Navigating Shanghai's education maze is
challenging at the best of times, but even more so

for the parents of children with special needs.
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by Laura Lofy

Garrison Keillor, a humorist frommy

home state of Minnesota, sets many
of his stories in his mythical hometown
of Lake Wobegon. Keillor describes Lake
Wobegon as a place "where all the women
arestrong, all the men are good looking,
and all the children are above average.”
Asaneducational psychologist livingand
working in Shanghai, [ often feel that the
international schools are designed for an
expat community that is a similarly mythi-
cal place where all the children are above
average. I know, however, that thereality is
much different

Inaddition tobeingapsychologist, lam the
mother of three children, one of whom has
speciallearningneedsduetoavisual
impairment. When we got the opportunity
to move our family to Shanghai, we were
ecstatic. It was the opportunity of alifetime
But, when we came for our initial “look-see’
visit, we were confronted with areality for
which we were not prepared. Asmy hus-
band andIsatinthe admissions offices of
several of theinternational schools, we
were dumbfounded tolearn that our visu-
ally impaired son, Q1 Qi, would not be admit-
ted. Despite beautiful campuses, well-
trained staff and healthy growing budgets,
many schoolsinformed us that they were
not equipped to educate him duetohis
disability.

Weeventually found a school that was will-
ingtoenroll Qi Q1 but our renewed excite-
mentaboutlivingin Shanghai wasshort
lived. Onthesecond day of school, I gave the
schoolanassessment summary report from
the special education department of our
local school district in Minnesota. I naively
believed the school would use thisinforma-
tion tobetter supportmy son.Iwaswrong
Within one week, my husband and [ were
calledintotalk with the principal and we
were told that the school would have never
accepted our sonif they had seenthisreport.
Intruth,Ihadshared everythinginthe
report with them verbally, but seeingmy
son’sneeds on paper changed their minds.

During the course of my work in U.S. public
schools, I have sat on the school's side of the
table many times.l have had meetingsin



whichIhave shared bad news with parents
about their child, but the purpose of these
meetings wasalwaystocomeup witha
means of supporting the studentin order to
make him or her more successful at school.
Now, hereIwaswithmy ownsononthe
otherside of the table, and Iwasnotbeing
asked tohelp problem solve, but rather
beingnudged out thedoor.

The school rejected our suggestion that it
hire, or allow us to hire at our own cost, a
paraprofessional to accompany our son
throughout the day. In the end, he was put
on something akin to probation and
allowed to stay, but for the remainder of
the year, we sat on pins and needles, hop-
ingoursondidn't ‘messup.” Wedidn't
dare ask for more support even though he
needed it.

Like many parentsof children with special
needs, we wound up changing schools. We
enrolled all three of our childreninaschool

thathad a special needsdepartment Again,

there wasadiscussion with the school
regarding the "goodness of fit" for my son,
buthe was eventually accepted. Ibreathed
ahugesighofrelief oncelrealized that our
conversation had switched from "will they
accepthim, to "how willthey helpand
accommodate him’”

Fortunately for our family, we founda
school for Qi Qiin Shanghai wherehis
needsarebeingmetandheisenjoyingaca-
demic success. Unfortunately, my story is
notunique.

LiLuanisanexpatinShanghai andthe
mother of Christopher,al0 year old boy
withDown Syndrome. When he wasfive
years old, Christopher was turned away
frommore than six international schools.
Fiveyearslater, Listillrecallsbeing brought
to tears when she was told that Christopher
could not be admitted by a schocl whose
website claimed they aimed to celebrate all
of their students as precious gifts. Wasn't
Christopher alsosuch a gift?

Christopher waseventually enrolledina
Montessoripreschool, but each year when
theother kidsmoved on toregular school,
healone wasleft behind. This past yearhe
wasmainstreamed for part of theday atthe
British International School of Shanghai
(BISS), and for the first time took hisrightful
placebeside his same-age peers. But Chris-
topher’s mainstream placement is still tenu-
ous, and hisexperience hasbeen an excep-
tiontotherule.

Themother of an 8-year-old girl with a per-
vasive developmental disorder says that
thethingthatmakeshermostangry isthat
when children arealready inschool and
thenfoundtohave sometrouble, the
schools seem willing to help them. Butifa
child already hasadiagnosisand the par-
entsare open and honest about it at the
time of enrollment, the doorsclose

Afew schoolsdohave departments
devoted to providing additional support to
children with special needs, butin general
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therange of needs they can accommodate
is very limited, asis the ability to adequately
adaptinstruction. Other schools provide
counseling services for children with social
and emotional challengesbut not learning
disabilities or cognitive impairments. Crea-
tive Gardenisone school in Shanghai
entirely devoted to children with special
needs, and it offers one option for these
Kids. It has specialized programs that sup-
port students needs, delivered inaindivid-
ualized setting. However, many parents
want their childrentobeinaschoolin
which they cansocialize with andlearn
fromtypically developing children. A
mother of aformer Creative Garden student
expressed gratitude that they were there
for her daughter when no one else was, but
sheadded, Talwaysbelieved she would do
betterinaninclusive learning environ-
ment.” What's missing for many familiesis
the choice.

Some may argue thatinclusion of children
with special needsintoregular classrooms
will compromise the quality of the educa-
tion of non-disabled students. However,
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research studies that have explored the
influence of mainstreaming and inclusion
onthe outcomes of typically developing
students have shownnoill effectsin terms
of teacher time, academic engagement, or
achievement (Fishbaugh& Gum, 1994; Hol-
lowood, Salisberry, Rainforth, &Palombara,
1995, Sharpe, York, & Knight,1994)

Opening the doorsand welcoming stu-
dents witha wide array of disabilitiesis just
thefirst step, however, because along with
their acceptance comes the responsibility
of educating them appropriately. Toruna
special education program, a school would
likely need a well-seasoned special educa-
tion coordinator, a small team of special
education teachers, instructional assis-
tantstoaccompany and tutor students, and
on-site support services. Therecruitment
of these professionals would be similar to
hiring of regular education teachers.

Herein Shanghai we're fortunatealso that
Instructional assistants can berecruited
fromamongthe many highly educated
trailing spouses who arelooking fora

- IN PUDONG OR PUXI (C

meaningful way touse their time. Dr. Aline
Chanisa physician who worksasan
instructional assistant for aboy with high
functioning autismat BISS, providing him
with meaningful work along with the flexi-
bility to care for her own children. When
asked what hasbeen satisfying about this
past year, Dr.Chanreplied, "Being partof a
mainstream school hasbeen alife chang-
Ing experience for Marcus. He has
achieved academic progress beyond the
expectations of his teachers and his par-
ents. Perhaps more importantly, he has
developed social interaction skills that will
allow him tobecome an independent,
functional member of society. To be part of
this process hasbeen tremendously
rewarding.”

A widearray of supplementary services
such asspeechandlanguage therapy,
occupational therapy, physical therapy;,
behavioral consultation, social skills, and
counselingservicesare already availablein
Shanghaithrough placeslike the Essential
Learning Group, Shanghai Community
Center Klinoerth,and Olivia's Place. Afew
schoolshave already begun partnering
with these groups to provide school-based
services, but greater collaboration is
neededincrder tobringtheseservicesto
where the children should be - in school

Whenever Ithink about this topic,Iam
reminded of the famous quote by Maya
Angelou whosaid, “You did what you knew
how to do,and when you knew better, you
didbetter’

Laura Lofy, Phd, MPH is an Educational Psy-
chologist at Olivia’s Place Pediatric Therapy
Center &
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