDM VALIE
It’s nice
to be able to
have children
around me.
It keeps me
feeling young
and engaged.
I don’t feel
time passing.
Mdm Valie
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In fostering for 42 years • 42 foster children loved

One of Singapore’s

longest serving foster
parents, Mdm Thiravingadam Sembugavalie
4KT =HSPL OHZ JHYLK MVY  JOPSKYLU V]LY H ZWHU
of more than four decades.
When Mdm Valie decided to accompany her
friend to the Social Welfare Department back
PU   SP[[SL KPK ZOL RUV^ [OH[ ZOL ^V\SK IL
embarking on a four-decade long journey into
MVZ[LYJHYL;VKH`[OLZWY``LHYVSKJV\U[Z
foster children, on top of eight children of her own,
19 grandchildren and five great-grandchildren.
At the time, Mdm Valie had no plans to become a
foster mother. She was there to give her friend moral
support. However, when the officials asked if she
was interested in being a foster mother herself, she
was intrigued.
Mdm Valie went home and discussed it with her
husband, now deceased, and children. At that time,
Mdm Valie already had her eight children of her own,
so it was clear that she was someone who loved
children.
“I like children and my husband liked children
too,” she said. “As my own kids grew up, it was nice
to have other young children around the house.”

Her own children were also keen on the idea,
being used to having a household filled with
children. The very first child she fostered was
a week-old boy whom she cared for until he was
11/2 years old. She still remembers his birthday,
May 5. And that was how it was for most of the
children she fostered. She would take them as
babies and care for them for several years.
Each time Mdm Valie is asked to foster a
new child, the whole extended family is excited
and they will make a beeline for Mdm Valie’s flat
in the west to coo over the new baby.
“They are very happy to have children around,”
she said. “As long as there’s a new baby here, the
family will come and visit.”
To Mdm Valie, fostering young children also
has its advantages. “It’s nice to be able to have
children around me. It keeps me feeling young and
engaged. I don’t feel time passing,” she enthused.
Her philosophy for looking after foster children
is simple: treat them like they are one of your own.
Perhaps nothing exemplifies this better than how
Mdm Valie treats Leetha, a foster child who is
currently living with her. Like many of her other
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I remind myself that
what matters most is that
they are doing well.
Mdm Valie

foster children, Leetha came into Mdm Valie’s care
soon after being born. At the time, Mdm Valie had
just had a leg operation and she was doubtful
if she could care for a newborn. However, after
visiting the baby in the hospital, Mdm Valie couldn’t
say no.
That was 17 years ago. Today Leetha is
very much a part of Mdm Valie’s family. One of
Mdm Valie’s grandchildren, Priya, is just three
years older than Leetha and the two girls grew up
together.
“I treat her like a sister. I help her in her studies
and she sometimes comes to me for advice,”
said Priya.
There are frequent outings where all the girls
in the family get together to have a meal or watch
a movie.
The other members of Mdm Valie’s family are
also actively involved in helping to raise Leetha,

especially after Mdm Valie’s husband passed
on 11 years ago. Some of her grandchildren who
are teachers help Leetha with her studies. When
Leetha said she wanted a traditional outfit known
as a lengha for Deepavali a year ago, one of
Mdm Valie’s daughters made a purple one
especially for her.
Given Mdm Valie and her family’s obvious love
for the foster children, it is natural that even after
the children leave her care, some continue to keep
in touch.
While there are many fulfilling moments in
being a foster mother, Mdm Valie shared that one
consistently sad moment in fostering is having to
part with the child after caring for him or her for
some time. However, she gets over this by focusing
on the long term.
“I remind myself that what matters most is that
they are doing well,” she shared with a smile.
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All one family: Mdm Valie’s grandchildren, including (from left)
Shamini Nandakumaran, Monarekha Nandakumaran, Lakshmi
Shandra Bos, Poornima Devi Shandra Bos and Prashalini Vasu
see the foster children as cousins.

Our favourite family recipe
Serves 6–8

CHICKEN SAMBAL

INGREDIENTS

METHOD

A handful of dried chillies,
rinsed and dried

1.

Remove and discard seeds from dried chillies. Grind chillies
into a ﬁne powder. The amount of dried chillies used will
depend on how spicy you want the sambal to be. Set chilli
powder aside.

2.

Place ginger, garlic, green chillies, coriander leaves,
lemongrass and half the onion slices into a blender and
process into a paste. Add a little water if needed. Set aside.

1 stalk lemongrass, ends
trimmed

3.

Marinate chicken with turmeric powder, some chilli powder and
a pinch of salt.

1 large onion, peeled and sliced

4.

Heat oil in a pan over medium heat. Add chicken and stir-fry
lightly. Add ground paste and remaining slices of onion.
Stir-fry to mix.

5.

Add more chilli powder if desired and continue to stir-fry until
mixture is fragrant and chicken is done.

6.

Lower heat and add tomatoes. Add more chilli powder if
desired. Season with salt to taste.

7.

Dish out and garnish as desired. Serve hot with rice and other
side dishes.

5-cm knob ginger, peeled
and sliced
1 clove garlic, peeled
4 green chillies
2 bunches coriander leaves

1 chicken, about 1 kg, washed
and cut into large pieces
1 tsp turmeric powder
A pinch of salt
2 Tbsp cooking oil
3 tomatoes, cut into wedges

There is always food to be enjoyed at
grandma’s house. Sharing a meal together helps
the foster children feel part of the family.
Shamini and Lakshmi,
two of Mdm Valie’s granddaughters
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A chat with

MR LEE KIM HUA

TRANSFORMING OUT-OF-HOME CARE TO PROVIDE
BETTER CARE FOR VULNERABLE CHILDREN

S E N I O R D I R E C TO R , R E H A B I L I TAT I O N A N D P ROT E C T I O N G RO U P

AND

MS AUDRIE SIEW

D I R E C TO R , C H I L D R E N I N C A R E S E RV I C E

We are very
heartened by the
response of warm-hearted
families in Singapore!
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“ Is

there anyone in this room who did
not grow up in a family? ” Ms Audrie Siew,
Director of Children in Care Service (CIC), asked.
The reality is that most of us grew up in families.
The family provides a natural environment that
helps us develop into functional adults. We
are who we are today largely because of our
families. Our families provide the attachments
and relationships which shape our identity, give
us emotional stability and form the “arena” for us
to grow essential life skills.
This concept undergirds MSF’s direction to
expand fostering in Singapore. If you have been
paying attention to the news lately, you would
have seen far more frequent mentions of fostering.
This is due to the efforts of staff in MSF, under
the direction of Mr Lee Kim Hua, Senior Director
of Rehabilitation and Protection Group (RPG) and
Ms Audrie Siew.
The shift to family-based care has been
ZPNUPMPJHU[ ;VKH`  JOPSKYLU HYL PU MVZ[LY JHYL
HWLYJLU[PUJYLHZLMYVT>P[OMVZ[LYJHYL
increasing, this also means that fewer children need
to be placed in Voluntary Children’s Homes (VCH)
and the number of children in VCHs has dropped
by 12 per cent. The proportion of children shifted
MYVT  WLY JLU[ HUK  WLY JLU[ PU MHTPS`IHZLK

JHYL HUK =*/Z YLZWLJ[P]LS` [V  WLY JLU[ HUK
55 per cent. This is encouraging progress and made
possible only with the partnership of many warmhearted people who care for children.
How It Began
It all began in 2011, when an in-depth review,
involving representatives from RPG, VCHs,
hospitals, social service agencies, NCSS and
Court, was done and changes to the out-of-home
care landscape were recommended. Back then,
there was a lack of diversity of services with only
fostering services under MSF and VCHs. In MSF,
the out-of-home care functions were done in four
different sections. “Whenever we wanted to discuss
something in this area, we needed to arrange for
three deputy directors and a couple of assistant
directors to come to a meeting,” laughed Mr Lee.
A coordinated approach was needed to
spearhead transformational efforts. “I felt the pain
of our children in out-of-home care and recognised
the urgency of making structural changes to improve
the sector,” said Mr Lee. Under his leadership, the
CIC was created in July 2013 to provide oversight
of the out-of-home care landscape and look at
the continuum of care as a whole. Ms Siew was
appointed the first Director of this new service.
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Children who come into care are usually the
victims of abuse and neglect. Some may have
parents who are incarcerated or ill. Before 2013,
about 70 per cent of these children were cared for in
VCHs. This was due to a lack of foster families and it
set Mr Lee wondering. “All of us grow up in families.
No matter how hard we try, residential care is never
the same as family-based care. We wanted to make
family-based care possible for many more children,”
he said. The VCHs were set up by good-hearted
groups to meet societal needs. “I don’t blame them.
When you have many children together in the same
place, it becomes messy and structure is important
to bring about stability and order,” said Mr Lee.
Ms Siew cited an incident report filed by a VCH
about a child who had climbed over a fence to sneak
away from the VCH. The reason? To buy soya milk.
“When you run an institution, you need strict rules as
you have to take care of the safety of many children.
But in a foster family, if you want soya milk, you can
go out with your mummy to buy it. That is how normal
people live,” said Ms Siew.
The Vision – A Continuum of Care
“We wanted to build a continuum of care so that in

the difficult situation where we have to take a child
into care, we can find the best placement. It had to
go all the way from services to prevent children from
coming into care, to more family-based care options
such as foster care and services to reunify children
with their families,” said Mr Lee. “We had to build
capability in VCHs to provide care for children with
higher needs such as those with serious trauma.
VCHs would then focus on the children who need
them the most.”
“Compared to norms in some other developed
out-of-home care systems, the proportion of our
children in residential care was quite high,” Ms Siew
shared. “We needed to rally the community to come
onboard to help these children and build a better
landscape for vulnerable children.”

try. However, the problem seemed to be more of
very low awareness. In our roadshows, 9 out of 10
people we met had never heard about fostering
before,” reminisced Ms Siew.
Staff in MSF intensified efforts to raise
awareness through roadshows, the media and

The Encouraging Progress

other community outreach initiatives. Today,
the number of foster parents has increased by
 WLY JLU[ MYVT  [V   ¸>L HYL ]LY`
heartened by the response of warm-hearted
families in Singapore!” Ms Siew beamed.
CIC is now moving away from simple recruitment
to targeted recruitment — finding people who will
make good foster parents. “It’s no longer only a
numbers game,” said Mr Lee. “We can bring in
the families, but they may not have the capability
needed to handle foster children.”
Foster families also prefer to take in young
children. Toddlers are inherently cute and are
naturally popular. Younger children are preferred
to older children because they are perceived to
be easier to manage. “Many families are unable
or unwilling to take on older children, or children
who have special needs,” said Ms Siew.

More Foster Parents Needed

To build up the new landscape, growing fostering
was crucial. With shrinking families in Singapore
and our increasingly busy lifestyles, attracting
more foster families seemed like an impossible
task. “We had no idea if we would succeed at all,
but we owed it to the children to at least give it a
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Fostering Agencies Are Born

Roadshows have proven an effective means of outreach in helping to
find new foster foster families.

MSF had been the only agency providing
structured fostering services for the past 60 years
in Singapore. In 2015, MCYC Community Services
Society and Boys’ Town became the first two
Fostering Agencies set up to build capability in the
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Family Preservation and Reuniﬁcation

community. As the agencies started to take cases,
it became clear that this was the right move.
“There will be some foster families who are
more comfortable approaching a Voluntary Welfare
Organisation (VWO),” commented Ms Siew. “The
agencies can reach out to their own networks and
find more foster parents.” This was a key milestone
for the fostering community.

WE WANTED TO BUILD
A CONTINUUM OF CARE SO THAT
IN THE DIFFICULT SITUATION
WHERE WE HAVE TO TAKE
A CHILD INTO CARE, WE CAN FIND
THE BEST PLACEMENT.

Training Improved

Training is an essential ingredient to enable the
fostering community to grow. In January 2016, MSF
partnered the Social Service Institute (SSI) to train
foster parents. This partnership combined MSF’s
professional expertise with SSI’s adult education
capabilities. Previously, training was conducted
a few times a year. “Now we run fostering training
almost weekly throughout the year at SSI,” said
Ms Siew. These programmes are run by professional
trainers in facilities that have been designed for
training. Foster parents have been very positive in
their feedback.”

The next steps would be to help children stay
with their birth families or return to their families
faster if they need to come into care. To that end,
MSF is in the early stages of putting in place the
Safe and Strong Families (SSF) pilot which is
made up of two parts. The family preservation
part provides intensive support to help children
stay safely with their birth families, while the family
reunification part provides intensive services to
help children return to their families if they need to
come into care.

Guiding Principles of Placement.

Establishing the Continuum of Care
Children with
high needs

Therapeutic
Group Homes
Pilot Small
Group Homes
Therapeutic Foster Care

Children with
low needs

Foster Care

The continuum of care for vulnerable children.
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small group homes so that he or she can receive
more intensive and specialised care. Through
this continuum of services, we hope to meet the
children’s needs better.”

Ms Siew described how the continuum of care
would come alive. “If we receive a case which may
require care, we will first try preserving the family
with support through SSF. If this is not possible,
we will try kinship care. If this is not available, then
foster care is explored. If this is not possible or
if the child needs a more structured environment,
then the child will be referred to a VCH. If the
child has higher needs, the child will be placed in

“We started on this journey of transforming
the child welfare sector three years ago. We hope
that we can complete what we set out to do in
another seven years. And then there can be more
transformations to make it even better for our
children!” said Mr Lee.
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There is also the
satisfaction of knowing that
you’ve made a difference
in the life of a child.
Mr Nonis
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At home with the

NONIS FAMILY
Married 25 years • In fostering for 16 years • 5 foster children loved

When police officer Mr Gerard Nonis, 53, and
his wife, homemaker Mdm Susanna Daniels, 50,
chose to foster a teenager, they did not know what
they were in for. This was back in 2003 and at that
time, the couple had three children of their own and
two young children whom they were fostering.
However, in many ways, things were not as hard
as they thought it would be. “Amy integrated well
with the family and was very helpful and involved,”
shared Mr Nonis. But because she came from a
troubled home, she had many emotional issues
to deal with and this meant that Mr Nonis and
Mdm Daniels had to play the part of counsellor
to her as well.
“She would talk about her family and how she
was worried about her sister,” recalled Mr Nonis.
When Amy had issues in school, Mr Nonis and
his wife would visit the school counsellor. The couple
also attended family counselling sessions to equip
themselves to help Amy.
At one point, when Amy thought she was being
followed, Mr Nonis accompanied her to school. He
also walked her home from the train station, just so
she could feel safe.

“As a foster parent, you really must be into
parenting,” said Mr Nonis. “It’s not just about
providing a place to stay, food, some sayang (Malay
for love and affection) once in a while. You have
to think of the child as your own and do what any
loving parent would do for their own child.”
Amy stayed with Mr Nonis and Mdm Daniels for
10 months before she returned home to her birth
parents. Even then, she would still pop into the
Nonis’ household unannounced to visit the couple
and to chat. Their home had become a sanctuary for
her and they had become trusted parental figures.
Today, Amy is no longer a troubled teenager.
She is in her late 20s and has three children of her
own. She is working as a teacher and is friends with
Mr Nonis and Mdm Daniels on Facebook. They
follow up on what the other is doing via social media.
“We went to her wedding,” recalled Mr Nonis.
“She introduced us to her husband saying ‘This is
my mummy and daddy’. Her husband went ‘Eh?’”
By now, Mr Nonis and Mdm Daniels are
experts in looking after teenagers. Of their four
biological children, two are already in their 20s
while the other two are in their teens. Of the three
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foster children that they are currently caring for, two
are aged 16 and the third aged 6. The two foster
teenagers have been living with the couple since
they were infants. They have grown up with the family
and are very much a part of the family.
“They have asked me, ‘What will happen when
we turn 18?’ I said to them, ‘I’ve looked after you
for 16 years already. I’m not going to throw you out
just because you’ve turned 18,” said Mr Nonis
laughing.
The fact that the couple have seven children living
together in their five-room Woodlands flat is proof
that they love children. Perhaps it is because both
of them come from large families. Mr Nonis comes
from a family of seven children, while Mdm Daniels
comes from a family of nine children.
The couple met in 1989 when Mr Nonis was
posted to Namibia as part of a United Nations
Peacekeeping Force. Mdm Daniels worked in
the hotel that he was staying in. They met, fell in
love and were married two years later, after which
Mdm Daniels moved to Singapore.
In 2000, Mdm Daniels had already been living in
Singapore for about a decade. Although she had
plenty of friends in the neighbourhood and at church
by then, she still missed her family in Namibia. That

was when she saw an article in the newspapers
about fostering.
“I felt that having more children around the house
would partly make-up for not being around my old
friends and family,” recalls Mdm Daniels. And that was
how it started. Since then, the couple have fostered
five children, three of whom still live with them.
Besides enjoying having a large family, the couple
also want to share the blessings they have with those
who need it. They acknowledge that they have been
enriched by the experience as well, describing the
journey as “enlightening and joyful”.
Mr Nonis affirms that they have no regrets.
“We have never had thoughts of quitting.” He also
notes that their relationship as husband and wife
has gotten stronger because of all the family time.
“We spend more time together and that helps bring
us closer together as a couple.”
“There is also the satisfaction of knowing that
you’ve made a difference in the life of a child,”
continued Mr Nonis. “That you have been able to
help a child in his crucial growing-up years.”
Mr Nonis also notes the little moments that make
being a foster parent worthwhile. “When you are
presented with a drawing and the child says ‘Daddy,
this is for you.’ It is a work of art and a work of love.”
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It’s the little moments that count: Mdm Daniels (left)
and Mr Nonis (right) share a tender moment with
one of the young foster children in their care.

Our favourite family recipe
Serves 8–10

LAMB POTJIEKOS

INGREDIENTS

METHOD

3 Tbsp cooking oil

1.

Heat oil in a large pot over medium heat.

4 medium onions, peeled
and sliced

2.

Add onions and stir-fry until softened.

3.

Add meat and sear until brown.

Water, as needed

4.

5 medium potatoes, peeled
and cut into large pieces

Add sufﬁcient water to cover meat. Lower heat, cover pot
and simmer for about 1 hour or until meat is tender.

5.

2 large carrots, peeled and
thickly sliced

Add potatoes, carrots, cabbage and salt. Cook until potatoes
and carrots are tender and mixture is dry.

6.

Dish out and serve with rice.

1.5 kg lamb, cut into cubes

1 medium head cabbage, sliced
Salt to taste

A South African stew, potjiekos means
small pot food, but in my home,
I use a big pot to prepare this because
the kids love to eat it!
Mdm Daniels
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A chat with

MS TABITHA ONG
D E P U T Y D I R E C TO R , C H I L D P ROT E C T I O N , C H I L D P ROT E C T I V E S E RV I C E

PROTECTING VULNERABLE CHILDREN
How do children end up in foster care or other

We remove children from
their homes with a heavy heart.
It is a consolation to know that
another family is out there to
give them love and warmth.

forms of out-of-home care? Very often, the stories
begin with difficulties in their birth families. Many
come from multi-stressed families where the parents
are ill or incarcerated, and the children are victims of
abuse and neglect. All in all, these vulnerable children
need foster care because their families are unable to
ensure their safety and well-being.
To many of us, it is unthinkable that children
should go through such experiences. Unfortunately,
it does happen. Some children are abused physically
and emotionally. Some are neglected to the
point where they become malnourished and their
cognitive development is affected. Some might live
in unsuitable environments and be exposed to drug
abuse or witness scenes of domestic violence on a
regular basis.
Investigating Child Abuse
Typically, Child Protective Service (CPS) is activated
when it receives a report of abuse. “Anybody can
report abuse to us, whether hospitals, schools, social
agencies or members of the public,” said Ms Tabitha
Ong, Deputy Director, CPS. In fact, she would rather
that more people get involved in reporting abuse.
“Protection of children is everyone’s responsibility,”
she said.
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Once it is determined that there are allegations
of serious harm to a child and the child may be in
danger, CPS steps in. “We intervene and investigate
intra-familial child abuse cases where there are
serious concerns over a child’s safety,” said Ms Ong.
When CPS gets a report, it has to decide whether
to start the investigation. The process of assessment
is thorough and very intrusive”, explains Ms Ong.
¸0[ PU]VS]LZ  [V  KH`Z VM PU]LZ[PNH[PVUZ ^OLYL
family members are interviewed extensively.”
After the investigation is completed, CPS has
to decide the next steps. CPS is conscious that
removing a child from his or her family is a weighty
decision. In view of this, CPS will need to be thorough
in their assessment and ensure all possible options
are exhausted before considering a removal.
“Our societal assumption is that children should
grow up within the family. But when families or
caregivers pose a danger or risk of harm to the child,
then the state has the responsibility to intervene.”
Given the horrific nature of child abuse,
it sometimes seems like the obvious solution would
be for MSF to just remove any child out of harm’s
way. According to Ms Ong, it would be simplistic to
think that removal will solve all problems. “Even if they
are in terrible circumstances, children will experience
grief and loss from the removal,” she said.
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According to Ms Ong, it is a myth that calling in
CPS automatically means the removal of a child.
In 2015, less than 30 per cent of investigations led
to a child being removed, she said. Child Protection
Officers (CPOs) on the ground are able to help
70 per cent of these cases work out a safety plan for
children to continue to stay with their families.
Quite often, many of these cases involve shades
of grey. CPOs have to assess whether the imminent
danger that the child is in can be mitigated by the
family’s efforts at a safety plan or if it warrants
removal. Furthermore, they will also have to assess
if the families are able to make the changes needed
to keep the children safe and reduce the likelihood of
them being harmed in the future.
The Important Roles of Community Agencies
In the child protection landscape in Singapore, there
is a continuum of services, depending on the level of
child protection concerns. At one end, Family Service
Centres (FSC) work with families where there is a
lower level of child protection concerns. Since 2013,
community-based Child Protection Specialist Centres
(CPSCs) have been set up to manage cases with
moderate levels of child protection concerns, such
as where parents did not use an appropriate level of
physical discipline and where they acknowledge they
need help. There are now two such centres, Big Love
by Montfort Care and Heart@FeiYue.
The addition of the CPSCs gives the system more
flexibility. It was previously a binary option, either
the community-based agencies or CPS. There was
nothing in-between. The setting up of the CPSCs
springs from a 2011 review called by MSF about the

child protection landscape. Two consultants, from
the US and Australia, performed the independent
review. Among other things, the review revealed
the need to have agencies such as CPSCs stand
between the community-based agencies and CPS.
Before the CPSCs were set up, many cases were
flagged by the community-based agencies, but that
didn’t meet the threshold for statutory intervention
by CPS. “Those cases got stuck with our intake
teams,” said Ms Ong.
The CPSCs can now handle those cases. This also
means freeing up resources for CPS, which would
otherwise be swamped with cases with a high level
of concerns and require CPS intervention, as well
as cases where the community is unable to manage
yet do not meet the threshold for CPS intervention.
CPSCs have improved since they were introduced
and will take on more responsibility in time. They
will be the community child protection experts from
which agencies, such as schools, can seek advice,
said Ms Ong.
Advancements in Child Protection Practice
Another improvement made by CPS is the use of
evidence-based tools to better guide decisions on
reporting and managing child protection concerns.
CPS used to depend largely on their practice
judgment and ground wisdom to make such decisions.
They are presently developing and implementing
the Structured Decision Making (SDM) decision
support system, which originated in the US, but has
been customised to meet Singapore’s needs. The
SDM system is made up of a suite of tools which is
mapped to key decision milestones in a case. One
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of the tools in the suite is the Safety Assessment
tool, which guides the decision as to whether a child
requires alternative placement.

There are two parts to the Safety Assessment tool.
The first part assesses the danger that the child is in.
There are 13 danger items with clear definitions that
outline the threshold for removal. These definitions
give clarity and reliability in rating across officers. For
example, physical harm is defined as something that
could be life-threatening, such as using a hammer
versus using a cane. The tool also takes into account
the level of vulnerability faced by children. Disabled
or very young children are deemed more vulnerable
than able-bodied or older children. The second part
of the tool looks at protective factors, such as the
demonstrated protective abilities of the caregivers, as
well as their support network.
CPS is also in the midst of rolling out a practice
framework, known as the Partnering for Safety (PFS)
framework to help CPOs engage clients and work with
them to come up with appropriate safety and case
plans. The PFS framework guides CPOs in setting up
a safety plan to address the danger items highlighted.
The safety plan addresses all the concerns raised
and includes a safety network to support the family in
carrying out the plan successfully. If a father typically
becomes violent after getting drunk, a safety plan will
ensure that the children are not present when he is

drunk. The mother taking the children to a neighbour
or relative identified in the safety network for an
agreed period of time is an example of a safety plan.
Ms Ong shared that CPS staff have welcomed the
greater clarity and consistency that the development
and implementation of the SDM decision support
system and the PFS practice framework have
introduced. “The threshold for intervening and removal
is now clearer and this clarity gives us consistency in
decision-making,” she said.
Working with CIC on Placements
The work of CPS does not end with the removal of
the child. After the child is removed, CPS usually tries
to place the child within the extended family network.
“After all, we want to reunite the child with their
family eventually. Being with relatives helps the child
maintain his or her family ties,” said Ms Ong.
But for children who have no kin available to
take them in, CPS will have to rely on Children in
Care Service (CIC) to find a placement for the child,
whether with a foster family or in a children’s home.
Ms Ong welcomes the shift towards family-based
care that CIC is looking into. “While being in a
children’s home is better than being in a dangerous
situation, I think foster care can better address the
emotional care needs of a child who has been hurt.
We remove children from their homes with a heavy
heart. It is a consolation to know that another family
is out there to give them love and warmth,” she said.
Despite the challenges and difficulties they face,
those working in this sector press on to ensure that
vulnerable children are protected. Because not doing
so would be unthinkable.

A chat with ms tabitha ong 43

At home with the

ISMAIL FAMILY

For us,
it’s basically
to help out,
a way to
give back
to society.

Married 35 years • In fostering for 15 years • 16 foster children loved

Zuraidah was just 7 months old when she was
placed with Mr Ismail bin Mohamed Atan, a crane
operator, and his wife, Mdm Zawiyah, a homemaker.
Over the next few years, the couple took care of
Zuraidah while Zuraidah’s birth family slowly rebuilt
their lives.
When the time came for Zuraidah to return to
her birth family, Mr Ismail and Mdm Zawiyah were
sad to see her go, but happy that the family could
care for Zuraidah again. However, the rosy situation
did not last long. After a follow-up assessment by
MSF, it was assessed that Zuraidah’s birth family
had encountered further problems and needed
more time to address their issues. Now 9, Zuraidah
continues to live with Mr Ismail and his family.
For Mr Ismail, 59, and Mdm Zawiyah, 55, going
above and beyond the call of duty of foster parents
is something they have done from the beginning.
The couple adopted one of the first babies they had
fostered as the child could not return to her birth
family. As a result of their encouragement, one of
their neighbours also adopted a 5-year-old child
that they had fostered, and Mdm Zawiyah now
babysits the child on weekdays. Today, three other

Mdm Zawiyah
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foster children live with them, including a 2-year-old
who needs to go for regular physiotherapy.
Mdm Zawiyah became a foster parent about
15 years ago when the youngest of her three
biological children started secondary school, leaving
her with free time on her hands.
“I read about these neglected children in the
newspapers, so I called to find out more. They
asked if I was interested to become a foster parent
and I thought, ‘Why not? I have lots of free time.’
My husband is also someone who loves children.
For us, it’s basically to help out, a way to give back
to society.”
Having the support of their three biological
children also helped. Their youngest child,
Sarah bte Ismail, now 27, recalls how her parents
sat her and her siblings down and told them about
their plans to foster children.
“My parents spoke to us and we were all
open to it. We enjoy having children around the
house.”
At the time, Sarah was in her early teens and
she remembers that there was an initial period of
adjustment.
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A family effort: Providing a caring foster home isn’t
just down to the parents. Below, Mr Ismail (standing,
left) and Mdm Zawiyah (seated) pose with two of
[OLPYJOPSKYLU:P[P1\SPHUHI[L0ZTHPSJLU[YL
and Mohd Izaan bin Ismail, 31, (right) who are role
models to the foster children who join their family.

“When she (the first child her parents fostered)
got something new, I also wanted to get something
new,” she recalled. However, she soon adapted.
“My parents always taught us to give,” said the
label manager at a record company. “Even if you
have little, just give. Even if you feel displaced
as a result, if it’s for a good cause, that feeling of
displacement will go away and the joy will come.”
The whole family is excited whenever a new child
is placed with them.
“On that first day, we will all rush home from work.
We love children!” enthused Sarah.
Sarah and her siblings pitch in to assist their
parents. They help shuttle the younger children
around, especially on the days when the foster
children have “access” — when the foster children
spend some time with their birth parents.
Mr Ismail and Mdm Zawiyah’s biological children
also provide respite care, taking the foster children

out to give their parents a break. And of course,
all three of them are experts at handling babies,
changing diapers and restocking on essentials
like milk. “We are very well trained,” laughed Sarah.
One thing that brings the Ismail family together
is food. “In my family, we love teatime,” smiled
Sarah. “We will have tea with cakes or other snacks.
We sit around the dining table and the children enjoy
the time together.”
Sarah likes baking cupcakes and this is
something the children also look forward to. “They
sometimes help to measure the ingredients or do
the piping,” she explains.
And of course, the children love the final
stage of making cupcakes — eating. “They love
eating the cupcakes especially when the frosting
is colourful — butter icing is a favourite among
them! They will make a mess, but they really
enjoy eating it!”
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Our favourite family recipe
Makes about
24 cupcakes

VANILLA CUPCAKES

INGREDIENTS

METHOD

250 g self-raising ﬂour

1.

Preheat oven to 180°C. Line cupcake trays with paper
cupcake cases.

250 g castor sugar

2.

250 g butter, at room
temperature

Sift ﬂour and bicarbonate of soda into a mixing bowl.
Add sugar and mix well.

3.

Add butter, eggs, vanilla extract and milk. Beat with an
electric mixer until batter is smooth.

4.

Spoon batter evenly into cupcake cases.

5.

Place in the oven and bake for 15–20 minutes until cupcakes
are golden brown.

170 g butter, at room
temperature

6.

Remove cupcakes from trays and place on a wire rack to cool
before frosting.

350 g icing sugar

7.

Prepare frosting. Using an electric mixer, beat butter until ﬂuffy.
Sift in icing sugar and mix well. Add food colouring, if desired.

8.

Spoon frosting into a piping bag ﬁtted with a star piping tip.
Decorate cupcakes with frosting.

1

/2 tsp bicarbonate of soda

4 eggs
1 tsp vanilla extract
3 Tbsp milk

Frosting

A few drops of food colouring,
if desired

In my family, we love teatime. We will
have tea with cakes or other snacks.
We sit around the dining table and the kids
enjoy the time together.
Sarah
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MS JESSICA LEE
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WALKING THE FOSTERING JOURNEY WITH FOSTER PARENTS
Foster children usually come with a
history that foster parents only have
a glimpse of when they arrive at their
homes. Some come with a history of trauma or
neglect, having witnessed their parents taken away
by the police or having been abandoned by their
parents. Very often, when the children are taken
into care, full information may not be available as
investigations are still ongoing.

Our role is to support,
guide and help foster parents
manage the day-to-day care
of their foster child.

=P[HS9VSLVM-VZ[LY*HYL6MÄJLYZ
It is no surprise then that foster parents need extra
help, and this is where the Foster Care Officers
(FCOs) come in. While most FCOs are now from
the Children in Care Service (CIC) at MSF, there is
also a growing number of such professionals in the
community as Fostering Agencies such as MCYC
Community Services Society and Boys’ Town
grow. Each foster family placed with a child will be
supported by a FCO.
The FCOs are often the unsung heroes in
this system. They are essential to facilitating the
placements and ensuring that the child has a caring
and safe environment to grow in. A strong belief in
families and a passion for children are essentials for
the job. “We have seen many children thrive in foster
care. Many of them come in broken and hurt, but
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grow to be confident children. If a placement breaks
down, the child will feel rejected and confused,
and we want to avoid that as much as possible,”
said Ms Jessica Lee, an Assistant Manager of
Fostering Service within the CIC. It is this goal that
drives her and her colleagues to carefully match each
child and put in their all to make every placement
successful. “Our role is to support, guide and help
foster parents manage the day-to-day care of their
foster child. If they have any concerns about the
foster child, they can come to us,” said Ms Lee.
Foster parents can call their case manager to
ask for help with regards to caring for their foster
child. The kind of support they offer can range from
providing counselling and advice whether over the
phone or through home visits, handling unexpected
situations such as when a child comes back injured
after visiting their birth families, bringing in extra
resources or simply just providing a listening ear.
Helping New Foster Families Adjust to Fostering
Most problems emerge during the initial period of
adjustment when foster parents first take in children.
This is why FCOs pay special attention to new foster
parents. While efforts have been made to prepare
them during the assessment process and training, it is
never quite the same as having an actual placement.
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“We are on hand to help them navigate through their
first fostering experience.”
Having been on the panel that assesses foster
parents, Ms Lee understands the challenges the
panel faces. The process involves intensive
interviews with the applicants, visits to assess
the home environment and interviews with every
household member, including the domestic helper
if there is one.
“Fostering is a huge responsibility. You face the
JOPSKI\[UVTH[[LYOV^T\JOPUMVYTH[PVU`V\
get, you can never know the full history of the child,”
explained Ms Lee. A fostering helpline manned by
FCOs is available for foster parents in the event of
any emergency. Put in place in 2002, the helpline was
created in recognition that fostering is a commitment
that does not stop when the sun goes down.
Foster families have additional duties like
working with relevant professionals, protecting the
confidentiality of the foster child, facilitating access
with the child’s biological family and providing the
children with a certain level of care stipulated by
MSF. For example, MSF rules out the use of physical
discipline by foster parents. “Physical discipline
re-traumatises these children mentally as they are
often victims of abuse,” explained Ms Lee.
Making Fostering Work
“Foster parents have shared again and again that
the fostering experience is extremely fulfilling. But
just as it is with any family, things may not always
be smooth sailing,” shared Ms Lee. FCOs come in
to give an additional helping hand to make fostering
work through the ups and downs of life.

Different developmental and life stages also
bring their own specific set of problems. Some
foster parents who take on preschoolers find
that the children are behind in their development.
Developmental delays at this age are often
undetected until the foster parents report them.
As the children may not have attended preschool
regularly, they may not be able to speak in complete
sentences and have a limited vocabulary or
misbehave in childcare. According to Ms Lee, this is
often because the child has not had the necessary
stimulation in their own family environments or has
had their development impeded by the effect of
trauma. In a caring environment with the help of
foster parents, these vulnerable children can often
reach their developmental milestones.
Adolescence brings on a different set of challenges.
Most parents would already admit to facing challenges
with their own teenage children. With foster children
growing into their teenage years, there are the
additional struggles such as their identity as a foster
child and coping with how they are different from
their friends. These challenges sometimes arise even
among those who have adapted well to their foster
families as children. Balancing control and autonomy
is something that most parents of teenagers will
identify with. FCOs support foster parents through
such times by providing advice, helping to find
additional programmes to assist them in the situation
or simply by providing a listening ear.
There can be times where a child is unable to meet
the expectations of the foster parents. FCOs would
then help the foster parents understand the struggles
of the foster children and give advice on how to
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manage this. “You have to see where the child is now
and adjust your expectations,” she said.
For children with special needs arising from
developmental delays or medical problems, FCOs
help link the foster families to community agencies
which can offer therapy to the child and advise foster
parents on how best to take care of the children.
“I am really inspired by those foster families who
help such children despite the knowledge that they
have more needs,” said Ms Lee.
Like any other families, foster families may also
have their personal or work problems. They may
need some time off from fostering to resolve their
own issues or to recharge. FCOs sometimes arrange
for respite care for the foster children, or in other
words, temporary care by other foster families,
while the main caregivers take a break. Respite can
also come in the form of volunteer befrienders who
take the foster child on outings or to tuition classes
in the weekends. This is also arranged by FCOs to
meet the needs of the children. This is even more
important for sibling groups in care. “Some of these
outings are very meaningful for siblings placed with
other foster families or in children’s homes. It gives
them an opportunity to bond, even though they are
separated,” explained Ms Lee.
The job of the FCO does not end when the foster
child returns to their birth family. “We also provide
emotional support to foster parents who may be
missing their foster child who has become very much
a part of their lives. They can feel a sense of loss and
need some time to move on. We help them to heal and
try to motivate them to take in more foster children, as
their experience can help other children,” said Ms Lee.

Making a Difference to Foster Parents
and Vulnerable Children
Foster parents and children have many stories of how
their FCOs have helped them through their fostering
journeys. Ms Lee shared a story of her fellow FCO.
“My colleague had a case where the foster child
was so traumatised that she could not trust adults.
My colleague supported the foster parents very
closely. With the additional help, this child recovered.
She became a vibrant child who interacted easily
with adults! She sent a hand-drawn card to thank my
colleague for being there through her difficult period.
My colleague was so touched! The unconditional
love of foster parents inspires us to do what we can
to support the care of these children. Knowing that
we can make a difference to the children is what
drives us to do our best!”
Ms Fong Wai Mian, Senior Assistant Director
of the Fostering Service said, “In a nutshell, FCOs
will do whatever it takes to support and sustain the
fostering relationship, be it providing appropriate
intervention and guidance, brokering for services or
giving practical help and emotional support.”
While the fostering journey may not always be
smooth sailing, foster families and children can be
assured that their FCOs are with them every step of
the way. Supporting foster families is not easy work
either. Like fostering itself, the work never stops.
But to Ms Lee, “Our foster families and our children
deserve this much.”

THE UNCONDITIONAL LOVE OF
FOSTER PARENTS INSPIRES US...
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MR ROSLAN AND MDM NORLIA
Married 30 years • In fostering for 13 years • 6 foster children loved

It was meant to be a relaxing holiday, but things

With love,
you can work
things out.
Mdm Norlia

54 R O O M at the TA B L E

didn’t go as planned. That was back in November
 HUK 4KT 5VYSPH I[L 4VOK (SP 4HYPJHU 
and her husband Mr Roslan bin Sadauna, 52, had
decided to go on a short vacation with the family
to Johor Bahru, Malaysia. The couple brought along
their two foster children, including Mazlan who was
3 years old then. He had just started living with the
family a few months earlier.
“He gave us so much work throughout the trip,”
recalled Mdm Norlia. “When we first brought him to
the swimming pool at the hotel, he didn’t want to go
in to play. And when he finally did, he didn’t want to
come out. He also ran all around the pool. We were
afraid he would slip and fall.”
In the restaurant, he accidentally knocked
Mdm Norlia over. “He was sitting on a baby chair
and he pushed the table as I was attending to him.
I lost my balance and fell backwards. A whole pot of
chicken rice chilli spilt on me.”
At night, Mazlan wouldn’t sleep. “He knocked
on the wardrobe. He did it hourly. Very loudly.
I thought it was a ghost initially!” exclaimed
Mr Roslan.

Mazlan has been diagnosed with Global
Developmental Delay (GDD), a generalised
intellectual disability that is usually characterised
by lower than average intellectual functioning along
with significant limitations in at least two other
areas of development. Mazlan also gets upset
at any change in routine.
“He always had to do the same thing at the
same time,” said Mdm Norlia. “He had many other
issues as well — he would throw tantrums, bite,
kick and spit. He would also claw and hit people
and scream very loudly. The first few months were
very challenging. We almost gave up,” admitted
Mdm Norlia.
But they didn’t give up; they persevered. Officers
from MSF provided them with the necessary
support in the care of Mazlan. The couple also
attended courses on dealing with special needs
children. Mazlan himself was enrolled in the Early
Intervention Programme for Infants and Children
(EIPIC) that provides therapy and educational support
for children with special needs. In addition, Mazlan
also attends therapy sessions with psychologists,
physiotherapists and speech therapists. He has
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also been receiving help from the Sleep Clinic at
KK Women’s and Children’s Hospital.
Things are better now. Mazlan’s tantrums have
become less frequent and less intense. So what
made the couple persevere as foster parents?
While there were times when they wanted to give up,
they did not because they wanted to help Mazlan.
“We care about him. Otherwise, we would have
given him up,” said Mr Roslan. “We have sympathy
for him.”
To Mdm Norlia, what keeps them going is
“love, compassion and God.” When things get
tough, “we turn to God for guidance,” she said.
This is not the first time the couple has taken care
of a child with special needs. Before Mazlan came
into their care, they were looking after another child,
Asmah, who also suffered from GDD. She was 3 years
old and was given the diagnosis while in their care.
“She had a limited vocabulary and used simple
sentences. She took a long time to learn to put on
her shoes or put away her toys. We had to keep
teaching her the same thing every day. When
teaching children something new, you may have to
show them four or five times before they understand.
With Asmah, you had to repeat it around 50 times,”
shared Mdm Norlia. “Initially, we were frustrated,
then we realised she had a learning disability.”
“But we enjoyed having her with us. We saw
how she progressed. What we taught her, she
understood. We felt a sense of accomplishment.
We were happy,” said Mr Roslan. Asmah returned
to her birth family after two years under their care.

Taking care of children with special needs requires
everyone to pitch in. “My son and daughter-in-law
are a big help. When we go out together, they will
help take care of the children,” said Mdm Norlia.
The 29-year-old and his wife sometimes also
take the older foster child back to their own home
for sleepovers to lighten the load for Mr Roslan and
Mdm Norlia.
The couple’s daughter, 19, who is studying at a
polytechnic, also helps to provide respite care.
“She will stay home with the kids to let us go
shopping alone,” said Mr Roslan.
Although Mr Roslan holds a full-time job, he helps
with Mazlan whenever possible.
“My husband is a tremendous help. He is an
emotional help. He takes care of the children at
night after he gets home from work. On Saturdays,
when he finishes work at 5 pm, he will also take
over. On Sundays, he will take over for the whole
day and let me have time on my own,” said
Mdm Norlia.
Mr Roslan is also a listening ear. “Sometimes,
when I feel stressed, I call him in the office,” shared
Mdm Norlia.
As someone with experience looking after
two children with special needs, Mdm Norlia
says, “You need patience to care for children.
To care for children with special needs, you need
even more patience. But most importantly, it’s
your love for the children. With love, you can work
things out.”
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In this together: Mdm Norlia (standing) and Mr Roslan (seated, left) recognise
that taking care of foster children requires the support of the entire family.
Their daughter, Nur’Ain bte Roslan (seated, right), is an important role model
for the foster children.

Our favourite family recipe
Serves 5–6

LASAGNE WITH POTATO BALLS

INGREDIENTS

METHOD

2 Tbsp cooking oil

1.

Preheat oven to 180°C.

300 g ground beef

2.

Heat oil in a pan over medium heat. Add beef and sauté until
colour changes and beef is cooked. Add pasta sauce and mix
well. Add a dash of mixed herbs and mix again. Set sauce
aside.

3.

Cook lasagne sheets according to instructions on packaging.

4.

Layer pie dish alternately with cooked lasagne sheets, sauce
and mozzarella cheese until ingredients are used up.

5.

Bake for approximately 30 minutes.

6.

In the meantime, prepare potato cheese balls. Cook potatoes
in boiling water until tender. Peel and mash. Set aside to cool.

7.

Add spring onion and ketchup, if using, salt, pepper and mixed
herbs to mashed potatoes and mix well.

8.

Divide mashed potato mixture into 10–12 portions. Roll a
portion into a ball, then ﬂatten it and top with some grated
mozzarella cheese. Roll mashed potato up to enclose cheese.
Repeat with rest of ingredients.

9.

Heat oil for deep-frying over medium heat. To test if oil is hot
enough, dip the end of a wooden spoon into the oil. Bubbles
should form steadily around the spoon.

600 g bottled pasta sauce
A dash of mixed herbs
250 g lasagne sheets
Grated mozzarella cheese,
as needed

Potato Balls
3 large potatoes, boiled
and mashed
1 spring onion, chopped
(optional)
1 Tbsp ketchup (optional)
A pinch of salt
A dash of ground white pepper
A dash of mixed herbs
100 g grated mozzarella cheese
1 egg, beaten
100 g dried breadcrumbs
Cooking oil for deep-frying

Lasagne served with potato cheese balls is a favourite
with the children and I enjoy preparing it for them.
Mdm Norlia

10. Dip balls in beaten egg, then coat with breadcrumbs and
lower gently into hot oil. Deep-fry for a few minutes until
golden brown. Do this in small batches to maintain the
temperature of the oil.
11. Drain well. Serve on the side with lasagne.
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At home with the

LIM FAMILY
Married 40 years • In fostering for 13 years • 14 foster children loved

Let vulnerable
children enjoy the
warmth of family life.
As they grow up...
they will also bring
meaning to your life.
Mdm Choo
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Parents change diapers,

clean up vomit,
worry about schoolwork, break up fights, and wipe
away tears all because of the love they have for their
children. They do not ask for anything in return. But
sometimes, when you least expect it, children will
say or do something that will make the hard work of
parenting all worthwhile.
This is what Mdm Choo Kheng Huay, 60, and
her husband Mr Lim Yook Gweek, 67, have learnt
from experience. Mdm Choo and Mr Lim have been
MVZ[LYWHYLU[ZZPUJLHUK[OL`OH]LMVZ[LYLK
children in the last 13 years.
Mdm Choo, a retired childcare teacher,
remembers how one foster child came home
with a Mother’s Day card he had made in school.
Mdm Choo commented that the card was very
pretty and that his biological mother would love it.
The boy started to cry and said that he had made
the card because he wanted to give it to Mdm Choo.
That touched her deeply, she recalled.
On another occasion, a foster child showed
concern for Mdm Choo when she was ill. “I was
having a fever and resting in bed,” she said, speaking
in Mandarin. “The boy came up to me, put his hand

on my forehead and asked, ‘Are you OK?’ He kissed
me on the forehead and stroked my head.” The boy
was just 3 years old at the time.
While moments like these make parenting seem
worthwhile, there are plenty of other moments where
parenting is sheer hard work.
Mdm Choo recalls another foster child who
joined the family when he was 3 years old. Initially,
he wouldn’t talk at all. And at night, he would throw
up repeatedly, because of anxiety and fear.
“I would have to clean him up each time and put
him back into bed,” she recalled.
It took a while before the boy felt safe in their
home. But he eventually emerged from his shell to
become a chatty and happy child.
Rather unusually, Mdm Choo and her husband
Mr Lim, a part-time taxi driver, became foster
parents because of their biological children. (The
couple have two sons and two daughters who are
now in their 30s.)
“My daughter had read a newspaper article about
fostering and about how you can give vulnerable
children a stable home,” she recalled. “I wasn’t
working at the time, I liked children and my children
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liked children too,” Since none of their children were
married at the time, Mdm Choo had no grandchildren
to occupy her time.
Today, the couple have eight grandchildren, but
they enjoy fostering so much that they continue to
be on the programme. In 2015, they were given the
Long Service Award for their efforts.
([WYLZLU[[OL`OH]LH`LHYVSKMVZ[LYJOPSKPU
their care. They also take care of six of their eight
grandchildren on weekdays. “Even the neighbours
have told me that our home is always full of children’s
laughter,” Mdm Choo beamed proudly.
While some see fostering as something noble
and self-sacrificing, Mdm Choo notes that the foster
children aren’t the only ones who benefit from the
arrangement. Looking back, she observed that her
whole family had joined in the fostering journey and
having done so, they have grown closer as a family
as well.
When asked what she gleaned from her many
years of experience, Mdm Choo said that it was
important to make the child feel safe, especially in
the beginning.
“When they first enter the home, they don’t
feel safe. We need to use love and patience to
understand them, to observe them, and to find out
what their strengths are. Praise them and encourage
them,” she said. “Make them feel safe so that they
can trust you. Don’t try looking for their weaknesses.
If you do that, you’ve already lost half the battle.

As long as you can get them to trust you, and they
have confidence in you, you can easily help them
correct their weaknesses.”
“Our philosophy is not to scold but to praise the
child for doing good. If they are naughty, don’t scold
them, tell them nicely,” added Mr Lim.
To Mdm Choo and Mr Lim, love and patience
are very important qualities in a foster parent. There
were certainly times when they felt like they no longer
had the strength to carry on, but they persevered.
And in the end, it has all been worth it.
As veteran foster parents, the couple has also
gone through the bittersweet process of returning
the foster children to their biological parents.
“I can’t help but feel sad when they leave, but
it’s a blessing that the children can go back to the
people they are closest to,” said Mdm Choo. “When
I think of that, I’m happy for them and I wish them
the best.”
A few of their foster children have also been
adopted and the adoptive parents make an effort to
keep Mdm Choo and Mr Lim updated on the child’s
progress. “These parents are like our friends,”
smiled Mdm Choo.
“If you have the heart and you want to help
children in need, you can join the Fostering Scheme.
Let vulnerable children enjoy the warmth of family
life. As they grow up, they will bring your family joy
and they will also bring meaning to your life,” shared
Mdm Choo.
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It’s the little things!;OLPY`LHYVSKMVZ[LYJOPSK
loves helping Mdm Choo (left) and Mr Lim (centre)
make Mdm Choo’s special bread ‘sushi’ for
breakfast.

Our favourite family recipe
Serves 4–5

MEE SUA KUEH

INGREDIENTS

METHOD

10 bundles mee sua

1.

Soak mee sua in water for 10 minutes. Drain before use.
Soak dried Chinese mushrooms in hot water until softened.
Trim and discard stems. Squeeze excess water from caps
and cut into small cubes. Set aside.

2.

Heat 2 Tbsp oil in large pan over medium heat. Add shallot
and stir-fry until soft. Add crushed garlic and stir-fry until
lightly golden and fragrant.

3.

Add mushrooms and stir-fry for 2–3 minutes.

4.

Add grated carrot and pumpkin, sesame oil and pepper,
and continue to stir-fry for another 3 minutes.

5.

Add chicken stock and mee sua, mixing and frying for a
further 3 minutes until mixture is soft and pasty.

6.

Transfer mixture to a greased casserole dish and ﬂatten
it out evenly. Place dish in a steamer and steam for
5–7 minutes until mixture is set .

Garnish

7.

Cut steamed mee sua kueh into 5-cm squares.

1 red chilli, sliced

8.

Heat 2 Tbsp oil in a pan over medium heat.

1 spring onion, chopped

9.

Dip mee sua squares in beaten egg and pan-fry until golden
brown on all sides.

3 dried Chinese mushrooms
4 Tbsp cooking oil
1 shallot, peeled and sliced
3 cloves garlic, peeled and
crushed
100 g carrot, peeled and grated
100 g pumpkin, peeled and
grated
1 Tbsp sesame oil
1 tsp ground white pepper
500 ml chicken stock
3 eggs, beaten
Chilli sauce
Sweet dark sauce

1 Tbsp crisp-fried shallots

This dish is very unique and everyone seems
to enjoy eating it whenever I make it for tea.
All our foster children and grandchildren love it!
Mdm Choo

10. Dish out and garnish with red chilli, spring onion and crispfried shallots. Serve with chilli sauce and sweet dark sauce.
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A chat with

DR ELIZABETH LAU
S E N I O R C L I N I C A L P S YC H O LO G I S T ,
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HELPING THE HURT CHILD RECOVER
Almost all children

We hope that when
foster parents see something
amiss, they ask ‘what has
happened to the child?’ rather than
‘what’s wrong with the child?’
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who go into foster care
have undergone trauma of some sort, such as
losing access to a person that they have bonded
with, being removed from a familiar environment
and being placed into a new home with complete
strangers. Some of these children have accumulated
trauma from years of abuse and neglect before being
discovered. This gets intensified with the removal
from their birth family.
But what is trauma? What makes something
traumatic as opposed to just being stressful?
According to Dr Elizabeth Lau, Senior Clinical
Psychologist with the Clinical and Forensic
Psychological Service, “Trauma refers to the
psychological impact of a very stressful event that
has overwhelmed one’s ability to cope. After a very
frightening or terrorising situation, most people will
experience some symptoms of emotional distress.
Most spontaneously recover with sufficient social
support and utilisation of their own coping skills.
Some, however, go on to struggle with a whole host
of psychological symptoms.”
Trauma can cause children to be jumpy, nervous
or easily startled. They may experience flashbacks
or feel numb and frozen. These reactions can lead
to difficulty in concentrating and mood swings,
including frequent temper tantrums. Some children

may keep talking about or even act out the traumatic
event, while some may avoid talking about anything
related to it. In addition, children struggling with
trauma could have difficulties building trust and have
trouble forming meaningful relationships.
Strategies for Supporting Children
Who Have Been Traumatised
Helping foster parents manage this trauma is key
in making placements successful. “Not many of us
are familiar with what trauma looks like. Even if we
do, the behaviour can be challenging to manage,”
explains Dr Lau.
Dr Lau’s main advice to those fostering children
who have encountered traumatic experiences is to
help them feel safe. “Children need time to feel safe.
Telling them that they are safe is helpful, but it takes
time for them to be convinced.” Children who have
experienced trauma have not felt safe or protected in
their own homes and are at a constant state of alert
for the next threat to their well-being. They may be
physically safe, but psychologically, they feel unsafe.
“We hope that when foster parents see something
amiss, they ask ‘what has happened to the child?’
rather than ‘what’s wrong with the child?’”
She shares this example. A foster child who hides
food under his pillow is not trying to be disobedient.
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Instead that behaviour could spring from the fact
that the child has experienced chronic neglect and
prolonged hunger and he never knew when his next
meal was coming.
“It’s important for parents to understand that
some of the challenging behaviours that they are
experiencing is a result of what the child has been
exposed to in their early years, so it is helpful for
them to understand and respond appropriately,”
said Dr Lau. Sometimes, the underlying reason may
not be immediately apparent. It takes a lot of patience
and endurance to find out.
It is also important that foster parents allow the
child to talk about the trauma when he or she wants
to. It helps the child feel that he or she does not
have to face the problem alone and be bound by the
secrecy of shame and guilt.
Trauma Systems Therapy Programme
Managing trauma is not easy. It requires a lot of
patience and some of the things foster parents have
to do may be counterintuitive. While most foster
families and children do very well with the usual
foster parent training and support, some may need
more help if the children have higher levels of trauma.
Help comes in the form of the MSF’s Trauma
Systems Therapy programme (TST). Dr Lau described
TST as a trauma-informed care model that works with

the child and the system that the child interfaces with.
This evidence-informed model was brought in from
overseas to build capability in Singapore, and MSF
professionals adapted it to suit our local context.
“In the care that we provide, we look at situations
through the lens of a child who experienced trauma.
We focus on the impact the child’s trauma has on the
way he or she experiences reality and responds to
seemingly neutral events,” she said.
A treatment team from MSF consisting of the Child
Protection Officer (CPO), the Foster Care Officer
(FCO) and the psychologist, work towards stabilising
the environment that these children are in. They
work with the systems that the child interacts with,
such as the child’s school and student care centre,
the foster parents, and even the tuition centre if one
is involved. This means providing support to foster
parents to better care for the child. During sessions
with the families in the home, the team members
help the caregivers and child understand the reasons
behind the child’s behaviour, identify the sources of
stress for the child, and coach them on strategies to
prevent and address the problems as they arise.
A Success Story
The programme, which was introduced towards the
LUK VM  OHZ ZOV^U ZVTL ZPNUZ VM Z\JJLZZ
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experienced severe neglect and physical abuse.
Their father had not been involved in the abuse, but
had been in jail at the time. The two children had
very severe trauma symptoms from the outset. They
were very aggressive to the extent that they hurt their
teachers and their foster mother.
The TST team worked with the foster parents to
promote safety and was successful in helping the
children build coping skills. They also worked with
the children’s school to manage their behaviour, and
with their father to help him understand his children’s
needs and coach him on how to best parent them.
The children spent 21/2 years in foster care, and
were on the TST programme for 18 months. They
have since been successfully reunified with their
father. Both children are now in primary school;
their teachers have no concerns about their
behaviour and they are also doing well academically.
Specifically for children who struggle with active
trauma symptoms, the TST programme provides
intensive and close support to foster families. The
TST team works hard to help children overcome their
trauma symptoms and continue to live with their
foster parents.
Foster parents play a very important role in
helping children overcome their trauma. The positive
interactions that they have with their foster parents,
coupled with their own resilience, can help them

bounce back from the effects of trauma. Even
though these children have undergone traumatic
experiences, given the right support and treatment,
they can go on to lead meaningful and productive
lives, free from the psychological baggage of their
traumatic childhoods.
“Every child matters in our care system. We must
remain ever committed to creating an ecosystem
where our children are given the best care possible
during difficult times through trauma-informed
approaches that promote healing and resiliency,”
said Ms Jennifer Teoh, Director of the Clinical and
Forensic Psychological Services. “This is made
possible only through dedicated teams consisting
of carers who open their hearts and homes, and
passionate staff who all work tirelessly together to
provide nurturing and effective care, and to offer
hope to our children.”

IN THE CARE THAT WE PROVIDE,
WE LOOK AT SITUATIONS
THROUGH THE LENS OF A CHILD
WHO EXPERIENCED TRAUMA.
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DURIRAJU FAMILY
Married 26 years • In fostering for 4 years • 6 foster children loved

They had parented

You just
have to give
them love.
Mdm Susila
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four foster children
before, including a pair of siblings, so when
Mdm Susila Chelliah, 57, a homemaker, and her
husband, Mr Duriraju Ramasamy, 56, a tour bus
driver, were asked if they would take on another
pair of siblings, they said yes. This was even
though they had been told that the two boys,
now aged 5 and 6, had come from a very
troubled background.
“The psychologist called me and told me the
background,” recalled Mdm Susila. “But I thought,
‘Why not try?’”
However, this pair of siblings proved to be
much more difficult than any of her previous foster
children. They would smear faeces on the floor and
also engage in inappropriate behaviour.
“When I saw all this, I was shocked,” she said.
“The next day, I called my Foster Care Officer (FCO)
and she shared more about what the children had
gone through.”
When Mdm Susila learned more about the boys’
background, their behaviour made sense. It did not
make it acceptable, but it made it understandable.

However, understanding more did not make things
any easier.
“After three months, I called my FCO. I told her,
‘I cannot tahan (Malay for endure). I want to give up.’
She told me, ‘There are no other compatible foster
carers available currently. If you can’t care for them,
we may have to send them to a children’s home.’”
Determined that the boys should avoid that fate,
Mdm Susila decided to press on. Over the course of
the year, she was successful in eventually changing
their behaviour, but it was a slow process.
“Every day, I would talk to them. I didn’t scold
them. I just talked to them and I was firm with
them,” shared Mdm Susila.
The progress was not straightforward though.
Some 13 months after they were placed with her,
the boys went on their first overnight stay with
their biological mother. When they returned to
Mdm Susila’s home, they reverted to their original
behaviour and Mdm Susila had to start working on
them all over again.
Mdm Susila and Mr Duriraju’s first foster
placement was a 3-year-old girl. They bonded with
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Doing it for love: The Duriraju family (from left),
Mdm Susila, Durgeswari, Mr Duriraju and
Naageswari take the boys out to their favourite
place, the playground near their home.

her and were sad when the girl had to return to her
biological mother. The reunion took place at MSF.
“The mum ran to the girl, but the girl didn’t want
to go with her,” recalled Mdm Susila.
Mdm Susila had to persuade the girl to go with
her biological mother.
The couple then took on a boy for a few weeks
before he was transferred to another set of foster
parents. Following that, it was a pair of siblings who
stayed with them for two years before going back to
live with their grandmother. Mdm Susila shared her
experience with this pair of siblings.
“For the first week, I bought them whatever they
wanted to eat. Then gradually, I introduced them
to home-cooked food,” said Mdm Susila. She also
introduced the siblings to spicy chicken curry and
taught them how to eat with their hands.
Mdm Susila and Mr Duriraju were familiar with the
Fostering Scheme because Mdm Susila’s younger
sister is a foster mother too.
“My sister would share with me some of the
children’s stories. I pitied them. These children don’t
have love.”
Then Mdm Susila and Mr Duriraju attended a talk
organised by MSF. After the session, Mdm Susila
asked her husband if he was open to the idea of
them becoming foster parents.

“My husband said, ‘For me, no problem. But you
must talk to the children.’”
The couple have two daughters and they were
both supportive of the idea.
Their younger daughter, Durgeswari Duriraju,
17, said, “When mum spoke to me, I thought we
should try because these children have not been
shown very much love. I thought, as a family, we
would be able to make a difference in their lives.”
Their elder daughter, Naageswari Duriraju, 21,
said her only reservation was that she wasn’t
comfortable with older foster children.
Today, the whole family is involved in looking
after the boys. Mr Duriraju spends time with them
after work. They love it when he takes them to
the playground nearby. The sisters help with their
schoolwork and when the girls need to keep the pair
in line, they will threaten to tell Mr Duriraju about it
and that will work because the boys do not want to
jeopardise their chances of going out with him.
Based on her experience, Mdm Susila’s advice
to foster parents handling troubled children is
to be firm and to use rewards appropriately.
The most important ingredient in reaching these
children though, is love.
As Mdm Susila puts it, “You just have to give
them love.”
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Our favourite family recipe
Serves 5–6

FRIED SEAFOOD VERMICELLI

INGREDIENTS

METHOD

200 g ﬁne rice vermicelli

1.

Soak rice vermicelli in warm water for about 2 hours.
Drain well before using.

3 cloves garlic, peeled
and minced

2.

Heat 3 Tbsp oil in a pan over medium heat. Add garlic
and stir-fry until fragrant.

1 medium onion, peeled
and sliced

3.

Add onion and sauté for about 2 minutes until lightly golden.

4.

Add prawns and stir-fry until lightly cooked. Remove mixture
from pan and set aside.

5.

Add 3 Tbsp oil to the pan and reheat. Add ﬁshcakes, cabbage,
choy sum and rice vermicelli and mix well. Stir-fry until rice
vermicelli is softened and vegetables are cooked. Add a little
water to moisten rice vermicelli if needed.

6.

Return prawn mixture to pan and mix well.

7.

Add chilli powder and salt for taste. Mix well. Dish out and
serve with chilli sauce if desired.

Cooking oil as needed

10–12 medium prawns,
peeled and deveined
2 ﬁshcakes, sliced
70 g cabbage, sliced
70 g choy sum, cut into
short lengths
Water, as needed
Chilli powder, to taste
Salt, to taste
Chilli sauce

The boys grew up eating a lot of
hot dogs, so I try to use hot dogs in
my cooking when I can. This dish has
fishcake and they love that too.
Mdm Susila
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At home with the

TAN FAMILY
Married 30 years • In fostering for 6 months • 2 foster children loved

Noise is something

I won’t lie to them and
say that it is easy. You need
patience. You can’t give up
halfway through.
Mdm Chua
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that Mdm Chua Siew
Gek, 51, and her husband Mr Tan Kah Poh, 52, are
accustomed to. For three decades, they managed
a chicken rice stall at Singapore Polytechnic, hence
they are used to being surrounded by active and
boisterous young people.
Thus, when they decided to stop running the
stall last year, Mdm Chua worried that she would
find the house too quiet. Mr Tan had found a job
as a taxi driver and their only child, Tan Jun Guo,
23, is an undergraduate at Nanyang Technological
University. As such, Mdm Chua would be mostly
home on her own.
It was around then that the couple read about the
fostering programme and made the decision to sign
up as foster parents. Due to their background, they
indicated that they preferred to foster older children.
“I requested to foster older children, even those
in their teens,” recalled Mdm Chua, speaking in
Mandarin. “I missed the students at the poly and
I’m used to interacting with older children.”
Their first foster child, an 8-year-old boy, Jia Le,
joined them in March this year. This was followed by
12-year-old Wei Jie in July.

Mdm Chua and Mr Tan didn’t have an easy
time when they first started fostering. Things went
smoothly for the first month or so when Jia Le
started staying with them, then he started to act up.
“He threw tantrums. He would throw his books
and papers all over the floor and refuse to do his
homework. He would lose his temper or just start
crying all of a sudden,” recalled Mdm Chua. “I felt
like my whole world was crashing down. I was afraid
and I didn’t know what to do.”
In despair, she turned to her Foster Care
Officer (FCO). Alongside her FCO were Jia Le’s
psychologist and Child Protection Officer (CPO),
all from MSF, who came to her aid and offered her
support. They provided a listening ear and advised
Mdm Chua on managing Jia Le.
Over time, Jia Le’s behaviour improved. He now
attends an after-school care programme where he
is placed with other school-going children and they
do their homework together. Jia Le enjoys being
with the younger children and he even volunteers to
hold their hands when they cross the road from their
school to attend the after-school care programme.
When Jia Le’s school teachers noticed the change
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A noisy, happy home: Jun Guo (standing),
Mr Tan (seated, centre), Mdm Chua (right)
and the two foster children dress up in red
to celebrate Singapore’s 51st birthday.

in him, they praised him, and the encouragement
has had a positive impact on him.
Because things have improved, Mdm Chua and
her husband were open to the idea of fostering a
second child just a few months later.
After an initial period of adjustment, Jia Le and
Wei Jie now get along and can play together quite
happily. They can be quite active and caring for them
is a family affair.
Mr Tan works from 5 am to 5 pm, and helps
to look after the boys when he returns home.
He usually takes an evening stroll before dinner
and will get Wei Jie to join him on the walk.
On weekends, the whole family goes shopping
together or they eat out at a restaurant.
As the big brother, Jun Guo helps to keep the
boys in line. He rounds them up when they get too
rowdy and he is the referee when they quarrel. He
even makes them write lines when they misbehave.
But he isn’t just a disciplinarian. He brings them out
to watch movies and plays with them at the arcade
too. He admits that becoming a foster brother was a
big change for him.
“I was used to being an only child. Life is a lot
noisier now!” he laughed.
When his parents first broached the subject of
fostering with him, he had his concerns.

“It’s a long term commitment, and I wasn’t sure
if we could do it,” he reveals.
However, he was open to the idea and they
decided to give it a shot.
“If you don’t try, you’ll never know. I didn’t mind
having people live with me. It just takes time to get
used to it,” he shared.
Jun Guo feels that he has gotten closer to the
two boys. “When I started taking care of them,
I unconsciously formed a bond with them,” he said.
Although the family has only been fostering for
6 months to date, Mdm Chua believes that the
success of their first efforts at fostering is largely
due to the assistance of the FCO.
“The FCO and other professionals are very
important. They provide help and guidance for
us, both mentally and emotionally. For example,
when Jia Le didn’t want to do his homework,
they recommended that I put him into after-school
care. This was something that didn’t occur to me.”
As a result of the family’s experience, a number
of Mdm Chua’s friends have indicated their
interest to foster children as well. “I won’t lie to
them and say that it is easy,” she said. “You need
patience. You can’t give up halfway through.
You must love children. You cannot find it
troublesome.”
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Our favourite family recipe
Serves 6

CHICKEN RICE

INGREDIENTS

METHOD

1 chicken, about 2 kg, cleaned

1.

Clean chicken and set aside.

1 corncob, cut into pieces

2.

Add corncob, spring onion, ginger, garlic and Shaoxing wine
to a pot large enough to hold chicken. Half-ﬁll pot with water
and bring to a boil.

3.

When water is boiling, turn heat down to medium heat and
gently place chicken into pot. Let cook for 20 minutes.

4.

After 20 minutes, turn off heat, cover pot and let chicken cook
in the residual heat for 15 minutes.

5.

After 15 minutes, remove chicken and place into a large basin
of iced water for about 10 minutes to stop the cooking process.
Drain well.

6.

Season stock from cooking chicken with pepper and salt.
Keep warm while cooking rice.

7.

Prepare rice. Rinse rice, then soak in water for about 20
minutes. Drain well.

8.

Heat oil or chicken fat in a wok over medium heat. Add rice
and stir-fry until rice is dry. Add sugar and light soy sauce
and stir-fry again until well mixed and rice is dry.

9.

Transfer rice to a rice cooker. Add chicken stock. The water
level should be about 2 cm above that of the rice.

1 spring onion, knotted
5–6 slices old ginger
3 cloves garlic, smashed
1 tsp Shaoxing wine
Water, as needed
A dash of ground white pepper
A pinch of salt

Rice
540 g Thai fragrant rice
10 pandan leaves, rinsed and
knotted
2 Tbsp cooking oil or chicken fat
1 tsp sugar
1 tsp light soy sauce
Chicken stock, as needed
1–2 stalks lemongrass, ends
trimmed and bruised
5–6 slices ginger
3 cloves garlic, smashed
3 shallots, peeled

Accompaniments

We have been making chicken rice for 30 years. It was
very popular among the students at Singapore Polytechnic.
Our two foster boys love eating it too!
Mdm Chua

10. Add pandan leaves, lemongrass, ginger, garlic and shallots.
Turn rice cooker on to cook.
11. Cut chicken and garnish as desired. Serve with rice, sliced
cucumber and tomatoes, chicken rice chilli and dark soy sauce.

Sliced cucumber and tomatoes
Chicken rice chilli
Dark soy sauce
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MR TAN KHYE SUAN

VOLUNTARY WELFARE ORGANISATIONS
STEP UP TO THE PLATE
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AND

MS IRENE LOI
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For much of

the history of fostering in
Singapore, formal fostering services were provided
only by the government. Voluntary Welfare
Organisations (VWOs) provided residential care
services.

Foster Care in the Community
As part of the review of the out-of-home care
landscape, MSF, after consulting various stakeholders, embarked on a plan to grow more
family-based care options for these children. With
this shift to family-based options, more children
were to be placed in foster care and more capacity
^HZ ULLKLK [V Z\WWVY[ [OPZ 0U 6J[VILY 
Minister Chan Chun Sing, then the Minister of
Social and Family Development, announced the
plan to set up the first two Fostering Agencies so
that fostering could be provided by community
agencies and not just by MSF.
In 2015, MCYC Community Services Society
and Boys’ Town became the first community
Fostering Agencies in Singapore. MSF worked
closely with MCYC Community Services Society
and Boys’ Town to grow capability so that their
Foster Care Officers (FCOs) would be able to
support foster parents and children at a level
similar to MSF. Just like MSF Fostering Service,

Loving and nurturing
foster parents are one of
the best healing agents
of trauma...
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these pioneering Fostering Agencies would also
reach out to their own community networks to raise
awareness and recruit more foster parents and
volunteers.
The two new Fostering Agencies were not new to
the out-of-home care scene — MCYC Community
Services Society had been providing training in
parenting skills to MSF-registered foster parents
since 2006 and was also running a therapeutic
group home for younger boys with high needs
since 2013, while Boys’ Town had been running
H ]VS\U[HY` JOPSKYLU»Z OVTL MVY IV`Z ZPUJL  
Venturing into fostering was a natural extension of
the work they had done so far.
“We are trying to model for them what a
family is,” said Mr Tan Khye Suan, the Executive
Director of MCYC Community Services Society.
“Children who grow up in abusive families often
end up repeating the same behaviours they have
grown up with,” he noted. “For children with such
backgrounds, fostering is a chance to break the
cycle and for them to experience the warmth
of a family, a happiness that many of us take for
granted. The foster child will experience what
it means to love and to be loved and understand
how to trust adults. It may sound simple, but to
rewrite the “script” of their lives requires patience,
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perseverance and lots of love. It takes time;
sometimes a lot of time. It is this journey that makes
foster parents special.”
Mr Tan described a Fostering Agency as a “group
of us putting together our skills and knowledge
to make the foster care arrangement work so that
the children who go there can experience a
meaningful family life as much as possible.”
Ms Irene Loi, Executive Director of Boys’ Town,
added, “Despite close to 30 years of experience in
this sector, every case of abuse that I come to know
of still hurts. Loving and nurturing foster parents are
one of the best healing agents of trauma because
they can work with the child one-on-one, recognise
behaviours that are communicating distress, and
help the child learn how to control their impulses,
anger and when and how their painful pasts are
addressed. By learning self-care strategies from
foster parents, the child is able to tell their stories,
make sense of what they have been through and
handle traumatic stress better.”
She shared that Boys’ Town has been trying
to improve their services over the years to better
serve their clients. So when MSF broached the
idea of having VWOs offer foster care services,
she jumped at the opportunity and persuaded her
board members to embark on this venture.
“Our focus is always the children and young
persons in our care, and ensuring they are able to
integrate back into their families and the community.
The Fostering Agency complements Boys’ Town’s
mission towards becoming a one-stop children
and youth centre that offers a continuum of

alternative care services that meets each child’s
best interest and is sensitive to their needs,” added
Ms Loi.
Working Together
Mr Tan and Ms Loi both see advantages in community
agencies taking on some of the work traditionally
provided by the government.
A big advantage that VWOs have is that they tend
to get a better response when they reach out to the
public as well as to the community. They can reach
out to community networks which the government
is unable to.
“We are not the government. It is easier for us
to approach friends and other organisations for help
and vice versa,” said Mr Tan.
At present, both MCYC Community Services
Society and Boys’ Town have six workers, with each
agency handling about 70 to 75 cases.
As both MCYC Community Services Society
and Boys’ Town are new in the roles as Fostering
Agencies, they are still getting a lot of support
from MSF in the form of training and coaching.
Experienced Foster Care Officers (FCOs) from
MSF are seconded to the Social Service Institute
(SSI), a training provider for the social service
sector, to perform these roles. “The work by MSF
in supporting us is very much appreciated and
has been a big help to grow staff capability,” said
Mr Tan.
Ms Loi added that the coaches were
approachable and helpful, and her staff benefited
greatly from the guidance given. She also feels that
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the level of collaboration on this project has been
higher than previous collaborations with MSF.
“There is a lot of dialogue, a lot more openness
and discussion. It helps us to understand and
gain clarity.”
A Hope to Link Up Even the
Most Troubled Children to Foster Care
Mr Tan and Ms Loi have dreams of what fostering
can do for the children who are currently under
their other services. For example, both MCYC
Community Services Society and Boys’ Town are
also pioneers in residential care services for children
who have high needs. MCYC Community Services
Society currently partners MSF to run a therapeutic
group home (TGH) called HomeSweetHome@
Admiralty which was set up in 2013, and Boys’
Town will soon be setting up a similar service for
older boys.
“With the addition of a Fostering Agency,
we are able to create a network of services
necessary for healing hurtful experiences and
supporting caregivers. Our services will share a
mutual relationship that allows our staff to find an
appropriate intervention and placement based on
the child’s needs and one that can help to reduce
the severity of stress reactions, and offer comfort
and support,” said Ms Loi.
“The traumatic experiences of a child may impact
other parts of their lives. For example, trauma may
cause foster children to have challenges coping
with education or poor socialising skills,” said
Mr Tan. “In the TGH, we provide treatment to move

them away from the trauma experience they had, to
some form of normality in life. We are rewriting the
script of their lives. Their normal script is violence,
pain, neglect.”
When these children are stabilised, it is hoped
that they can have the chance to move to foster
care, if their own families are still not able to care
for them.
“MSF alone cannot provide everything that
our children in out-of-home care require,” said
Ms Audrie Siew, Director of Children in Care Service
(CIC). “These children belong in the community.
We are very glad to have community agencies
come on board in our efforts in fostering. Given
that community agencies have mainly provided
residential care so far, it is heartening to see them
take up the exciting challenge challenge of going
on to foster care.”

WE ARE REWRITING
THE SCRIPT OF THEIR LIVES.
She added that, “It has been a learning curve
for MSF too, but we are very glad to have people
like Irene and Khye Suan on board. They genuinely
care for children and have the skills and passion to
navigate these unchartered waters with us to bring
about a better future for the children.”
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She hugged each
and every one of us.
She said ‘You did all
this for me?’
Mdm Salwa

At home with the

FAHRIL FAMILY
Married 26 years • In fostering for 2 years • 1 foster child loved

It was a

birthday that 5-year-old Faridah will
never forget. It appeared to be an ordinary day in
May this year. The family had just returned from a
short outing. In the car park, Faridah stepped out
of the car and her foster mother, Mdm Salwa bte
Hashim, 52, told her to close her eyes as they had
a surprise for her. Faridah closed her eyes
obediently and held out her hands. When she
opened her eyes again, Faridah almost fell over in
surprise to see a shiny new bicycle in front of her.
She was overjoyed!
That wasn’t the end of her birthday surprise
though. When the family got back to their flat,
Faridah found that it had been decorated
with balloons and banners to celebrate her
fifth birthday.
“She cried when she saw the balloons and the
banners,” recalled Mdm Salwa. “She was stunned.
She hugged each and every one of us. She said
‘You did all this for me?’”
What makes this story even more poignant
is that Faridah had expected something for her
birthday two days before. On that day, she handed
out birthday gift packs to her friends in preschool
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to celebrate her birthday. So when she returned
after school, she naturally expected to have
some kind of celebration at home. But things
remained normal.
“She came home, looked around, then
shrugged,” said her foster father, Mr Fahril bin
Zainal, 52, who observed her that day. She did not
bring up the matter with either of them though.
So when she finally got her birthday party, it was
truly a big surprise for her.
Faridah has been living with Mr Fahril and
Mdm Salwa since she was about 3 years old.
Mdm Salwa first heard about fostering when
a parent came to register a foster child at her
kindergarten. Coincidentally, that parent is
now Mdm Salwa’s respite parent and Mdm Salwa
is hers.
When Mdm Salwa broached the idea of
fostering to her three children, one of them was
initially opposed to the idea. However, after
explaining how fostering a child would fit in with
the family’s normal routine, any concerns were
laid to rest and the family joined the Fostering
:JOLTLPU
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Today, the whole family is involved in taking care
of Faridah. The family’s older daughter, 21, is in
charge of showering Faridah and getting her ready
for school, while the eldest son, 23, is in charge of
helping Faridah with her schoolwork.
Faridah enjoys doing math with him. “She will
sometimes say, ‘Where’s abang (Malay for brother)?
I want to study math with abang,’” laughed
Mdm Salwa.
Mr Fahril, a baggage operation supervisor, will
also take leave from work to take care of things for
Faridah if his wife is unable to do so.
Said Mdm Salwa, “The whole family must be
involved. It’s not a one-person show. Everyone has
a part to play.”
That feeling is, of course, reciprocated. “There
was once when I had a cut. Faridah said to me,
‘Umi, don’t worry. When I grow up, I will take care
of you,’” shared Mdm Salwa.
Faridah has enjoyed many firsts with her foster
family. It was with them that she first went to the
beach, a trip she enjoyed immensely. Last year,
they took her with them for a family vacation to
Bandung, Indonesia, and it was the first time
she had been on a plane. She was thrilled.
Apart from outdoor activities, the family also
does many activities at home too. One family
tradition is to share a communal meal known as
nasi berdulang. This is where a variety of cooked
dishes are arranged on a large tray and the whole
family sits around it to eat communally. The Fahrils
enjoy nasi berdulang once every two months.

“Initially, she didn’t know what it was about.
She asked ‘What is this?’ But now she looks forward
to it,” said Mdm Salwa. The family sits at a small
table in the living room and chats during the meal.
More recently, Mdm Salwa discovered that
Faridah liked eating roti jala, a kind of pancake. Mdm
Salwa does not make this dish often as it is timeconsuming, but during Eid al-Fitr this year, Faridah
got to try it. She loved it so much, she ate some
17 pieces over two meals! Now when Mdm Salwa
makes roti jala, Faridah becomes her enthusiastic
assistant, helping to fold or roll the pancakes.
Of course, not every piece ends up on the plate.
Laughing, Mdm Salwa said, “She’ll say ‘Umi, this
one spoiled already. I will eat it.’”
In caring for Faridah, Mdm Salwa gets help from
her Social Worker from Boys’ Town, one of the two
pioneer Fostering Agencies in Singapore. She had
initially started off with a Foster Care Officer (FCO)
from MSF and was transferred over to the fostering
agency. The transition was smooth and Mdm Salwa
said she didn’t notice a difference in service.
Mdm Salwa feels fortunate that Faridah has
been relatively easy to care for and there hasn’t
been much need to ask for help. Right now,
Mdm Salwa and her family are just focussed on
caring for Faridah and helping her grow up.
As much as Mdm Salwa and her family are
helping Faridah, the 5-year-old is also making an
impact on their lives. Said Mr Fahril, “She brightens
up our lives. She’s very energetic and talkative.
She tells us stories and makes us laugh!”
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Making an impact: Mr Fahril (left) and
Mdm Salwa (right) find that taking care of
a foster child has brightened their lives.

Our favourite family recipe
Makes
25–30 pieces

ROTI JALA

INGREDIENTS

METHOD

480 g plain ﬂour

1.

3 Tbsp vegetable oil +
more for pan-frying

Prepare a condiment squeeze bottle with a three-tip cap
for making the roti jala.

2.

Combine all ingredients in a blender and process into a
smooth batter. Alternatively, use a wire whisk.

3.

Strain batter through a ﬁne mesh sieve to remove any lumps.
This is to avoid clogging up the tips of the squeeze bottle.

4.

Pour batter into the squeeze bottle and secure cap.

5.

Heat a little oil in a large non-stick pan over medium heat.
Squeeze batter into pan using a swirling motion to form a
net-like pattern over base of pan. Let cook until pancake
does not stick to pan.

6.

Remove pancake from pan and place it pan-side up on
a plate, so the smooth, shiny side will face out when the
pancake is folded.

7.

Fold two opposite sides of pancake towards the centre,
then roll it up neatly like a spring roll.

8.

Repeat until batter is used up.

9.

Serve with your choice of chicken or beef curry.

1 tsp salt
1 egg
875 ml milk and water mixture,
or coconut milk
A few drops of yellow food
colouring
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Faridah loved eating roti jala so much,
she ate 17 pieces over two meals!
Mdm Salwa
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We are able to do something
to help the less fortunate and while
contributing, we are also getting a
taste of family life with children.
Mr Woo

At home with the

WOO FAMILY
Married 20 years • In fostering for 3 years • 3 foster children loved

They may be

first-time parents, but Mr Kevin
>VV H `LHYVSK YLHS LZ[H[L HNLU[ HUK OPZ
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coordinator, are no strangers to fostering. The pair
have taken on three active boys in the last three
years and are now enjoying the role that they play in
the lives of these children.
Mr Woo and Mdm Siti would love to have
children of their own, but were unsuccessful,
hence they considered fostering. “We saw fostering
as a good start for us,” said Mr Woo.
“We are able to do something to help the
less fortunate and while contributing, we are also
getting a taste of family life with children.”
Mr Woo and Mdm Siti were asked to foster
their first child in 2013 and the second followed in
 ,HYSPLY [OPZ `LHY [OL` ^LYL HZRLK [V MVZ[LY
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the couple very busy.
Despite having no prior parenting experience
when their first foster child, Hazlan, arrived, the
couple found the transition to being parents
relatively smooth. The couple had expected
the boy to take a while to adjust to this new
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environment. Instead, they found it was the other
way around. “It was us who had to adjust to him,”
said Mr Woo.
At the time, Hazlan was 18 months old, and
Mr Woo and Mdm Siti gradually learned more
about him: he was lactose intolerant, his
vaccinations were incomplete, but most of all,
he was very attached to his food!
“Even after he had finished eating, we sometimes
worried about clearing his plate in fear that he’d
scream and cry,” recalled Mdm Siti.
Almost half of Hazlan’s teeth showed signs of
decay and the dentist had to remove four front
teeth. “Only after those teeth were removed, could
he enjoy eating ice cream for the first time,” said
Mdm Siti.
The couple enjoyed the fostering experience
so much that when they were asked the following
year if they could foster Amin, the second child,
they readily agreed. Because the 2-month-old
arrived with short notice, Mr Woo’s mother stayed
with them for the first month to help look after
Amin during the day, until they could find a place
for him in infant care.
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Striking a chord: Sharing musical moments is
important to Mr Woo (right) and Mdm Siti (left), as
they can see how their three young foster children
respond positively to the intimate family time.

With the support they received from relatives
and friends, they were open to taking in a third child,
despite not having a domestic helper. Yassin, who is
3 years old, joined them soon after.
To cater to their growing family, they moved to
a bigger place with access to a swimming pool.
Mr Woo is very proud of the fact that he has taught
the children to swim.
Due to the flexible hours afforded by Mr Woo’s
job, he can sometimes be home on weekday
afternoons to spend time with the children while
his wife works. Weekends can be busy for Mr Woo
and, as a result, this is when Mdm Siti takes over.
On Sunday mornings, she enjoys taking the children
to the nearby Seletar Reservoir to play in the water
playground.
Before they set off on these outings, Mdm Siti
will often make scrambled eggs for breakfast,
ensuring they are a little spicy, as the children enjoy
eating spicy food! So it is no surprise that their
favourite yong tau foo comes with tom yum soup.
Their Social Worker is always at hand to help
them through their fostering journey. Their initial
Foster Care Officer (FCO) was from MSF and, later,
this was changed to a Social Worker from Foster
Connections@MCYC, the fostering agency under

MCYC Community Services Society. According to
the couple, there were no issues with having a Social
Worker from MCYC Community Services Society.
“There was a change in personnel, but it was the
same quality of service,” said Mdm Siti.
Based on their experience, their advice to
those who are thinking of becoming foster parents
is to learn as much as they can about fostering
beforehand.
“You are taking care of a child temporarily and
you have to manage your expectations,” said
Mdm Siti. She also suggested going for courses
and joining support groups organised by the
Social Service Institute to get help and advice.
Looking ahead, the one thing that the couple
is concerned about is eventually having to let
go of their foster children. They know that seeing
the children leave their home to return to their
biological families will be heart-wrenching for them,
but will be in their best interests. As such, Mr Woo
and Mdm Siti are already preparing themselves
mentally.
As Mr Woo says, “We are bringing them up while
being very clear in our heads that we are doing this
for them. We are doing this because we are able
to provide the care that they need right now.”
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Our favourite family recipe
Serves 4–5

TOM YUM YONG TAU FOO

INGREDIENTS

METHOD

1 litre water

1.

1 stalk lemon grass, ends
trimmed, cut into 2–3 pieces
and lightly crushed

Add water, lemon grass, onion, garlic and ginger to a pot
and bring to a boil over high heat.

2.

When water starts to boil, add tom yum stock cube and
stir until dissolved.

3.

Lower to medium heat and add yong tau foo items and
vegetables.

4.

Once yong tau foo items ﬂoat and are cooked, remove
from heat.

5.

Garnish with coriander and serve hot with steamed rice.

1 red onion, peeled and sliced
3 cloves garlic, peeled and
lightly crushed
2-cm knob ginger, peeled
and sliced
1 tom yum stock cube
15 pieces of yong tau foo items
such as meat balls, ﬁshballs
and stuffed tofu puffs
200 g leafy green vegetables
of your choice, cut into
short lengths
A handful of coriander leaves

As a trained nurse, I am aware of the
importance of giving the kids healthy meals.
Now one of their favourite dishes
is yong tau foo with brown rice.
Mdm Siti
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A chat with

DR SYLVIA GOH
FORMER CHAIRPERSON, COMMITTEE OF FOSTERING

AND

( 1977–1998 )

DR BIBI JAN AYYUB

CHAIRPERSON, COMMITTEE OF FOSTERING

To us, every single
child matters.
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( 2015 – P R E S E N T )

“HEARTWORK” BY THE
COMMITTEE ON FOSTERING
When children are removed from their families
and placed in foster care by the state, it is paramount
to ensure that these children get the care and
development they need and that they do not drift
in out-of-home care needlessly. The Committee on
Fostering (COF) plays a key role in providing external
oversight over these children.
The COF is currently made up of 13 professionals
from diverse disciplines such as social work,
medicine, law and education. The COF serves to
provide a holistic and objective review of cases
under foster care in Singapore. Each member of
the COF contributes on a voluntary basis and is
appointed by the Permanent Secretary of MSF.
Despite their busy schedules, the members meet
regularly to review the progress of the children in
out-of-home care.
Since July this year, with MSF’s emphasis on
family-based care, the COF has expanded into two
sub-committees in order to review more cases.
There are also plans to have more sub-committees
in the future.
“One of the best practices in ensuring positive
outcomes from foster care is that the children’s
progress is reviewed periodically by a qualified
group of professionals,” said Ms Ang Bee Lian,
Director of Social Welfare. “In Singapore, we

appoint professionals from a diverse background
of expertise and disciplines to be in the COF to
carry out this function. The Committee performs
a critical role in monitoring the practices of both
the authorities and the foster carers, and provides
evidence-informed advice so that the accountability
to the children’s well-being is maintained. Indeed,
the Committee members have shown dedication
in ensuring that these children are accorded the
utmost level of care and support, are visible and
valued, and that their safety and welfare needs are
met fully,” said Ms Ang.
“Our main role is to ensure the safety and welfare
of the child,” said Dr Bibi Jan Ayyub, the current
Chairperson of the COF. “We are very child-centric

THE COMMITTEE PERFORMS
A CRITICAL ROLE IN MONITORING
THE PRACTICES OF BOTH THE
AUTHORITIES AND THE FOSTER
CARERS, AND PROVIDES EVIDENCEINFORMED ADVICE SO THAT THE
ACCOUNTABILITY TO THE CHILDREN’S
WELL-BEING IS MAINTAINED.
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in our decisions. We exist to ensure their safety and
welfare. Having that as a basic principle, we review
the progress of each child. To us, every single child
matters.”
At each meeting, the Foster Care Officer (FCO)
presents a report on the progress of each child in
care, together with the Child Protection Officer (CPO)
and psychologist where appropriate. The Committee
then assesses whether more can be done for each
child and makes a decision on how long more the
child should stay in foster care.
As part of its mission, the COF also looks into the
welfare and well-being of foster families. Members
of the COF often check with the case managers
how the foster families are coping and may ask for
more support to be provided if they happen to be
going through difficult periods, such as when a child
has to go back home to their birth family.
Having seen many children heal and grow in
loving foster families, Dr Bibi Jan shared that
“there is nothing like giving the child the experience
of living with a family. An institution provides basic
needs like wellness and safety, but a home with
a lovely family taking care of them, that is really
very personalised care. It's a move towards the
right direction.”
Dr Bibi Jan speaks from her immense experience
and she is also a member of the Residential Care
Review Board. The Board has similar functions to
the COF except that it monitors the progress of
children in residential care. Dr Bibi Jan understands
the strengths and challenges of both foster care and
residential care, and she is glad that MSF is pouring

in efforts to recruit more foster parents. She believes
that this will help build a culture of graciousness and
a caring society. “It complements the philosophy
in Singapore of having many hands helping one
another,” she said.
Dr Bibi Jan first joined the committee in 1987 when
there was a need for Malay-speaking volunteers.
She had been giving parenting talks at the then
Ministry of Community Development, which was
how she got to know about the Fostering Scheme.
She first became the Chairperson in 2003 and was
subsequently re-appointed as Chairperson in 2015.
A former Chairperson of the committee is
Dr Sylvia Goh. A retired paediatrician, Dr Goh joined
the committee as a member in 1967 and was the
Chairperson from 1977 to 1998.
Having served in the COF together before,
Dr Goh and Dr Bibi Jan share an easy camaraderie.
Back when Dr Goh first joined, she was working at
the St Andrew's Mission Hospital for Sick Children,
which was then located close to the Social Welfare
Department (SWD). The children at the SWD were
brought to the hospital whenever they fell ill, and
that was how Dr Goh got to know the staff there.
“When they started this committee, they asked if
I would like to join them and I was happy to. When
I became a doctor, I wanted to help.”
Even though Dr Goh stepped down from her
position as Chairperson in 1998, she continued as
a member until 2012 when she suffered a spinal
fracture after a fall. For her long-time contribution
and dedication to the sector, she was presented
with the “Lifetime Volunteer of MCYS” (Ministry of
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Community Development, Youth and Sports, the
predecessor of the current MSF) award in 2012.
Over the years, while the mission of the
Committee has not changed, the nature of the
work has. There were also different demands then,
due to the profile of the foster parents. According
to Dr Goh, back then, foster mothers were mostly
Chinese women in their 50s who were not welleducated. As a result, apart from reviewing cases,
Dr Goh was also involved in educating foster
mothers on different matters.
“In those days, some foster mothers didn’t know
much about sterilisation,” she recalled. “We had to
teach them how to sterilise milk bottles. We also had
to teach them how to make milk using milk powder
because most of them were only familiar with
condensed milk.”
Today, foster parents tend to be better educated.
More professionals are also volunteering to be
foster parents as compared to the early years.
Making Changes and Improvements
In ensuring the safety and welfare of the children
in foster care, the Committee also proposes
changes and improvements. For example, Dr Goh
JOHTWPVULK [OL ZL[[PUN \W VM H OV\Y Z\WWVY[
hotline, which was set up in 2002.
As one of the key functions of FCOs is to ensure
the safe and stable care of children, the Committee
mooted the idea of putting in place key performance
indicators so as to better monitor the safety and
stability of children, and to guide programme and
service planning for better outcomes for children.

Today, one of Dr Bibi Jan’s concerns is retaining
foster families, especially given the recent focus on
recruitment.
“Recruiting is one thing, retaining committed
and passionate families is another,” she said. In
her view, the answer is better training so foster
parents know what fostering involves and are
more prepared to face the challenges. With the
new initiatives put in place, it is hoped that this will
enable foster parents to better meet the needs of
the children.
Dr Bibi Jan shared that over the years, MSF
has grown to provide support to foster parents
in a more holistic and integrated manner through
engaging various stakeholders including healthcare
providers, schools, the police, childcare centres,
student care centres and even the Immigration and
Checkpoints Authority (ICA).
Having served in the Committee for close to
three decades now, Dr Bibi Jan says the foster
parents she encounters are the reason why she
has stayed on for so long. “What keeps me
going? Looking at the foster parents, looking at
the contribution and the sacrifices they make.
As members of the Committee, we are just
insignificant people who help in the big scheme,”
continued Dr Bibi Jan. “I am inspired by the
kindness, generosity and magnanimity of these
foster parents. When you are surrounded by people
like these, you get inspired.”
Dr Goh agrees, “I don’t think I can do what
the foster parents do. I just help in whatever way
I can.”
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HELPING FOSTER PARENTS SUCCEED THROUGH TRAINING
While foster parents may have the parenting
experience, and the passion and love to care for
children in need, this is unfortunately not enough.
Why Training is Needed
Children who enter foster care have typically
experienced adverse life events which can result
in trauma and/or developmental delays. They are
usually deeply hurt, lost, confused and worried.
Many also feel that they cannot trust any adult and
may blame themselves for what has happened. How
do foster parents begin to even build relationships
with them, much less help them heal from their hurt?
“Besides simply caring for the children, foster
parents need to be prepared with the necessary
knowledge that is unique to the fostering context,”
said Ms Sophia Ong, an Assistant Manager with
the Out-of-Home Care Training team in the Social
Services Institute (SSI). Previously with Fostering
Services as a Senior Foster Care Officer, she is
definitely one to know.
Ms Ong shared that it is very important for foster
parents to be able to understand the needs of these
children in fostering – where they come from and
why they behave in certain ways. “Foster parents
need to be equipped with the skills and insight to
provide the care that these children need; to make

Foster parents need to be
equipped with the skills and
insight to provide the care that
these children need; to make the
children feel safe and loved.
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the children feel safe and loved.” They also need
to understand the impact of abuse and trauma on
children, the various roles of professionals in the
fostering landscape, and how to manage contact
with the birth family.
Training Foster Parents
This is where training for foster parents comes in.
Training is a vital part of the preparation that foster
parents go through. MSF requires that foster parents
NV[OYV\NOOV\YZVMTHUKH[VY`[YHPUPUN¶PUK\J[PVU
and core. Those taking care of special needs children
have to undergo an additional 16 hours of training.
Foster parents can then choose to attend other
training programmes and support groups. This
includes an intensive parenting course to refine
their skills in managing challenging behaviours, and
a trauma-informed care support group to deepen
their knowledge and skills in caring for children
with traumatic experiences. More elective training
modules will be introduced. While the induction and
core programmes cover information vital for fostering,
continuous training is necessary as other challenges
may emerge during the different stages of fostering.
Making Training Better in the New Landscape
As MSF is working towards placing more children,
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including children with higher needs in foster care,
training for foster parents becomes even more
crucial. “Previously, training was conducted by
Foster Care Officers (FCOs) at MSF’s headquarters
in a casual manner. Different officers would deliver
different topics and share relevant anecdotes from
their work,” recalled Ms Ong. While this allowed
interaction in a less formal environment, it is no
longer the best way given the growth in foster care.
With these considerations in mind, MSF embarked
on a collaboration with the SSI, which is the training
institute for continuous education for professionals
in the social service sector. Together with MSF’s
professional expertise and SSI’s capability in adult
learning and learner-friendly facilities, the training
for foster parents has improved. Under SSI, the
induction programme was revamped in January this
year, while the new core programme was introduced
in July. Ms Ong was responsible for the revision of the
curriculum and her years of professional experience
in working with foster parents came in handy.
“The revamped curriculum aims to deliver more
in-depth content to the foster parent. Case studies
based on real stories and learning activities were
included to enable the foster parents to link theories
to practice and vice versa. This makes the training
more lively and relevant to the foster parents.”

Apart from the revamped curriculum, another
change has been to move the training to the SSI
facilities. “At SSI, there are more training rooms. We
can hold more sessions concurrently and cater to the
larger number of foster parents. Every room is well
equipped and more conducive to training. It makes
a big difference to trainers and participants,” said
Ms Ong. Training is done by professional trainers at
SSI, who have experience teaching adult learners.
One of the current trainers is a foster parent who
also works as a Social Worker, and she brings these
perspectives to her sessions.

Dr Victor Goh, Director of SSI shares that “SSI
recognises fostering is a challenging role and
requires skills and dedication on the part of the foster
carers. We will continue to partner MSF to design
suitable programmes to equip all foster carers with
the skills and knowledge to provide the quality of care
that children require. Through the use of innovative
pedagogies and new technology platforms, we hope
to make it easier for foster parents to be equipped,
so that they can better care for their foster children.”
Apart from the importance of getting appropriate
training, these sessions are also an opportunity for
participants to meet other foster parents. “They can
be a form of support for one another and they can
learn from one another,” noted Ms Ong.

“I would like to emphasise to foster parents that
they play a very important role,” said Ms Ong.“No
therapeutic programme is as effective as the kind
of care and nurturing that a child can receive from
a trusted adult figure. We can send a child to see
a psychologist or counsellor, for play or art therapy,
but what they need is daily care, nurturance and love.
We need to give children the care they need that they
didn’t get in the past.”
Through the training provided, MSF aims to equip
and empower foster parents with the knowledge
and skills they need for this noble task. Fostering is
challenging, but with effective training, it can be a
smoother and more fulfilling journey.

THROUGH THE USE OF
INNOVATIVE PEDAGOGIES AND
NEW TECHNOLOGY PLATFORMS,
WE HOPE TO MAKE IT EASIER FOR
FOSTER PARENTS TO BE EQUIPPED...
Foster parents in a training session.
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At home with

You have to make sure that you
are committed to take care of them
like they are your own children.
Mr Anuar
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MR ANUAR AND MDM NORHANAH
Married 23 years • In fostering for 4 years • 1 foster child loved

When their three

children were in their late
teens, technical supervisor Mr Anuar bin Mohamed
:HPK HUKOPZ^PML4KT5VYOHUHOIPU[L0ZTHPS
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to get a little quiet. So when they happened to meet
up and speak with a friend who was fostering two
children, they became intrigued with the idea of
fostering children.
They found out as much as they could from their
friend, did research online and conducted some
serious soul-searching before they decided to sign
up for the fostering programme.
One of their biggest worries though was how
their three children would take to the idea. Although
their children were open and supportive, Mr Anuar
was still a little worried, even after he and his wife
were approved to be foster parents. However, his
concerns were allayed after his family helped look
after their friend’s two foster children when the
family went on vacation.
“When we brought my friend’s two foster
children home to stay with us, we could see that
our children really welcomed them,” said Mr Anuar.

“They kept asking, ‘When will we be getting our own
foster children?’”
They didn’t have to wait long. Soon after
that, Mr Anuar and his wife brought 2-month-old
Khairul home.
Khairul had been staying at the hospital ever since
he was born. The couple had visited him two weeks
before they brought him home. Mdm Norhanah
recalled that when she saw him at the hospital for
the first time, she took pity on him because he had
spent most of his time in a hospital crib.
“I couldn’t wait to bring him back,” she said.
“I felt that it was not suitable for him to be staying
in the hospital for so long.”
The family adjusted swiftly to having Khairul in
the house. Today, four years on, Mr Anuar’s three
biological children dote on Kahirul, and the little boy
is particularly close to the two older boys who are
now in their early 20s.
This can largely be attributed to the effort put
in by Mr Anuar and his wife to ensure that his
children bonded with Khairul and that they did not
resent him.
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“When we first brought Khairul home, we gave
him a lot of attention, but we were also mindful that
we did not make our own children feel left out,”
said Mr Anuar.
For example, when he and his wife went
to the supermarket, they would either bring
Khairul along and ask their children to join them,
or they would ask their children to stay home with
Khairul while they went out.
“Our aim was to get them involved in looking
after Khairul, so they would feel included,” said
Mr Anuar.
The three children also learnt how to make milk
for Khairul and change his diapers, although no
one rushed to volunteer for the second task, joked
Mr Anuar. He is pleased that his children have learnt
how to handle babies. “It’s good training for the
future!” he said, laughing.
Khairul attends preschool on weekdays and also
goes for phonics classes. He loves arranging the
letters in the English and Arabic alphabets and he
even prefers it to playing with his toy cars. He does
not like television and is not interested in watching
cartoons. In fact, Khairul will sometimes turn off the
television when the family is watching a programme,
so that they will play with him instead. Mr Anuar and
his family don’t mind this because Khairul brings life
to the house.

“If he’s not here, the house is very quiet.
Too quiet,” said Mr Anuar.
“He gives us something to do. He brings
happiness to our lives,” added Mdm Norhanah.
The one concern that the family has is how
things will be if and when Khairul is returned to his
biological family. Having taken care of Khairul for
most of his life, Mr Anuar and Mdm Norhanah have
bonded closely with the boy. However, Mr Anuar and
his wife have met Khairul’s biological parents and
they know that his parents also love him very much,
even though they cannot take care of him right now.
While no one knows for certain what the future
holds, Mr Anuar is bracing himself for the possibility
that Khairul will return to his biological parents at
any time. When he speaks to other couples that are
interested in becoming foster parents, he makes
sure to highlight this as a reality and tells them
that they have to be prepared for it. His advice to
those thinking about fostering is not to simply jump
in, but to think through it carefully and thoroughly.
“This is a long-term commitment. You will
not know how long you will need to take care of
the children. You have to be ready. Your wife and
your family will have to be ready for it too. You have
to make sure that you are committed to take care of
them like they are your own children.”
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Bringing joy into their lives: Four-year-old Khairul
would rather play with his word and number cards
than watch television, and Mr Anuar (left) and
Mdm Norhanah (right) are happy to indulge him.

Our favourite family recipe
Serves 4–5

SPICY FRIED VERMICELLI

INGREDIENTS

METHOD

200 g ﬁne rice vermicelli

1.

Soak rice vermicelli in water until softened. Drain well
before using.

2 medium onions, peeled
and pounded

2.

Heat oil in a pan over medium heat. Add onion, garlic
and chilli paste and stir-fry for 2 minutes.

4 cloves garlic, peeled
and pounded

3.

Add oyster sauce, sweet soy sauce and tomato sauce.
Mix well.

4.

Add chicken hot dogs and mix until heated through.

5.

Add beaten eggs and rice vermicelli and stir-fry for
4–5 minutes.

6.

Add bean sprouts, choy sum, tomatoes and salt.
Stir-fry until vegetables are lightly cooked.

7.

Dish out and garnish with fried shallots, spring onion,
coriander leaves, red chilli and lettuce leaves. Serve.

125 ml cooking oil

4 Tbsp chilli paste
2 Tbsp oyster sauce
1 Tbsp sweet soy sauce
2 Tbsp tomato sauce
2 chicken hot dogs, sliced
2 eggs, beaten
50 g bean sprouts

This is one of Khairul’s favourite dishes.
However, he doesn’t like spicy food, so I have to remember
not to add too much chilli paste when cooking it.
Mr Anuar

1 stalk choy sum, cut into
short lengths
4 small tomatoes, halved
A pinch of salt, or to taste
1 Tbsp fried shallots
1 spring onion, cut into
2.5-cm lengths
1 sprig coriander leaves,
chopped
1 red chilli, sliced
A few lettuce leaves
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At home with the

NG FAMILY
Married 9 years • In fostering for 2 years • 3 foster children loved

It is an unpleasant fact, but true: most children in

You need to love with knowledge...
You must be open to reviewing your
parenting strategies and learn new ways
of taking care of children.
Mdm Tay
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the fostering system would have gone through the
distress of being separated from their birth parents.
Their biological parents were the first people that
the child bonded with and being relocated to
another home with a new set of “parents” often
results in trauma.
One of the more common ways this trauma
manifests itself is through emotional dysregulation.
This means that the child behaves disproportionately
PUYLZWVUZL[VHZL[IHJR-VY`LHYVSK/LSLU[OPZ
meant regular one-hour long meltdowns, where she
would enter into an inconsolable, screaming rage.
For Helen’s foster parents, Mr Timmy Ng and his
wife, Mdm Cindy Tay, both in their 30s, dealing with
these meltdowns meant adding new parenting tools
to their toolbox.
With foster children, physical discipline of
any sort is not allowed under MSF’s rules. This is
because many of the children in foster care have
been physically abused before, so using physical
discipline would only traumatise them further.
As a result, Mdm Tay and her husband used
various strategies to combat the meltdowns. The

preferred solution is to arrest the situation before
it escalates. This involves recognising the triggers
and early signs. Preventing a meltdown in a child is
much easier than attempting to stop a full meltdown.
It is easier said than done of course.
Helen’s meltdowns are triggered when she is
reminded of her loss, or when she thinks she is in
danger. After a year and a half, the couple have
learned to recognise these triggers, but they don’t
always manage to intervene early enough. They’ve
also taught Helen how to calm herself down, but
given her young age, there is only so much that can
be expected of her. However, the situation is much
improved today, with Helen’s meltdowns becoming
less frequent and less intense.
Apart from not using physical discipline, there
are other differences in parenting a biological
child compared to parenting a child who has been
removed from a hard place.
“When parenting a child who has gone through
trauma, you need to review your usual parenting
strategies,” said Mdm Tay. “Many of them don’t work
because there is no trust. Instead, there is a lot of
fear, anxiety and probably some damage. Defiance
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Celebrating together: Mr Ng (left) and Mdm Tay (right)
hope that with this dish, their children, both biological and
foster, will learn how to celebrate with family, friends and
guests, demonstrating good hospitality and generosity.

or difficult behaviour is likely to be a symptom of what
has happened to them. They also have assumptions
of what parents are like. You need to change their
ideas about adults, about themselves and about the
care they can and should receive.”
The couple became foster parents because they
wanted to do something to benefit society. Mdm Tay
is a Social Worker while Mr Ng works in a church and
so helping others is something that comes naturally
to them.
“In the course of my work, I would see children
in difficult situations who would benefit from foster
care. But it was difficult to find foster placements,”
recalled Mdm Tay. “I threw a question at myself —
why not foster? I felt we had some bandwidth and
I wanted us to live our lives in line with our values.”
Agreeing, Mr Ng added that a vision of their
marriage was to “serve together as a family unit.”
The couple have two biological children, a 7-yearold girl and a 6-year-old boy. Getting their children
on board was also important, though in doing so,
they faced opposing problems.
At the time they broached the subject, their son
was only 3 years old and he didn’t want to share
mum and dad. They used a video of The Little Match
Girl to show him how some children did not have
what they had. Their son cried while watching the
video and agreed that something had to be done for

SLZZMVY[\UH[LJOPSKYLU;OLPYKH\NO[LY^HZ`LHYZ
old and eager to have a new playmate. The couple
had to help her understand what fostering meant.
“We are not talking about a toy or a playmate.
We showed them videos about fostering,” said
Mdm Tay. That gave their children a better sense of
what fostering was about.
The two children have adjusted well to Helen,
and Emma, a 2-year-old whom they are also
fostering as well. The two older children help to feed
the younger ones and prepare them for school.
“If they could, they would like them to stay with
us forever,” said Mr Ng.
Based on the couple’s experience, their advice
to other parents looking to foster is that love, while
necessary, is not enough.
“It’s not just about loving the child. You need
to love with knowledge. You need to know what
is trauma. You must be open to reviewing your
parenting strategies and learn new ways of taking
care of children,” said Mdm Tay.
In addition, the couple share that having a
stable marriage is also important. “You must have
good conflict management and communication
patterns,” she added.
Mr Ng also feels that it is important to be prepared
for change. “It’s not just about changing the child.
You will also change, and hopefully for the better.”
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Our favourite family recipe
Serves 4–5

BLACK PEPPER CRAB

INGREDIENTS

METHOD

2 large mud crabs,
each about 500 g

1.

Place crabs in the freezer for about an hour to put them
to sleep.

2 Tbsp dried prawns

2.

To clean crabs, pull off top shell and remove gills. Rinse well.
Cut off claws and mash shell. Set aside. Cut crabs into
quarters.

2 shallots, peeled and
thinly sliced

3.

Heat a pan and dry-roast dried prawns until fragrant. Remove
from heat and let cool before grinding until ﬁne. Set aside.

2 cloves garlic, peeled and
chopped

4.

Heat sufﬁcient oil for deep-frying in a wok. When oil is hot, add
crabs and deep-fry for 2–3 minutes. Drain crabs and set aside.

1 Tbsp salted soy beans,
mashed

5.

Drain oil from wok and place over medium heat. Add butter and
when butter is melted, add shallots, garlic, salted soy beans,
ground dried prawns, ground black peppercorns, curry leaves
and chillies. Stir-fry until fragrant.

2 stalks curry leaves, leaves
stripped, stems discarded

6.

Add crabs and stir-fry to mix.

2–3 red chillies, sliced

7.

Add dark soy sauce, oyster sauce and sugar and mix well.
Cover wok and let cook for 5-10 minutes until crabs are done.

8.

Dish out and garnish with coriander leaves. Serve immediately.

Cooking oil for deep-frying
2 Tbsp butter

2 Tbsp black peppercorns,
coarsely ground

2 Tbsp dark soy sauce
2 Tbsp oyster sauce

This dish is something that we whip up when
we have friends over. It’s how we celebrate an occasion.
Mr Ng

3 Tbsp sugar
A handful of coriander leaves

116 R O O M at the TA B L E

At home with the Ng family 117

A chat with

MS ALEN THUM
E N A B L E A FA M I LY VO LU N T E E R

could volunteer to give the child piano lessons. The
reporter passed her name on to MSF. As the child
in the report had already been taken into care, MSF
spoke to Alen and informed her about the Enable A
Family (EAF) Volunteer Scheme. They asked if she
was interested to become a volunteer. “I wanted
to help someone and they told me there are many
children in out-of-home care who can benefit from
additional help,” she said.

There are many

ways to help vulnerable
children. Besides becoming a foster parent, one can
also volunteer to help these children in other ways.
Alen Thum, 50, a piano teacher, has been such a
volunteer for three years and counting. She has been
supporting Joseph, 7, and his foster family.
Helping Children in Need
Alen takes Joseph out from 8 am to about 5 pm on
Sundays, although they sometimes stay out longer.
They go to church in the morning, have lunch and find
an activity to do in the afternoon.
Alen, who is divorced with two adult children,
first learned about the Fostering Scheme back in
2010. She had read in the newspapers about a child
who had been abused by his uncle. She was so
appalled that she wrote to the reporter asking if she

Volunteering to Help Children in Out-of-Home Care
To help children in out-of-home care, volunteers
can sign up with any of the 21 children’s homes,
two Fostering Agencies or directly with MSF under
the EAF Volunteer Scheme. For the EAF Volunteer
Scheme, applicants have to be 21 years or older and
will need to undergo an assessment interview.
Alen joined the EAF Volunteer Scheme in 2013
and underwent training to understand the needs of
children in out-of-home care and learn tips on how to
befriend them. Like all volunteers on the scheme, she
is notified whenever there are requests for volunteers
to step forward to help in specific cases.
Depending on the needs of the child, volunteers
may be required to take the children out regularly
for outings or provide tuition or enrichment lessons.
At times, it may just be to ferry them to extracurricular
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lessons or medical appointments. For children in
foster care, volunteers also help to provide foster
parents with some respite when they take over the
care of the children for a few hours. Being a neutral
adult figure, volunteers are also in a good position to
facilitate access of children in out-of-home care with
their siblings or biological families. Some volunteers
also befriend families in need including the biological
families of children in out-of-home care.
Meeting Joseph
In October 2013, Alen received an email from MSF
asking if anyone was able to take care of Joseph.
“They were looking for someone to give a few
hours of respite care to Joseph’s foster parents on
a Sunday. The usual volunteer couldn’t make it that
week. It was meant to be a one-time thing.”
That Sunday, Alen took Joseph hiking. They
trekked up Mount Faber, stopped for tea at the
top, then walked down the trail. “We ended up at
Ikea for the S$1 hot dogs!” she recalled laughing.
Subsequently, MSF asked if she could be Joseph’s
regular befriender and she readily agreed. Since
then, Alen has taken Joseph to playgrounds, to
water parks and to play with the remote-controlled
car and helicopter that she bought for him.
Earlier this year, she started taking him to meet
his biological sister Maureen, 8, who lives with a
different foster family.
Over the past few years, Alen has gotten to know
Joseph very well. “He’s really a bright child. He
behaves himself and is a very good boy. He doesn’t
scream or ask to buy stuff. He doesn't run away. He
listens to me.”

She has also developed a strong bond with him.
“He is like a son to me.” Likewise, Joseph has also
bonded with Alen. Once when she was drying him
with a towel after playing at a water playground, he
called her “mummy”.
Respite for the Foster Parent
By taking Joseph out on Sundays, Alen is giving his
foster mother, Mdm Wong, a break from taking care of
him. However, Alen offers more than respite care. She
is also Mdm Wong’s safety valve. Mdm Wong will call
or send Alen text messages to relieve her stress from
caring for Joseph. This became particularly critical
when Joseph started primary school and began
causing problems in school. Mdm Wong was at her
wits’ end. “She wanted to give him up,” recalled Alen.
When Alen heard about the problems Mdm Wong
was having, she worked with MSF to provide Mdm
Wong with more support. MSF officers came by to
help Mdm Wong with some of the challenges she
was facing and provided practical tips to address
the situation. Alen also went to the school with
Mdm Wong to help sort out Joseph’s problems.
These efforts helped Mdm Wong to overcome the
challenges and the situation is more stable now.
Walking with the Child to Adulthood
Alen sees herself as someone who is helping Joseph
through his growing up years. “He has been through
so many foster families. (Mdm Wong is Joseph’s fifth
foster parent.) He needs a consistent parental figure.
I hope he will confide in me when he is older. I want
to be able to help him out in life, be the friend that he
can come to and the person he can rely on.”
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FOUR SIBLINGS, FOUR FOSTER FAMILIES,
ONE COMMON PURPOSE

When I saw
the children,
I really loved
them.

Living in the

western part of Singapore is a
unique set of four foster parents. They are foster
parents to four young siblings and they are doing
their best to make sure that the siblings, while not
living together, will grow up with each other.
The story started with nurse Mdm Angela Lim,
HUKOLYHJJV\U[HU[O\ZIHUK4Y.HIYPLS5N
They do not have children of their own and they
started thinking about adoption a few years ago.
“We spoke to our church friends and siblings and
we thought, why not try fostering?”
After being cleared to be foster parents, the
JV\WSL [VVR PU `LHYVSK 1VZPL HUK OLY IYV[OLY
3-year-old Jonathan in April last year. It was
challenging to handle the siblings as they would
fight to get attention.
“It was very hard for me to cope,” said Mdm Lim.
¸+\YPUN [OH[ VUL TVU[O 0 SVZ[  RPSVZ 0 QVRL [OH[ P[
was more effective than a slimming programme!”
Mdm Lim knew that the MSF wanted to keep
both children together, but she felt that she could
not cope and needed to give them up to someone
who could take the pair. Hence, her Foster Care
Officer (FCO) came up with a proposal: would she

Mdm Lee
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be willing to take one sibling if someone else took
the other?
Coincidentally, at the same time, another couple,
4KT ,]PHU 3LL  HUK OLY O\ZIHUK 4Y (UK`
3PT  ^OV Y\U H MHTPS` I\ZPULZZ ^HZ H]HPSHISL
to be foster parents. What’s more, they lived in the
same housing estate as Mdm Lim and her husband.
It was an arrangement that worked for everyone.
Each set of foster parents would focus on caring
for one child, and both children, while living apart,
would be able to meet up regularly because they
lived close by.
Mdm Lee shares that she and her husband were
questioning if they wanted to continue being foster
parents at that point. They had been foster parents
to a girl for nine months and while they enjoyed the
experience immensely, it left a painful gap in their
lives when she returned to her biological family.
And they weren’t sure if they could go through such
an experience again.
“Our house was empty all of a sudden. It was
very quiet. The two of us were very emotional. We
missed her and I didn’t know what to do with my
spare time,” shared Mdm Lee.
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MDM ANGELA LIM
AND MR GABRIEL NG

Coming together for a common purpose: (from left)
Mdm Low, Mdm Lee, Mr Lim Eng Leong and his two
biological children, Mr Eddie Lim, Mdm Tee, Mdm Lim
and Mr Gabriel Ng gather at a nearby park to give their
foster children an opportunity to meet up and bond.

Married 8 years
In fostering for 1 1/2 years
2 foster children loved

MDM EVIAN LEE
AND MR ANDY LIM
Married 10 years
In fostering for 2 years
2 foster children loved

MDM LOW ENG JIUAN
AND MR LIM ENG LEONG
Married 12 years
In fostering for 1 year
1 foster child loved

MDM HELEN TEE
AND MR EDDIE LIM
Married 8 years
In fostering for 8 months
1 foster child loved
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They went off on a holiday and when they got
back, they received a call from their FCO asking if
they would be willing to foster again.
“I wasn’t willing because of the eventual
separation that would take place. But the FCO said
we could take some time to think about it. She told
us that the siblings were living nearby and asked if
we wanted to visit them first.”
Mdm Lee went to visit the siblings and met the
foster mother, Mdm Lim. “Even though it was our
first time meeting each other, it was like we were
long lost friends,” Mdm Lee recalled. More
importantly, the visit allowed her to meet the
siblings. “When I saw the children, I really loved
them,” shared Mdm Lee.
For a brief period, Mdm Lee provided Mdm Lim
with respite care for the siblings whenever Mdm Lim
needed a break. She would also visit them regularly
and soon got to know Jonathan better.
She and her husband agreed to foster Jonathan.
As a result of the prior interaction, there were no
adjustment issues when Jonathan moved over to
her home in July last year.
Subsequently though, when the couple adopted
a 7-month-old girl, the green-eyed monster reared
its ugly head.

“Jonathan was very jealous initially,” said
Mdm Lee. However, all is well now and he loves the
little girl very much.
Josie and Jonathan now see each other about
once a week. They go to each other’s homes or
meet at the playground to play together and are
both doing well.
Not long after, another sibling entered the picture
— 18-month-old Jenny. Josie and Jonathan’s
biological mother had just given birth to a fourth
child and she had trouble caring for a newborn and
a toddler at the same time. As such, Jenny had to
be fostered out.
MSF was fortunately able to find another foster
family living within the same housing estate.
4KT3V^,UN1P\HUHOVTLTHRLYHUKOLY
O\ZIHUK 4Y 3PT ,UN 3LVUN  H THUHNLY H[ H
local supermarket, had learned about the need
for foster parents from an event at their church.
After some thought, the couple decided to join
the fostering programme. The couple have two
older daughters aged 10 and 8. They recalled
how persuading their older daughter to accept the
arrangement took a while. However, she eventually
agreed and Jenny joined the family in November
last year.
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The adjustment was tough initially, recalled
Mdm Low. Jenny cried a lot. She didn’t like having
her hair washed and she would push her food away
when she was fed. It was a very stressful first month,
but things worked out gradually.
The two older girls have since warmed up to the
new addition to the family.
“They have a love-hate relationship with her,”
noted Mdm Low. “When I pick them up from
school without Jenny, they would say, ‘How come
you didn’t bring her along?’”
At the same time, Jenny also seems to annoy
them. “She wants their attention, so she does things
that annoy them. And the more they raise their
voice at her, the more she does it.”
On the whole, the sisters enjoy playing with
Jenny and they like carrying her. At bedtime, they
like to cuddle with her.
Apart from the support of their families,
Mdm Low and her husband also count on the
two other foster mothers for advice. They are
thankful they live close enough to be able to meet
up easily.
In February this year, Josie and Jonathan’s
youngest sibling, Jean, was fostered out as well.
Her foster parents, Mdm Helen Tee, 37, a nurse and
4Y ,KKPL 3PT  H [LJOUPJPHU SP]L H SP[[SL M\Y[OLY
away, but still in the western part of Singapore.

The couple had always wanted to get into
fostering as they have a relative who fosters. Their
17-year-old daughter was initially surprised at the
move, but she supported her parents’ decision.
There was some adjustment needed in the
beginning as the family had to get used to having a
21/2-month-old baby in the house. One change has
been to their sleep schedules as Jean still wakes
up for night feeds. They have also gotten help from
Mdm Tee’s mother who was so excited about being
a grandparent to a baby again that she left her job
in anticipation of the child’s arrival.
Taking care of a baby certainly has its challenges,
but it has been worth it.
“It’s a joy having her,” said Mdm Tee. “Everyone
looks forward to being with her.”
Now 9 months old, Jean is thriving. She is a
chubby, happy baby, who is curious about the
world. And as she grows older, her foster parents
look forward to letting her hang out with her older
siblings as well.
It is sad that some children need to leave
their biological families and enter into foster care.
It is even more heartbreaking when siblings have
to be separated. However, the example of Josie,
Jonathan, Jenny and Jean shows that though they
may not be staying together, they can still retain their
sibling ties.
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Our favourite family recipe
Serves 4–5

FRIED RICE

INGREDIENTS

METHOD

2 Tbsp cooking oil

1.

Heat oil in a wok over medium heat.

2 cloves garlic, peeled
and minced

2.

Add garlic and shallots and stir-fry until fragrant.

3.

Add carrot and sweetcorn and stir-fry lightly.

4.

Add sausages and crab sticks and stir-fry to heat through.

5.

Add rice and mix well, breaking up any lumps.

6.

Add seasoning and barbecued meat and mix well. Stir-fry until
rice is fragrant.

7.

Dish out and garnish with spring onion. Serve.

2 shallots, peeled and minced
1

/2 medium carrot, peeled and
cut into small cubes or sliced
and cut into fun shapes

3 Tbsp sweetcorn kernels
4–5 Japanese chicken sausages,
cut into small cubes
4–5 crab sticks, cut into
small cubes
320 g cooked white long-grain
rice
1 slice barbecued meat
(bak kwa), cut into small
squares
1 spring onion, ﬁnely sliced

This dish is great for taking along to outings
ƪ
for a while. The children also enjoy eating it
as it has their favourite ingredients in it.

Seasoning

Mdm Low

2 Tbsp light soy sauce
A dash of ground white pepper
A drizzle of sesame oil
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Our favourite family recipe
Serves 5–6

CHICKEN AND VEGETABLE SOUP

INGREDIENTS

METHOD

1.5 litres water

1.

/2 medium carrot, peeled and
cut into small cubes

Add water and dried anchovies to a pot and bring to the boil
over high heat. Let boil for about 20 minutes, then strain stock
and discard dried anchovies.

2.

/3 sweetcorn cob, cut into
small pieces

Return stock to the pot. Add carrot and sweetcorn and return
stock to the boil.

3.

Add potatoes and celery and let boil for 10 minutes.

4.

And chicken and pumpkin and cook for another 10 minutes
until chicken is done and pumpkin is tender.

5.

Dish out and serve.

250 g dried anchovies (ikan bilis)
1

1

8 small potatoes, peeled and
cut into cubes
1

/2 stick celery, cut into small
cubes

300 g chicken meat, skinned,
cut into small cubes
100 g pumpkin ﬂesh, cut into
small cubes

This soup takes about an hour
to prepare, but I don’t mind doing it as the
children love it. The sweetcorn and
pumpkin make the soup really sweet.
Mdm Lee
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Four siblings, four foster families, one common purpose 129

CHANGING LIVES
Two former foster children
By making room at their tables for children in
need, foster parents provide much-needed safety
and stability to give children chances in life they may
otherwise not have had. The following two stories
from young women who have benefited from foster
care demonstrate the difference a loving home can
make in a child’s life.

Rachel was a

3-month-old infant when she
was taken in by her foster family – she was one of
TVYL[OHUJOPSKYLU[OLMVZ[LYWHYLU[ZJHYLKMVY
over a 30-year period. Rachel needed foster care
because her biological father had mental difficulties
and her mother suffered from depression.
Now 31 years old and working as a private tutor,
Rachel recalls troubling memories of home visits to
her birth parents.
“I remember seeing my father abuse my mother
during a visit when I was 5. It left me scarred.”
Rachel grew up together with her foster parents’
seven biological children, but she never felt any

difference between the children. Rather, Rachel just
saw them as all one big family. Rachel is quick to point
out that she did not receive any special treatment.
“All of us had to ensure we finished our homework
on time and keep to our curfews!”
These days, despite no longer being part of the
Fostering Scheme, Rachel still lives with her foster
mother, although her foster mum regularly asks when
she will be ready to get married!
The love from her foster family has clearly had a
big influence on Rachel, as she would like to become
a foster parent one day. “I wish for other children like
me to grow up in a safe home with a loving family
too,” she says.

I WISH FOR OTHER CHILDREN
LIKE ME TO GROW UP IN A SAFE HOME
WITH A LOVING FAMILY TOO.
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WITH LOVE
say thank you
Sarah, now 26,

will never forget the day she
walked into a police station to report her own mother
for abuse. She was 11 years old. After being taken
to the hospital, she realised her body was covered in
bruises and marks. A week later, Sarah was placed in
foster care, which she found difficult at first.
“When I first stepped into the home, I felt foreign,”
she said.
Over time, Sarah adapted and began to feel
accepted. Looking back, Sarah speaks of the care
her foster mother provided, making reference to how
her foster mother always ensured she had enough to
eat, behaved well in school and promptly received
medical care when she needed it. “She loved me in

those ways and I will always be very grateful to her,”
says Sarah.
A university graduate, Sarah acknowledges how
valuable her education is and recognises that things
might have been very different without the love of
her foster parents. “Without fostering, I can’t imagine
where I would be today.”

SHE LOVED ME IN THOSE WAYS
AND I WILL ALWAYS BE
VERY GRATEFUL TO HER.
131

A recipe for

FOSTERING
This is a recipe for foster families that should be prepared and consumed every day.
The dish promotes love, security and connection within the family. It's a wonderful treat
for everyone and requires only three basic ingredients: Acceptance , Trust and Fun !
INGREDIENTS

METHOD

Acceptance

1.

Acceptance is a key ingredient. It must be carefully prepared.
Be sure to peel away any prejudice and misconceptions.

2.

Use only the highest quality of trust in this dish. Use only trust
that is not easily bruised or broken.

3.

Stir in acceptance with a large portion of trust.

4.

Blend the two ingredients thoroughly. When these
two ingredients are combined correctly, a ﬁrm friendship
will form.

5.

Let the friendship marinate for a while. Check on it often.
When you notice the friendship shows signs of love, the dish
is almost ready.

6.

For the ﬁnal step, sprinkle the dish with a generous helping
of fun. For added ﬂavour, garnish with lots of laughter.

7.

Gather the entire family around to enjoy this hearty favourite!
Remember to share this recipe with all your family and friends.

8.

Bon appétit!

Trust
Fun

ST

TRU

ACCEPTANCE

FUN

THYRZ`LHYZVM[OL-VZ[LYPUN:JOLTLPU:PUNHWVYL6]LY[OL`LHYZ
[OLYLOH]LILLUZPNUPMPJHU[JOHUNLZPUMVZ[LYJHYLP[ZLSMHUK:PUNHWVYLHZ
H ^OVSL @L[ [OL M\UKHTLU[HS OLHY[ VM MVZ[LY JHYL YLTHPUZ [OL ZHTL ·
JVTWHZZPVUH[LMVZ[LYWHYLU[Z^OVWYV]PKLZLJ\YP[`SV]LHUKH[[LU[PVU[V
JOPSKYLUPUULLK
0U[OPZIVVR`V\HYL^LSJVTLKPU[V[OLOVTLZVMMVZ[LYWHYLU[Z^OVOH]L
THKLYVVTH[[OLPY[HISLZMVYMVZ[LYJOPSKYLU@V\^PSSOLHY[OL[V\JOPUN
WLYZVUHSZ[VYPLZVM[OLPYMVZ[LYPUNQV\YUL`ZHUKHSZVSLHYU[OLPYMH]V\YP[L
MHTPS`YLJPWLZJVTWSLTLU[LK^P[OILH\[PM\SWVY[YHP[HUKMVVKWOV[VNYHWO`
(SVUN [OL ^H` JOH[Z ^P[O MVZ[LY JHYL WYVMLZZPVUHSZ LUSPNO[LU \Z [V [OL
KL]LSVWTLU[Z^P[OPUMVZ[LYJHYLV]LY[OL`LHYZHUKL_WSHPU^OH[PZILPUN
KVUL[VLUJV\YHNLTVYLWHYLU[ZPU:PUNHWVYL[VVWLU[OLPYKVVYZ[VMVZ[LY
JOPSKYLUPUM\[\YL

