
PANKAJAM'S
SECRET 

C H I L D R E N
&  S E C R E T S

 Should your child be keeping
secrets from you? How can you

encourage trusting, open
communication?

P O T T Y
L E A R N I N G

 What's all the hype about?
Is there really a golden age by

which a child should be
independently eliminating?

T H E  E M O T I O N A L
B U R D E N  O F
P A R E N T I N G

 What makes parenting today so
stressful for everyone? Is it

supposed to be like this?
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When Pankajam has trouble keeping secrets, she gets chided by
her friends. Determined to show them she can be a good friend, she
chooses a less-than-ideal secret to keep... She needs to use the
potty, NOW! 

The story uses wordplay with the term “����” to describe
Pankajam's experience in controlling her bladder as she attempts
to prove to those around her that she isn’t a "blabber-mouth" and
is worthy of their friendship. It also looks at what happens when
something that should be openly communicated by a young child
(the need to use the potty) is made into a secret, instead.

There are many books in English about potty learning and they
tend to look at different ways of helping a child feel comfortable
with the actual act of sitting on the potty and feeling proud of going
diaper-free. 

But the process of potty learning is an emotional roller coaster for
the entire family, riddled with a great deal of stress and
increasingly, pressure to train the child at an earlier and earlier age.
Throughout the journey of “training” a child to eliminate
independently, caregivers carry the extra responsibility of
reminding the child to go to the toilet, for them to express their
need to go and in clearing up messes when the child forgets or
refuses to communicate their needs.

Author - Pankajam's Secret
& Founder - Nool Monsters
www.NoolMonsters.com

A B H I  K R I S H

As such, the emotional burden is high both in children and parents during this process, but there is a lack of literature that looks
at this. In fact, raising a child is filled with such experiences that we do not address often enough.

ப�கஜ�த�� ரகச�ய�, or Pankajam's Secret, aims to spark discussions around these topics. What are some stress-free
approaches to potty learning? Should children be keeping secrets? How can we encourage them to share their thoughts openly
with us? Are we taking enough time to process our own stressors and emotions as parents? How can we make parenting a
happier, more meaningful journey for the whole family?

As a start, watch the animated video, ப�கஜ�த�� ரகச�ய� (Pankajam's Secret). It's also available as a downloadable
audiobook and ebook. Then check out the interviews in this magazine with 6 Tamil Ammas from various career fields. They share
their honest experiences and tips on how to navigate parenting and the many challenges it throws at us. Be sure to try out the
simple activities they suggest to improve your bond and trust with your kids. Happy reading!

EDITOR'S NOTE
Pankajam's Secret is about the innocent, carefree moments of childhood. 

But it was also written in the hope of opening conversations around deeper,
less-spoken issues in parenting.
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BEYOND 
THE STORY
HOW CAN WE USE PANKAJAM'S TALE AT HOME?

Ask your children some questions:

- How would you feel if someone shared aloud your secrets?
- What are secrets?
- Are you a good secret keeper?
- What are examples of harmless secrets? What are secrets that   
   should never be kept?
- Have you ever felt the need to use the bathroom but hesitated to 
  go because you wanted to play or were busy doing something else? 
- Why is this bad for your body?

Spend some time reflecting:

What was the potty training experience like for you? Are you feeling
apprehensive about how to approach it?

How comfortable are you with your child keeping secrets from you?
Does your family have an agreement on which secrets are appropriate
and which ones are not?

Surprises are fun secrets! Sometimes our friends share something
personal with us, and being a good friend means not telling others. But
not all secrets are meant to be kept - especially where they concern
safety. This makes secrets a complicated topic but a necessary one to
discuss with the whole family.

Sometimes a child may feel apprehensive to tell you something that
makes them feel deeply uncomfortable. This might be for fear of
negative reaction, possibly offending you or not being taken seriously.
The best way to prevent such a situation is by creating daily
opportunities to bond and build trust. When our children feel loved,
feel safe, and are aware that their concerns will always be taken
seriously, they will not hesitate to approach us when in a dilemma.

Sound great but not too sure how to make this possible? Don't worry.
These questions and more are answered in the interviews to follow!

Remember:

Building a loving, trusting family environment that is mindful and
respectful of each member's needs and abilities is certainly a
challenge. But when we do, we nurture life-long relationships and
teach our children that their family will always stand by them. 

Remember, every child is different. Some children are emotionally and
physiologically ready to learn how to eliminate independently at a
younger age while some may need a few more years before they feel
confident. Learning how to use the potty is not a race; it is a life skill that
every child will learn eventually. (How many teens or young adults do
you know in diapers?) Well-meaning folks will certainly add pressure
during this phase but don't let it get to you. The age by which your child
learns to use the potty is not a reflection of your success as a parent!



Born in Malaysia, Usha spent the past 20 years in
Australia, the United States, and Singapore for six of
those. She is a lawyer at a global investment bank, which
she balances with parenting two young children – a 5
year-old son and a soon-to-be 3 year old daughter.  She
shares her parenting responsibilities with her spouse
and with the assistance of their lovely helper. 

She believes in advocating for those that aren’t able to
do so for themselves, and that raising children to have
kindness and empathy means more than straight As.

Usha is an active member of the Singapore Respectful
and Mindful Parenting group. You can follow her on
Instagram @ushajoy for a daily dose of joyful inspiration.

Usha Joyrama

@ USHAJOY

FOLLOW USHA

LAWYER & RESPECTFUL PARENTING ENTHUSIAST
 SINGAPORE

How would you describe your journey into parenting?

Parenting has been filled with lots of learning as we figure out the type of parenting that
resonates with us. It includes learning from like-minded parents, learning from our mistakes,
and most importantly, learning from our children as they have so much to teach us.

“Parenting may be hard. But respectful parenting is even harder.” Thoughts?

Parenting isn’t always easy, and respectful parenting at that can be challenging even in the
best of times. 

We practice respectful parenting because we believe in the outcome, and it inherently
resonates with our values and principles. It remains a journey and is strengthened by
teamwork amongst all members of the family. We buoy each other and strive to keep
ourselves accountable along the way.
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You mentioned the respectful term would be potty learning. How is this
approach different?

Some would argue semantics but I believe we can encourage and teach
good toilet habits, without forcibly training a child to choose the potty
over a nappy.

How did you approach potty learning with your own children?

We believe in listening to our bodies and taking a developmentally-
appropriate approach to learning to use the potty. My take in parenting
has been largely child-led, and that most certainly extends to learning to
use the potty.

Some of the things that have worked for us are:

1. Building positive body awareness, including using the right 
   terminology for body parts, such as “penis” and “vulva”
2. Normalising using the toilet and role-modelling good toilet 
    behaviour. For example, wiping up the seat if necessary, 
    and washing hands thoroughly
3. Setting the children up for success by having an easily-
    accessible potty, a stool by the sink, and a easily-reachable 
    hand towel
4. Offering choices - when we've seen consistent ability to hold 
    their bladder, we make underwear available so that they can 
    choose if they'd prefer to wear those or a nappy. Neither 
    option will be forced on but if underwear is opted for, we 
    remind the child to inform an adult or if at home, head 
    straight to the easily-accessible potty. 

If accidents happen, they are never criticised. We would invite the child to
help clean up, even if it's to just change their own clothes. Potty-learning,
like every step in our parenting direction, is shame-free.

Our role as parents should be to observe, encourage, and parent the
child we have. Potty-learning is a journey that takes more than just “three
days”. It can sometimes be years to go from peeing, then pooping, and
finally night-dryness!

Something every family goes through is what’s commonly referred to
as potty training. What are your thoughts on this term and the pressure
it puts on families?

'Training' a child to do anything they're not ready for isn't likely to yield
the results you intend to achieve. I believe it only sets unrealistic
expectations on everyone and doesn’t centre the child in what is an
important milestone of their childhood.

What are signs of readiness for independent elimination?

There is no magic age where a child is meant to stop wearing nappies as
controlling one’s bodily functions is a fundamental skill that children
develop at some point. The ability to communicate that they would like
to eliminate and sustaining longer intervals between elimination would
be key signs of readiness in our household. Our kids have also expressed
readiness by taking an interest in other family members' visits to the
toilet. Children can sometimes benefit from slight nudges when they
show many signs that they are ready to use the potty. However, we
refrain from extrinsic rewards, such as sticker charts or lollies, to
encourage successful attempts.

Did you receive criticism  for your approach? 

No, we have not received any criticism for parenting the way we do. We
know this is what suits us and our family and we are happy to share
what works for us, when we are asked.



Could you recommend an activity that can help strengthen bonds within the family? 

As part of our bedtime routine, once books are read and the lights turned off, we hold hands and talk about our day. We ask each other what made us
feel happy, proud or calm, and then talk about what made us feel sad, uncomfortable, angry, or upset. It's a meaningful way for us to discuss our
feelings and listen to each other. Sometimes we include a guided meditation, and we always finish off with a calming sleep story. 



Autism is a neurodevelopmental disability. No specific causes are known but it is said that it is a mix of
genetic and environmental factors. It’s difficult to pinpoint one cause because each autistic presents
differently. Our brain does a lot of different functions; from interpreting the stimuli around us to
controlling our body’s internal and external reactions to that stimuli. Autism is like faulty wiring in the
brain which affects the person’s interpretation and reaction to stimuli. The fascinating thing about the
brain is that some of the functions can be rewired through repetition and therapies at any age.

Younger children tend to rewire faster which is why early diagnosis and intervention are important.
However, these new pathways that were rewired are not as strong as the ones that are naturally built
and hence are susceptible to breakdown more easily when overloaded, causing meltdowns. 

Common traits of autism would be: 
- Difficulties in communicating and socializing with others
- Repetitive behaviors
- Sensory processing issues
- Narrow special interests
- Rigidity in schedules and practices

A medical diagnosis looks at autism from the point of deficiencies. The outlook given is not encouraging
because it’s not easily predictable. The social concept of neurodiversity embraces autism and other
mental health conditions as a spectrum of conditions that make us unique. It likens neurology to be
different just like we are physically all different; with our own individual strengths and weaknesses.

What is autism?

Sakthi is a Stay at Home Mom (SAHM) and
has 2 daughters - 5 and 3 years old. Her
older daughter was diagnosed with Autism
Spectrum Disorder in 2019 and since then
she has been navigating the world of
parenting a child with different needs. 

As part of this journey, she has found gaps in
the general awareness and acceptance of
Autism in the community. Further, due to a
paucity of resources, particularly in Tamil
about Autism, she decided to contribute
through her social media blog Anbudan
Autism where she shares information and
her personal experiences in both Tamil and
English. 

She hopes that with more awareness and
better understanding, there will be greater
acceptance of autistic children as well as
their diverse needs. 

You can follow Anbudan Autism on
Instagram and Facebook.

Sakthi  Tharsan

@ ANBUDAN.
AUTISM

FOLLOW 
SAKTHI

FOUNDER, ANBUDAN AUTISM
SINGAPORE
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Firstly, we have to accept our children fully and emotionally
come to terms with the fact that they are different. This means
accepting that their needs are different and those needs have
to be met in order for the child to thrive. 

Secondly, is the worry of providing for these needs, in the
present and the future. Therapies and other support systems
may be expensive and cause financial strains for some families.
Generally, a parent would expect their children to be fully
independent (employed and self-sufficient) in their early 20s.
For parents of autistic children, we don’t even know if our
children will ever be employed or self-sufficient. We don’t know
what would happen to our children when we pass on because
we have been supporting them in many different ways
throughout their lives. So again, we worry about the future. 

Thirdly, we worry a lot about how society views our children. A
lot of times, a child who is different is also treated differently. It
is one thing for the parent to accept their child’s differences. I
don’t expect society to fully understand their needs. All I ask is
that the child is treated with the same respect and dignity as
any other child.  

Fourth, is finding the right support systems for the child in
terms of therapies, schools, healthcare, employment, etc.
These things need to meet our child's needs and support their
strengths and weaknesses. Seeking out the right fit for our child
takes a lot of time and effort. 

The fifth is having the mindspace to handle the child’s different
needs - tantrums, meltdowns, etc. We need a lot of emotional
strength to keep up with all of these in addition to the stresses
we already face in our family, work, and society. 

Lastly, we have guilt for spending more time with special needs
children compared to their sibling(s) or our spouses. It requires
a lot of understanding and sacrifices from the whole family to
acknowledge that the autistic child may require more time and
support. 

YES. Our emotional burdens are a million times intensified!

As a parent of a child with autism, do you feel the emotional
burden of parenting is intensified? How so?

Was it hard for you to accept the diagnosis?

Initially, I was upset, just like any other parent. 

It took time to understand what autism was, how it affects my
child, and how to navigate this new system of early intervention
and diagnostic procedures. 

I was blaming myself as the reason she was autistic and wondered
if somehow I could have prevented it. I was drowning in a sea of
information, my emotions, and managing societal expectations of
me and my child. It took me a lot of time to find the right resources
which focused on supporting the needs of my child rather than
trying to ‘cure’ her. 

The biggest support that pushed me towards acceptance was
parent support groups. Sharing sessions with parents who have
walked down the same path as I really helped me to gain
perspective. 



With regard to day-to-day interactions – what are some difficulties your
daughter faces? What are some methods you’ve found effective in calming her?

My daughter, specifically, has difficulties in understanding the societal
expectations of her in new situations. So we prepare her beforehand of what are
the things she can and cannot do in the given circumstances. 

A lot of things are beyond anyone’s control, e.g. sensory triggers like too much
background noise, bright lights, people’s reactions to her actions, and sudden
changes in schedule due to unforeseen circumstances. During those times, if we
are able to foresee a meltdown, we will try to mitigate it by distracting her with
books, toys or moving her to a different location. If it is really something that is
beyond our control and she has a meltdown, we first try to keep her safe and
reassure her. Then we try some calming strategies like singing, breathing, or
sensory toys like play-doh, slime, or water beads. 

These methods involve a lot of trial and error and don't work all the time so we
have to be adaptable and use whatever we have on hand to calm her down. More
importantly, we have to learn to remain calm and handle meltdowns patiently.
Our reactions to their meltdowns matter and being accepting of their difficulties
rather than punishing or scolding them for it makes a big difference in the long
run. It takes a lot of time and mindful practice to get it right. 

In the beginning, were you able to find the resources you needed to parent an
autistic child confidently? 

There are two ways of looking at autism; the medical way by looking at bridging
the deficiencies, or the neurodiverse way by acknowledging the weaknesses but
focusing on the person’s strengths. 

Generally, at the point of diagnosis, we’d only hear about the medical side of
things. I had to read widely to look for resources that balanced both my daughter’s
strengths and weaknesses and provide holistic support. With social media
platforms, it was quite easy to find advice from actual autistic adults from around
the world, sharing their experiences of the things that helped them the most when
they were younger. Hearing their stories was really eye-opening and broadened
my mind to a lot of new perspectives on how best I could support my daughter. 

There is still a huge gap in Tamil resources because most of them talk only from
the medical professionals’ view of autism but not so much about parents’
experiences or actual autistics’ points of view. 

Why Anbudan Autism?

When thinking of a name for my blog/insta page, my first thought was Autism
Amma (Autism mom) because I wanted to model my page like a ‘mom blog’
while including my Tamil identity. But a friend asked, 'What about the appas
(fathers)? And all the other people in the autistic's life?' Since the one thing that
unites all the above is the love that they share, we landed on Anbudan Autism!

Anbudan/அ��ட� in Tamil means 'with love'. The key to autism is love.
Love to accept the child and support them; love to appreciate the differences;
love to keep going during the good and bad times. I believe that inclusiveness is
also based on love and respect for everyone regardless of their differences. So
Anbudan Autism was a good way of encompassing neurodiversity, acceptance,
and inclusiveness. 



Potty learning. What was your experience with your girls? Was the approach different with your
neurotypical (NT) and autistic child?

My experience with potty learning for my 2 daughters was totally different. My autistic child
initially used to be afraid of sitting on the toilet and found the flush noises to be loud. So we had
to slowly get her used to these things by breaking down the steps of toileting into simpler skills. 

We used storybooks, visuals, and social stories to teach her the steps and help her understand. A
rewards chart motivated her to keep trying to use the toilet and maintain consistency. It also took
her a bit longer to understand the sensation of needing to void; sometimes she would come
rushing to the toilet at the last minute. For my NT daughter, the process was slightly easier as we
only started when she was ready and used a lot of the same stories and visuals to prepare her. 

Good-touch. Bad-touch. How can this topic be broached successfully with an autistic child?

I feel it can be taught successfully using tools such as visuals and social stories. It may require
more open communication and reminders, especially at times when they are learning more about
their bodies and get curious. So apart from teaching factual things about their body, autistic
children need to be explicitly taught about socially acceptable norms e.g when it is ok to be
naked. 

What changes in the community can make it easier for you to raise an autistic child?

I think the community could be a lot more inclusive. A lot of times, things are designed for the
majority, and children with disabilities end up falling through the cracks because the systems
were designed as such. I think we should view progress as no child left behind and having each
child’s needs being supported. Rather than excluding someone because they are different, I think
we need to think about what can be changed so that everyone is included. People can also be a
lot more empathetic. Rather than judge a child who is having a difficult time, see how they can
help the child or the parent. 

In this story, Panjakam is chided for not being able to keep secrets. What are your thoughts on
children and secrets? And does it apply to autistics?

Personally, I feel that telling a child to keep secrets from an adult teaches the child that the
grownup cannot be trusted, thus putting a strain on their relationship. Children need to know the
difference between a fun secret like a present or a surprise  from something more serious. 

Autistics usually do not understand the social concept of secrecy so they are brutally honest to the
extent that they come across as rude. Essentially, we need to break down the social construct of a
secret- What is a good secret? What is a bad secret? This can be done through visuals/social
stories. 

For autistic children it takes longer because the child may not have the necessary skills for
toileting; taking off their bottoms, listening to their body cues, etc. Their sense of interoception
(the feeling of what is happening inside the body) is weak. It takes them longer to understand the
cues of their bodies when they need to void. Using visuals/social stories for teaching is a great way
to build an understanding of the concept. The steps also need to be broken down and taught
individually sometimes e.g. practicing unzipping and unbuttoning, pulling down the pants,
putting the bottoms back on, etc. Reminders even after the child is toilet trained may be
necessary as planning ahead may be weak. E.g. going to the toilet before a trip because the toilet
may not be available readily. 

Another problem is gut issues which are especially common among autistic children, which may
cause difficulties in pooping. This may cause them to be averse to using the toilet to poo. 

Parents need to be patient and take it step-by-step. Wait for the child to be ready first and not
force it upon the child. Some children may take longer and have regressions. Focus on progress
and they will eventually get there.

Is there an activity you enjoy doing with your daughter that helps you bond and build trust?

We love doing a lot of things together like reading, playing, and exploring new places outside. She likes learning about how things work and for me, it
keeps me on my toes because I also learn new things while looking for answers to her questions. We love going to the library to find new books on the
things she is interested in. Recently, we have found that cooking together has also been a good way to teach her fine motor skills while we bond.



Tell us about your journey from journalist to an childhood teacher.

Kokilavani Silvarathi is an Early Childhood Teacher
and mother to 5 year-old Saktthiveelan. She is a
Singaporean based in Perth, Western Australia.

Completing her Masters in Teaching (Early
Childhood) opened her eyes to a vibrant and
beautiful time that is called 'childhood'. She
believes that every child is competent and capable
regardless of how young they are. Being an
advocate for young children in an environment
that judges children based on milestones and
academic prowess have been an internal struggle.

Kokilavani  Si lvarathi  

@VANIBANI

FOLLOW 
KOKILAVANI

EARLY CHILDHOOD TEACHER

Being a journalist took a lot of time away from my family and friends. I missed out on
many moments. As I was shopping for a career change, I came across the Masters of
Teaching (Early Childhood) from the University of Melbourne. I liked the way the modules
sounded, and set off on my journey, which has been nothing short of a roller coaster ride.
And of course, I enjoyed spending time with my young nieces and nephews.

I started the course with an open mind, and was surprised (and sometimes shocked) at
revelations I made along the way. This was in 2012, and here I am in 2021, still being an
Early Childhood Teacher. If anything, it has made me question my parenting style, and
how I view my child.

AUSTRALIA
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Pressure to perform – what effect does this have on young minds?

Studies have shown that parents do need to put some pressure on
children for them to excel in their studies. However, it is also known
that some children are under too much pressure to perform, whether
in their academics or other abilities such as sports or music. 

Don't get me wrong, setting high expectations on our children is
healthy. But constant pressure isn't. If our child is worrying that every
homework assignment is going to make or break their class position,
or that they need to perform a certain way in sport, that is a build-up
of stress and anxiety. Higher rates of mental illness issues, self-esteem
problems, and sleep deprivation are some negative impacts on
children's minds. 

What can we do instead? I think, firstly, we need to ask ourselves, as
parents, why is our child's success in an area so important to us? I
believe it is pertinent to place importance on the process rather than
the product. Encourage children to give their best, and believe it when
they say they have. Allow them the space to express themselves and
their feelings about their performance. 

I think if they feel that they are heard, that will encourage them, rather
than them having to feel like they've disappointed us as parents. 

Studies have shown that children will perform academically when
they are ready physiologically. Could you elaborate?

A physiologically well-developed child is able to perform fine and
gross motor skills appropriate to his/her age, has the abilities to sit up
straight, sit still, pay attention ("school stuff") and has the fine motor
control necessary for holding a pencil and writing. 

But children are constantly rushed into having these skills, without
being given the opportunities to develop them. We lead sedentary
lifestyles now. The lack of movement leads to a decrease in active,
outdoor play, and this is crucial for children to develop the muscle
strength and coordination they need to complete school tasks such as
sitting upright, writing and paying attention. Young children need to
spend two to three hours a day in active play. But how many of us are
able to afford our children this basic need?

Could you share examples from your classroom of children not
coping due to unreadiness and external pressure?

Children, in general, are resilient and adaptable. But I've observed
signs of unreadiness when they are squirming excessively, fidgeting,
acting impulsively, tired, and at other times, moving quickly or unable
to control their movements. I'm also aware, however, that these signs
are sometimes difficult to interpret. 

There's a general consensus among parents that school is what
matters. That academic learning is what matters. As long as their
children are "learning" in that sense, they feel what they are doing is
working. "What is the need to rock the boat?" 

However, we need to ask ourselves if this is what is best for the long-
term healthy development of our children. And it is a hard question.



What's the right age for potty learning?

The age at which a parent starts the potty learning
process differs from family to family, but many seem to be
starting by as early as 10 months. Which is great and fine if
the child is ready. But for parents who want to follow their
child's lead and take a slower approach (which is also
great), many, unfortunately, receive flak for going against
the grain. There's a bit of unspoken competition isnt
there? "My child was potty trained at 10 months!" 

Children will be ready when they can tell you that they are
wet, or can tell you when they are about to do a wee or
poo. That can be at 10 months old or at 4 years old. It
really doesn't matter. It is not an indicator for adult
success.

How did you approach potty learning? Did you receive
criticism from friends and family? 

I took my son's lead. He isn't going to be in nappies his
whole life, so what is the rush? He wore nappies till the
age of 4.5, and would ask for a nappy the moment he got
home from school. To me, I was more concerned about
whether he was using the toilet at school or if he was
holding it in till he got back home. If it was the latter,  well
then, he wasn't exactly toilet learning, was he? Seemed he
was setting himself up for an infection!

So I allowed him the nappy when he was at home. He's 5.5
years old now, and I can proudly say that he toilet trained
himself. He was ready, and he hardly had any accidents in
the process. I didn't receive criticism but I had questions.
"He's two! Why is he still in nappies?", "My grandson is one
and he's already potty trained!" These types of
statements. 

It did make me sad and sometimes doubtful about my
parenting style, but I plowed on. I think my kind of child-
led parenting is only now slowly starting to catch on.



Could you recommend a simple activity that a parent and child
can do together to improve their trust?

I find most parents struggle with trusting their children with
taking risks. For example, putting away glass objects. Yes, they
may fall and shatter, but that is part of the learning process for
them. They learn to be careful thereafter. Allowing them "yes"
spaces - safe spaces where children can be left to their devices -
are the first steps to building trusting bonds with children. These
spaces can be as big or small as afforded by parents, but it needs
to be a space that children do not hear, "Don't touch this!" or
"Don't take that!" It will also, obviously, take the child's
development into consideration. 

I have two trolleys filled with art and craft materials (scotch tape
dispensers, scissors, ribbons, glue, all sorts of paints, etc.) for
Saktthi, my son, to use to create. It's his space, and only his. He
uses it independently, within boundaries and agreements that we
drew up together. Another idea of "space" - allowing children to
express themselves. Very young children co-regulate, they do not
self-regulate. By giving them the space to express themselves,
and by taking their emotions, feelings, thoughts and opinions
seriously, we can gain their trust. They are people too, albeit
smaller in size.

How can parents approach the topic of secrets?

Secrets can be safe or unsafe, and it is important to ascertain this
difference with young children. An unsafe secret is being asked to
do something that your child is uncomfortable doing and being
told to keep quiet about it. With young children, safety is more of
a priority than privacy. You have to know that if something was
wrong they would tell you. That is about building up a sense of
trust – if they feel you are being too controlling or judgemental,
they are less likely to tell you.

Parenting is exhausting. Respectful, mindful parenting is more
so. What are your thoughts on this statement?

It is absolutely true. I started off well, but separating from my
spouse brought about new challenges. Respectful, mindful
parenting is about setting boundaries and keeping to them, and
about natural consequences. I honestly struggle with keeping
myself calm in some situations, given how we have triggers, too.
Most of us are still unlearning and relearning ways of parenting,
and it is fine.

How can a parent better cope with their own emotions?

When you feel flustered, walk away. Count to ten. Do some
breathing exercises. What we are doing through these actions is
role-modeling self-regulation techniques. This is a timely
reminder even to myself. And if you do yell, it's okay. Explain to
your children that you were working through some big emotions,
and that wasn't the best way to express the emotions. In this
situation, you're telling your children that it's okay to make
mistakes too.  

Should children keep secrets?
It depends really. Some privacy is important, too. Children don't
want to feel that they're constantly watched. This is where
parents can build trust with their children.
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Vithiyah Muthukumar 

Please tell us about your journey in becoming a psychologist.

Having been exposed to mental health conditions in my family, I knew early on that I had wanted to do clinical psychology. This became more
certain when I worked as a case manager in NUH, providing supportive counselling for women with various mental health conditions. This
prompted me to do my Masters on a healthcare scholarship, and here I am!

What is Mandala Wellness and Psychology Practice? 

Mandala was envisioned to provide affordable and accessible psychological services for all. While in the healthcare sector, I noticed there was
need for shorter wait times but private practices often cost too much for a lot of people. This prompted me to envision the “affordable private
practice”.

Parenting can feel like an emotional struggle for many of us from the day we begin. But we have very few avenues to talk about our
stressors without judgment. How well are today’s parents coping with these stressors? 

A lot of parents tend to internalise their struggles. There is an unspoken expectation to be “perfect” parents, which makes it difficult to admit
that they are struggling. New mothers, especially, have a hard time with this as they are also in the phase of figuring out how to be a parent
while healing from the effects of the pregnancy and delivery. There is a dramatic change in their roles and lives to say the least. When I work
with parents, I tend to help them understand certain biases that they may be internalising (e.g. perfect parenting, I can’t make mistakes) and
guide them in navigating their roles while preserving their mental wellness.

Therapy has a negative stigma in our community. What are your thoughts on this? What are the benefits it can offer to the individual and
their loved ones?

Mental health in general has a lot of stigma; people dont want to be labelled. However, this is getting better with the younger generation of 20
to 30 year olds. Psychotherapy is not just for people with a mental health condition. It is for anyone who wants to navigate through difficult
times, wanting clarity for decisions or simply looking to learn healthier coping skills. 

Ms Vithiyah Muthukumar has a decade of diverse experience in the field of mental health, initiating from within the Singapore public health system. She is the
founder of Mandala Wellness and Psychology Practice, which was started to provide accessible and affordable mental health services along with promoting
mental health awareness and mental wellness.

Vithiyah holds a Bachelors Degree (Cum Laude) in Psychology and Management from Singapore Management University and completed her Masters Degree in
Clinical Psychology from the National University of Singapore, on a Healthcare scholarship. She currently works with adults experiencing a range of mental
health conditions and couples undergoing marital conflict. She has a special interest in neuropsychiatric and neurodevelopmental conditions, LGBTQ+ mental
wellness and conducting psychological assessments for adults and children. Aside from this, she has extensive experience in conducting mental health related
education and skills training workshops for public, community and health care workers.

Mandala Wellness & Psychology Practice | 77 High Street, High Street Plaza, #03-10, S179433 | 8339 3586 | MandalaPsychology.com.sg

http://www.mandalapsychology.com.sg/


For someone who has never approached therapy – could you
tell us what the process is like? What can we expect? Do
children need therapy, too?

Children do benefit from therapy too. Generally, for the younger
ones, therapy is set around play. For adults, you can expect an
intake session where the therapist attempts to understand
relevant history, critical incidences and core beliefs. Thereafter,
you would set your goals for therapy and work on therapeutic
techniques to reach these goals. The number and frequency of
sessions vary based on the client and the difficulties presented.
There are various modalities of therapy e.g. cognitive
behavioural therapy, emotion-focused therapy, mindfulness-
based cognitive therapy and so on. The therapist usually
decides on the modality based on their expertise and the
client's needs.

Emotional readiness in children – how does it affect a child
when they are pushed beyond their capability?

When children are pushed beyond their abilities without
scaffolding, they tend to get very anxious or stressed. This is
often shown behaviourally (e.g crying, avoiding the toilet, trying
to hold their bladder or bowel movements). Parents often tend
to punish these behaviours, which then increases their distress
further. 

How can we help children take the first step towards big
transitions? (Eg. potty training, new sibling, divorce)

We can help by sharing stories of other children preparing for
the same. These could be stories on how to overcome the
difficulties or even use songs that help with understanding.

In the story, Pankajam is chided for not being able to keep
secrets. What are your thoughts on this? Is it appropriate for
a child to keep a secret?

It may not always be appropriate for children to keep secrets.
There tends to be a lot of shame or guilt surrounding secret
keeping that can affect the child in the long run.

The plot in the story, Pankajam's Secret, is still fairly
harmless. But there are situations where it is not ideal for a
child to keep secrets yet they are afraid to speak up. Can you
share some examples of these and what may have led to the
child keeping mum? 

This may happen when there is bullying or abuse-related
experiences. The children often fear parental response or worry
that they would be blamed for their experiences. They may also
worry that the bully or perpetrator may intend more harm on
them or their family if they report this.

How can a parent encourage open communication?

Parents can encourage this by modelling the behaviours they
would like to see. For example, by sharing their day, talking
about the challenges they faced or the emotions they felt.



Good-touch bad-touch. At what age should a parent approach this topic and how? Is it only for one gender? 

As soon as children begin to show interest in independence, it is a good time to first help them take ownership of their bodies. For example,
asking them to wash their own at shower time or asking them for permission. For example, "Is it ok for me to help you wash up?" 

Children should also not be forced to show physical affection when they are uncomfortable. Encouraging them to show affection in ways
that they are comfortable would help with ownership. For example, exchanging high fives instead of hugs. 

We often use shame around children when it comes to their bodies, instead, we can use ownership. "This is your body and no one should
touch you if you are uncomfortable. It is wrong for them to do so." This applies to all genders.

Here is a useful resource on YouTube made available by the nonprofit, Barbara Sinatra Children’s Center Foundation, in conjunction with
Wonder Media. Click here to watch. 

Could you suggest an activity a parent can try at home that will help improve their trust and communication with their child?

Dinner time sharing is a great way to improve communication. Parents can share their day and encourage children to share theirs. Working
together on craft activities while speaking is another non-confrontational way to do this. 

Try not to judge or be critical of your children when they share difficulties or mistakes. Instead, encourage them to learn and problem solve.
This will create an environment of openness. Where possible validate their feelings. For example, "This must be hard for you. Were you
upset? That would have made me upset, too."

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uAD17zMgjHc


Tell us about your journey and how Amma Today started.

Vaishali is a high school teacher who discovered that
parenting is as fun as teaching genetics. She has
always wanted to ignite young minds, and her career
began when she volunteered with national-level
literacy campaigns in India. She would rush off to the
Mumbai slums after college hours, teaching (and
learning from) the children there.

Vaishali has a strong inclination towards inclusive
education, prodding her to also do a diploma in
learning disabilities. She is a Tedx speaker and
strongly believes that nurturing the children of today
is the only way towards creating a peaceful and
progressive society.

When not busy reading with or to her children, she
blogs @ammatoday about early learning, montessori
at home, and gentle parenting.

Vaishali  Balasundaram 

@AMMATODAY

FOLLOW 
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EDUCATOR, MONTESSORIAN & WRITER 

I'm an educator by profession. Even while I was doing my Masters in biotechnology, I
volunteered with the British Council, and Teach India campaigns. I quit my job as a high
school biology teacher a couple of months before my eldest was born. Even before she
was born, I had a basic inkling of what I was comfortable with and not when it comes to
parenting, thanks to my Montessori background. 

As a young first time mom, there was a lot of noise around me, and I started writing about
the books we read, early learning activities and why respectful parenting matters, as a
way to quiten the noise within. 

That was how AmmaToday was born, and the fact that we are now a community of close
to 25,000 millenial parents is a happy bonus. 

I believe that motherhood is not limiting. Parenting when done mindfully can be spiritual,
strengthen our bond with our children while infusing us with energy for our creative
pursuits. 
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How can new parents  journey into parenting mindfully?

Try to be in the moment. In the early days, everything is chaotic
and new. Cries can be triggering and one may feel overwhelmed.
But just be fully present wherever you are. Watch your feelings and
responses. 

Many of us are swayed by the shiny images we see on social
media but the real game of parenting is very different and leaves
many of us jaded from the get go. 

It is important to remember that what we see on social media is
about 1% of real life. And everyone's journey is different. Educate
yourself, read articles, listen to podcasts, hear out what the family
and friends say. Reach out for support whenever you need.
Surround yourself with a village of empathetic well wishers. But
take an informed decision by focusing on the within and what the
primal instinct says. 

Parenting is a minefield of judgement and being the “ideal
parent” by today’s standards are extremely hard. How can a
parent approach parenting so it remains a nourishing,
meaningful experience rather than a race?

Parenting is a very personal and spiritual journey. There is no use
comparing our journey with someone else, or even comparing our
journey with the first child, with our second. 

And let me break the bubble, there is no ideal parent. We are born
as parents with the child. We fail a few times and learn every day.
And if we are lucky, we may catch those tiny moments that
actually make the journey worthwhile - like when a small incident
lays bare our childhood triggers, or when we are mindful enough
to watch our child connect something we said a few days back to
what they see today. 

Building trust with our children is a long-term effort. How can a
parent build trust in the early months of infancy?

Respect and response. In the early months, when the child is still
adjusting to life outside the womb, parents (our voice, heartbeat,
etc) are the points of reference for the baby. We have a duty to
help the child relate to the environment and show them that the
world is a wonderful place with love, where their needs will always
be met.
 
The simplest way to do it- lots of emotional bonding through skin
to skin or cuddles or even carrying and holding the baby.
Responding to their cries on time with either food, or music or
patting tells them, "Hey, I'm here for you, and trying to understand
you. I've got your back. You can lean on me."

Lastly, respecting the child. Respecting the child's need to
Observe-Routine-Calm. Giving them the space to observe without
interruption, set a routine, and soothe them if agitated. 



Regressions. Sometimes all our effort to establish trust, a routine or a
learning milestone gets undone in a moment as we see the child regress in
their behaviour. It’s extremely tiring and frustrating. How can parents cope
with regressions? 

We have had a few regressions around toilet independence ourselves. The first
step would be to identify the stressor and remove it. In our case, it was the shifting
of our house, and a new washroom. There wasn't much we could do about the
change, so we removed the stress of achieving toilet learning. I also think it is
important to address the stressor in case of fear, etc. We focused on strengthening
the connection and maintaining a safe space through play. Just focus on security,
keep the regular rituals going and have patience. 

There are grown ups who struggle with empathy and accountability. Can it be
taught to children? How?

I think it can. Children love purposeful work. When we trust a child with important
work, they feel accountable. Simple toddler chores like say, setting the dinner
table tells them they are involved, and an important part of dinner. If they are late ,
everyone's dinner is late. They do a fab job to contribute to their family.

For empathy - be a good role model and let the children watch you empathize with
others. It is so easy to diss someone else's behaviour in the playground or when
watching news or discussing stories. We use the 'there are no bad people. People
may do bad things'' statement. When we read books or story tell, we have
conversations on why someone did what they did, what could they have done
instead, etc.  This also means, when the child makes a mistake or has a difficult
feeling, we show them empathy and grace; and what it feels like to be validated. 

We hear the term “modelling behavior” a lot. What exactly does this mean?

Children learn through observing us and will imitate their parents to the T. Not just
the explicit way of talking, but the implicit change of our voice when angry or the
fact that we don't always replace the oil can after use. (True examples from my
life). 

This means that we have to be, or atleast try to be what we expect from our
children. In all walks of life. Extend grace and courtesy to all the people we meet,
be honest and kind, stand up for ourselves, be thoughtful to the members of the
family etc. And for this we need to be self-aware of our own thoughts and
behaviours. Because the littles ones are always watching. 

Sometimes it’s hard trying to understand a verbal child during a meltdown. How
then do we connect with a non-verbal infant or toddler and understand their
needs?

Only by connecting. When we are attuned to the baby (and with enough practice of
course),  we notice the subtle changes in tone of crying. We are aware of changes
in say, temperature for a baby and know that it is crying from feeling cold and not
hunger. When we give importance to a toddler's need for order, we will be able to
notice that the meltdown is simply because we placed their shoes on a different
shelf, or because they are in need of movement. 

Can you recommend a simple activity that a parent and child can do together to
improve their trust?

We have something called special time. This has come in handy especially after the
arrival of my younger child. We allocate 12 special minutes for just me and my
preschooler and set the alarm clock. This is our special time, and no one gets to
disturb us. I keep my phone away come what may, and am fully present. We do
anything she decides. Some days it is silly dancing, some days we play shadow.
Most days we read and cuddle. This special time is a reminder that she is loved,
that I value my time with her, and that I honour the promise of doing what she
wants, mindfully. 



Why did you become a storyteller? Tell us about your journey.

Srividhya Venkat is a children's author and former early
childhood educator who discovered her passion for oral
storytelling six years ago. 

Her picture book, The Clever Tailor, is among the 2020
South Asia Book Award's (SABA) Highly Commended
Books and has won the 2019 SCBWI Crystal Kite Award.
Her other published works include The Tree Boy, Lunch-
Friends and Pickle Mania. Her upcoming book, Dancing
in Thatha’s Footsteps is lined up to be released this
summer. 

Srividhya has been part of the annual 398.2 Storytelling
Festival in Singapore since its inception in 2015. She is
an active member of the Federation of Asian Storytellers
(FEAST) and Society for Children’s Book Writers and
Illustrators (SCBWI).  

Srividhya Venkat 

@ SRIVIDHYA
VENKAT

FOLLOW 
SRIVIDHYA

STORYTELLER CUM CHILDREN'S AUTHOR

My grandmother was the first storyteller I knew. Then my mother, who is also a
writer. My siblings and I were lucky to have access to books through a small
shop-library. Being the youngest in my family had its benefits. But I also liked to
spend time with other kids younger than me. Stories were often the means to
connect with them, in the form of books and imaginative play.

As an adult, apart from my volunteer experiences at the local library, I had my
nephew, nieces and my own children to share stories with. As my children grew
older, I encouraged them to participate in plays in our local community, where I
taught dance and drama for special events. Such occasions provided further
opportunities for storytelling. 

Even as a kindergarten teacher, storytelling was the basis of several school
events such as annual school plays, celebration of festivals, and puppet shows.
All these experiences have made me the storyteller I am today.
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Do you think storytelling can be used as a tool to help children
through difficult emotional periods?

Yes. Storytelling can serve as a tool to discuss difficult topics, such
as bullying, loss of a loved one, or other distressing experiences. It
reassures children that they are not alone in facing difficult
situations and prepares them to learn to confront challenges.
Storytelling also encourages them to express their thoughts and
discuss their feelings.

How does storytelling nourish a child?

Storytelling helps in the development of vocabulary and language
skills. It ignites imagination and creative thinking, and instills a love
for reading. Not only that, it also stimulates socio-emotional
learning and builds on their confidence.

Storytelling seems daunting, it’s like having to put on a show!
Parents are largely hesitant to try it at home as they worry about
looking or sounding silly. Any words of wisdom?

There’s nothing daunting about storytelling. The whole idea is to
lighten up and ‘become a child’ by being silly and having fun with
your little one. The only thing you need is to have a story you like
and know well. You could make props, or use your child’s toys as
characters in the story. Weave in the rhymes your child already
knows. Enjoy what you do and your child will have fun, too!

What are the benefits of storytelling for caregivers and how can
they approach it with their children within their own homes? 

Storytelling helps caregivers find a way to bond with the children.
Even if kids do not give 100% attention to the story, it’s important to
keep going as long as they are within listening range. 
 
Storytelling can be done through picture books, dolls, and toys,
simple puppets made at home with the child, and play-acting. The
entire process of storytelling is a wonderful way to interact and
grow closer to our children.

Is there a personal instance you can share where storytelling
tools helped you navigate a difficult situation?

When he was young, my son was anxious about his first airplane
ride. We read him a story about a girl’s journey on an airplane to go
visit her cousins, just like we were supposed to. The story not only
put him at ease, but also made him want to read the book several
times. Over the years, air travel has become one of his favorite
things to do. 

You’re an avid reader. Any books you’d recommend that tackle
sticky topics but lend themselves for read-alouds that parents
can attempt at home?

Be Kind by Pat Zietlow Miller
We're All Wonders by R.J.Palacio
The Rabbit Listened by Cori Doerrfield

You are also a multi-published picture book author. What new
stories can we look forward to?

My upcoming picture book, Dancing in Thatha’s Footsteps, is about
a boy who wants to learn Bharatanatyam dance, but is hesitant due
to gender barriers, until his grandfather tries to help. The book is
published by Yali Books, New York.

https://yalibooks.com/books/dancing-in-thathas-footsteps/
http://www.yalibooks.com/


Is there a storytelling-based activity you can suggest for readers to try at home with their kids to improve their bond and trust?

To make things more interesting after storytelling, the story can be re-enacted through imaginative play with toys and dolls. And if there’s time
and interest, you could even create your own simple puppets (using craft paper or socks or other scrap fabric) for the storytelling.

What was the potty learning phase like for your family when your children were younger?

When I became a parent for the first time, I was a little anxious in the beginning. But by talking to other parents and reading relevant articles,
I tried out various ways to succeed with potty learning. I began to relax and not treat it as a problem. When the parent is relaxed, so is the
child, leading to success in learning to independently eliminate.

With the second child, we were more easygoing because of previous experience with the first one. Besides, we’d learned that every child is
different and takes his/her own sweet time. It is important not to put pressure on the child, but keep encouraging him/her.

Did you face any pressure? Were there difficulties?

In the beginning, yes. This pressure came from comparing our daughter's progress in potty learning with that of other kids we knew. 
The preschool/daycare center we were considering also required her to be able to use the potty before admission. 

But soon, we also learned that every child is different in achieving their milestones. We did not want to pressure our daughter and decided
that there was no point forcing the task upon ourselves and her. It had to be a pleasant experience, rather than a painful chore.  



JEGANNATH
RAMANUJAM

@ JEGAN.ANIMATION

FOLLOW JEGAN

Jegannath Ramanujam (Jegan)  is the founder of Creative Hands, an initiative he created
to fulfil his passion towards teaching and educating students about art and animation.
Through his workshops he hopes to enhance people's knowledge of art and in turn create
stronger awareness that art is for everyone and really, anyone can be an artist if they put
their heart into it. He aims to build a bridge between art and animation so that more
people can experience the joy of seeing their drawings come to life. 

Jegan is the artist and animator behind the story, ப�கஜ�த�� ரகச�ய�.

How have you been promoting Tamil through your initiatives?
Other than conducting workshops and lessons in Tamil, I collaborate with partners to
merge art and animation in Tamil. Essentially, this is merging hard skills together with soft
skills. For example, we create puppets or characters using stop-motion techniques and
string them together in the form of storytelling in Tamil.

What are some challenges in engaging Tamil audiences?
There is always interest from those who want to learn something new or those who want
to try their hand at an area of interest for them. But to tune new audiences towards your
initiative is always a challenge. I would not classify this as an issue particularly targeting
Tamil audiences, they've been pretty supportive so far! But I do wish there was a greater
appreciation of art and willingness to boost the child’s interest in pursuing art, if there are
signs of eagerness. Although art is not a ‘major’ subject such as English, Math or Science,
the current situation in our world has changed and there are so many opportunities for us
to choose and succeed as artists. I would say that this mindset can lead to better
engagement and participation in arts programmes.

How do you use art to engage your own children? Any tips for readers to try at home?

Art is a world of its own where creativity and imagination run wild. You can make a child
eat vegetables using art. You can make a child learn maths creatively with art. Art is a tool
that you can incorporate to make things that seem hard be understood easily because it
stirs eagerness to learn within the recipient. I use art to stir curiosity and to teach my kids
Tamil. We paint and learn letters at the same time. Using art to nudge learning is a subtle
way of teachings kids indirectly. Try it and you will see how it works!

If you had to choose a Tamil nursery rhyme to illustrate, what would you choose?

The classic ‘Nila Nila Odi Vaa’. This is a nursery rhyme that many kids relate to and it has
very interesting elements. Apart from the mother and child, we have the moon, the dark
blue sky with stars glittering, and various actions by the child that flows together with the
verses. A very dreamy effect and a relatable rhyme. I have also animated an ‘Uyir
Ezhuthukkal’ series and it was a joy to see kids loving the art and having a go at them.

What programmes can we look forward to from you?

I am working on a series of animated children's stories for Tamil Language Month 2021
called கைத ேநர� (Kadhai Neram). This project features works authored by
Singaporean writers and is being presented with support by the Tamil Language Learning
and Promotion Committee. Do catch the videos on 4, 11, 18 & 25 April. There will also be a
panel discussion on 2 May. Keep a look out at our Facebook page for more details!

MEET THE ANIMATOR
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The story, 
ப�கஜ�த�� ரகச�ய� 
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