
A
trip to a toy store turned into a
frantic search exercise for Ms
Yasmin Lazaroo, when her six-
year-old son ran off and
disappeared among the aisles.

She found Ethan 15 minutes later and
hauled him home immediately.

Ms Lazaroo, 31, a senior marketing
and branding executive, says: “He ran off
and did not listen to my instructions to
stay close, so I told him that we were
leaving without a toy. He will learn not
to do it next time.”

Ethan has not repeated the episode.
Parents such as Ms Lazaroo say staying

firm and calm when their children mis-
behave in public is the way to go, rather

than losing their cool and screaming.
Family counsellors urge similar

restraint, to avoid publicly embarrassing
the child. They advise parents to develop
a plan on managing public tantrums
before taking their child out.

Often, tantrums or waterworks ensue
when a parent does not agree to buy or
do something the child has set his heart
on.

Tutor Nah Li Chuan, 29, says she takes
a bag of her two-year-old daughter
Megan’s favourite toys on shopping trips
to occupy the girl with, preventing her
from becoming fixated on something in
stores and clamouring to buy it.

Ms Nah says: “It is a good distraction
tactic and reminds her that she already
has many toys at home.”

Having a “reward system” may also
help, says housewife Tania Heng, 33.

Her seven-year-old daughter, Faith,
sometimes cries and refuses to budge
when she wants a toy, so Ms Heng tells
the girl she will get it if she practises
playing her violin or does well in a test.

Communications executive Angeline
Ng tries to reason with her three-year-old
daughter Cherice when she insists on
buying an item that her friends own.

Ms Ng, 31, reminds her daughter of
the toys she has at home to get her to
appreciate her lot. She also explains to

the girl that she does not have to own toys
that her friends have.

This usually does the trick. But the bigger
challenge is to keep tempers in check when
Cherice wants to visit her favourite place –
the playground.

Ms Ng says: “She usually repeats many
times that she wants to go there, then cries
out loud. At the height of the tantrum, she
stays rooted to the spot and flaps her arms.”

She would carry her daughter to a quiet
corner and talk to her about how not all
excursions lead to the playground. She adds:
“Tantrums are very normal for children, but
the challenge is for us parents to keep our
cool.”

Moving a child who is in the throes of a
tantrum away from the “drama area” diffuses
tension, says Dr Carol Balhetchet, senior
director of youth services at the Singapore
Children’s Society.

She says: “When you move the child
away, it lessens the stress of people looking at
you and for your child, who is anxious about
what is going to happen next.”

Coping with a misbehaving child in
public involves bearing the weight of others’
scrutiny, says Dr Balhetchet. The key is to do
what you have to do, without being flustered
or embarrassed. As young children are likely
to forget what happens after a while, it is
wise to move them aside and explain what
they did wrong immediately, rather than
wait till they return home.

If the child will not budge, parents should
move away – staying within line of sight so
he does not feel abandoned – but not ignore
the situation, adds Dr Balhetchet.

Restaurateur Chitra Mirpuri, 38, does this
when her two daughters, Diya, seven, and
Riana, two, act up. Diya, for example, once
threw a tantrum by the swimming pool as

she did not want to leave after an hour. Ms
Mirpuri says: “She was lying on the floor,
with her hands and legs flying.”

She told the girl that she was leaving, then
walked to a nearby seat to wait, but Diya
tried to pull her back. So Ms Mirpuri lightly
pulled away.

After 15 minutes, the girl stopped crying
and went to her. Ms Mirpuri says: “Some-
times you have to let them vent, but still be
there.” Her friends were also around the pool

but she stuck to her guns.
She says it is important that Diya behaves,

to set a good example for younger sister
Riana. “Thankfully, you can explain things
to the older one, so that she understands.”

This is echoed by Ms Elysia Tan, a coun-
sellor at Touch Family Services, who says
that expectations of children should be age
appropriate. For example, coaching older
children is easier as they are better able to
judge the situation.

She says: “A young child who is allowed
to run about and talk loudly while playing at
the beach may not understand why it is
unacceptable to do so in a library.”

When children throw temper tantrums,
parents should determine if they are tired,
hungry or restless, says Mr Tony Ong, agency
head and principal social worker at Heart@
Fei Yue Child Protection Specialist Centre.
They react this way because they may not
know how to communicate otherwise.

He adds: “It depends on how you perceive
bad behaviour. Is it really bad or is it normal
for children at that age? The younger the
child, the more likely he will behave in a
certain way and you can’t tell him to sit still
and expect him to do so.”

Relationship manager Serene Lee, 35, for
example, takes turns with her husband
during long meals to take their four-year-old
daughter Chloe for short walks when she
starts to get grouchy.

With full-scale outbursts, however, Ms
Lee squats to look at Chloe in the eye. She
says: “Rather than hovering above her, I talk
to her at her level to get her full attention.

“I believe young children have their own
opinions and feelings, and even while out at
a public place, adults have to respect that.”
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L Stay as calm, reasonable and low-key
as possible. Try to move your child to a
quieter area to diffuse tension and avoid
embarrassing your child.
L Develop a plan to deal with
public misbehaviour before leaving the
house. Parents could tell their child that if
they misbehave, mum or dad will move away
– but still stay within line of sight – and that
the child could come over when his tantrum
is over.
L Avoid using words or phrases such as
“bad”, “wish you were never born” or “don’t
want you any more”, to avoid associating
a child’s behaviour with his self-worth.
L While reasoning with a brawling
child, squat down so that you are at his
level, look him in the eye and say his name.
Repeating a person’s name has a calming
effect on the one being called.
L If you are going on an outing that involves
waiting for a long time, pack books, toys and
snacks to keep your child occupied. Children
enjoy doing the same activities adults do, so
let him help with grocery shopping, such as
looking for items on the shopping list.
L Manage the child’s expectations before
heading out. Explain where the family is
going. A reward system may also work. For
example, tell the child that if he behaves well
during a trip to the supermarket, he gets to
pick a dessert for the family’s Sunday dinner.

These tips are from child experts at
Singapore Children’s Society, Touch Family
Services, Heart@Fei Yue Child Protection
Specialist Centre and Temasek
Polytechnic’s Preschool Learning Academy.

It is already June and I have not mentioned
any aspect of my daughters’ schooling in
this column so far this year.

One may imagine I have become a less
harried parent who is more concerned that
my daughters are getting a holistic educa-
tion instead of chasing after grades, in line
with the new emphasis by the Education
Ministry on developing values, character
and collaboration.

Wrong. I haven’t been writing about
school because I have been busy figuring
out, mulling over and agonising over how
to survive this academic year.

My younger daughter, Yanbei, is taking
her Primary School Leaving Examination
(PSLE) next year and studying has been
quite a slog so far.

Some schools try to finish the syllabus
ahead of schedule so that pupils can
devote more time in Primary Six to relearn
and reinforce concepts they are weak in, as
well as hone their examination skills by
doing reams and reams of practice papers.

It’s a sound strategy but one that
demands accelerated learning during the
Primary Five year.

I believe Yanbei’s school pursues such a
strategy because her pace of learning this
year has been quite daunting.

In the weeks before her recent first
semester assessment (SA1), she was

inundated with homework. It did not help
that she was in the school dance team that
participated in the Singapore Youth
Festival in April.

In the weeks before the performance,
she had to stay back in school for intensive
practice.

This curtailed her homework time, so
much so that there were occasions when
my wife more or less supplied answers for
Yanbei’s homework just to get her to go to
bed before midnight.

Yanbei is fearful of handing in blank or
largely incomplete worksheets even
though we tell her it is all right to do so.
But she is afraid of being scolded. I am
nonplussed.

In my time, it was common for teachers
to punish pupils who did not complete
their homework by asking them to stand
on chairs. Some who produced shoddy
work even had to suffer the ignominy of
seeing their exercise book torn up by the
teacher in front of the class.

But in these enlightened times, surely
not. Still, one cannot be certain if her fear
is real or imagined.

On the other hand, my fear that she was
turning in homework without understand-
ing the subject came home to roost when
she received her SA1 results for maths and
science.

My wife and I did not have high
expectations but still, it was rather
disappointing that the outcome did not
quite match the effort put in.

Of the four subjects, maths was the one
in which she had spent the most time
revising. But it was also the one in which

she scored the lowest. It was quite
demoralising for her.

As a parent, I am also beset with doubts.
I can tell that Yanbei does not have a flair
for the hard sciences, but I do see glimpses
of her ability when I supervise her work.

So what went wrong? More important-
ly, what can we do differently to improve
her results?

I discussed this with her form teacher at
a parent-teacher meeting and came away
with some sort of an action plan to put
into practice during this four-week break.

So this June break will not exactly be a
holiday for us.

At the risk of being labelled a Tiger Dad,
I have told Yanbei that I will spend time
revising maths and science with her during
this period. That means no holiday trips,
except for a short retreat to Malaysia.

To her credit, she is fine with this, as
long as it’s not all work and no play.

Yanrong, my older daughter, is equally
pleased at staying put. Secondary school
has been quite a challenge. She has been
working just as hard as she did last year
when preparing for her PSLE.

There were days during the school term
when she had the look of a zombie, the
consequence of sleeping at midnight or
later, and waking up at 6am. She told me
her situation was not uncommon.

She has seen her sleep-deprived school-
mates stretch out inelegantly on the floor
or hunch over their desk during their free
time to take a little nap.

Not surprisingly, top of her agenda this
month is sleeping in.
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Parents should have a
plan to manage public
tantrums and be firm,
but keep their cool

Coping with kids’ public tantrums

DEALING WITH TANTRUMS

June holidays mean revision time for daughter
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Relationship manager Serene Lee and her
husband take turns to take their four-year-old
daughter Chloe (both above) for short walks
during long meals.
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“It is a good
distraction
tactic and
reminds her
that she
already has
many toys
at home.”
MS NAH LI CHUAN
(right, with husband
David Boh and their
two-year-old
daughter Megan)
on her tactic of
taking her daughter’s
favourite toys on
their shopping trips
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