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ADAPTABILITY OF MALAYSIAN CHINESE MOTHERS

There have been past studies on the adaptability of 

mothers who have children with dyslexia. However, 

in the context of pseudo-single parenting households, 

which is happening frequently for fathers who 

would cross over the international border to their 

neighbouring countries for better work opportunities, 

these mothers’ experience and adaptability deserve 

more understanding. Our exploratory study’s findings 

underscore the importance of considering inherent 

cultural values when discussing mothers’ adaptability. 

The mothers’ stories provide insights to reevaluate 

current practices and interventions. However, 

the findings, based on two Malaysian Chinese 

mothers, cannot be generalised as the geographical, 

educational, ethnic and socio-economic status of the 

mothers of children with dyslexia vary. Future studies 

can be expanded to other ethnic groups.

The purpose of this research note is to highlight the 

observations the researchers had in conducting this 

exploratory study, to advocate for the needs of mothers 

of children with dyslexia in Malaysia. The authors 

believe that highlighting the following findings for 

further reflection enhances our understanding of 

the extent of the support needed for this population 

moving forward.  

When children with special needs require additional 

care in their families, it has direct bearing on one’s 

financial resources, intra-familial relationships, 

relationships outside of the family, and the main 

caregivers’ career development. The negative 

physical and mental health conditions of mothers 

with children with special needs are well documented 

(Carotenuto et al, 2017; Greaves et al, 2017; Huang 

et al, 2020) but not much literature is available on 

how mothers who have children with dyslexia have 

adapted, which this research note discusses below. 

Adaptability through Community Resources

Research has shown that tapping on community 

resources such as acquiring knowledge and solutions 

from reading and exchanging views between 

professionals and parents has been helpful for 

mothers’ adaptability (Griffiths et al, 2004) while 

building positive relationships with teachers has 

assisted in fostering greater acceptance in school 

(Chan & Mo, 2021). 

Sharing experiences with friends has shown to 

enhance the mothers’ confidence in managing 

their children’s condition and their courage to 

communicate with authorities (Poon-McBrayer 

& McBrayer, 2014). Interacting with others who 

have similar experiences was comforting (Griffiths 

et al, 2004) as they felt not alone in their struggles. 

Mothers have reported positive experiences in 

settings that allowed them to build social networks 

(Multhauf et al, 2016; Griffiths et al, 2004), helping 

to combat social isolation and to gain valuable 

information about benefits and education rights for 

their children (Poon-McBrayer & McBrayer, 2014).
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Adaptability through Familial Relationships

Past literature also identified the positive association 

between familial relationships and mothers’ 

adaptability. They felt supported when family 

members collectively cared for the child with 

dyslexia. Their spouses’ initiatives and willingness 

to engage in discussion have strengthened their 

adaptability to raising kids with dyslexia (Carotenuto 

et al, 2017; Thwala et al, 2015).

Adaptability through Self-Determining Factors

Studies have shown that internal adjustments 

can induce one’s adaptability to challenges and 

circumstances where mothers’ emotional awareness 

helps to regulate their emotions and prevent 

unnecessary outbursts (Chan & Mo, 2021). Some 

mothers shifted from self-focused to external-focused, 

such as focusing on their children’s strengths and 

exploring future opportunities for their children 

(Chan & Mo, 2021). Moreover, adopting different 

roles such as investigator, tutor, or advocator also 

signifies progress in adaptability (Woodcock, 2020).

Religion and spiritual support also play significant 

roles in helping mothers to foster courage and 

acceptance for their children with special needs 

(Thwala et al, 2015). The spiritual principles reframed 

the challenges into constructive beliefs (Chan & 

Mo, 2021). Perceiving their challenges as God’s will 

increases acceptance and strengthens their spiritual 

faith (Senarath, 2021).       

However, in contexts where community resources are 

lacking and where husbands’ presence is intermittent, 

these mothers’ experiences with adaptability are 

worth investigating further. Particularly, with the high 

Singapore currency exchange rate, approximately 

300,000 Malaysians commute daily to Singapore 

and 400,000 Malaysians work and live in Singapore 

(Bernama, 2024). The pseudo-single parenting 

household phenomenon in Johor Bahru is expanding. 

Hopefully, the voices of these mothers can serve as 

motivation for mothers who have experienced a 

similar situation. This was the primary reason we 

conducted this study.  

After obtaining the University’s Ethics clearance, 

the researchers interviewed two Malaysian Chinese 

mothers, ages 40-50 years old, currently residing 

in Johor Bahru, one-on-one, in a semi-structured 

setting. The mothers were recruited through the 

help of teachers in private children learning centres. 

They had at least, one child (between 2-18 years 

old) with dyslexia, and with husbands who physically 

work in Singapore for at least five days weekly. All 

participation was voluntary, and the interview 

transcripts were anonymised to protect participants’ 

identity. Based on our observation, recruiting these 

mothers was challenging as “fear” and “shame” were 

deterrents for some potential participants of this study. 

The interviews revealed strong emotional responses, 

highlighting the psychological toll on mothers.

The findings of the current study have reflected 

that some of the findings overlapped with previous 

literature; differing from previous studies and 

expanding our knowledge of what has helped in 

mothers’ adaptability, as depicted below. 
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Themes overlapping with
past studies:

Themes found in 
previous studies

but not this study:

New themes
derived from this study:

External Inducers for 
Adaptability

– Acquire knowledge from 
reading.

–  Exchanging views between 
parents and professionals.

–  Sharing experiences with 
others who share similar 
experiences is helpful, as 
they feel relief to know they 
are not alone.

–  Education to increase 
knowledge and awareness 
through the media is helpful.

–  Family members share the 
responsibilities of caring for 
the child with dyslexia.

External Inducers for 
Adaptability

–  Building positive 
relationships with teachers.

–  The spouse’s initiative and 
willingness to engage in 
discussion.

External Inducers for 
Adaptability

–  Positive role models of 
mothers who strive.

–  Online information.

–  Child’s progress.

–  Financial support from 
spouse.

Internal Inducers for 
Adaptability

–  Religious faith.

Internal Inducers for 
Adaptability

– Emotional awareness helped 
to regulate emotions and 
prevent outbursts.

– Adopting different roles.

– Shifting focus from self-
focused to externally 
focused.

Internal Inducers for 
Adaptability

–  Personal time.

Table I: Common and differing findings between the past and current study.
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Discussion

This study’s findings are aligned with previous studies 

where mothers’ adaptability is enhanced through 

awareness of the symptoms, acquiring knowledge 

through media, education on managing the child’s 

behaviors, collaboration with schoolteachers, 

experience sharing with others who have similar 

experiences; support from family members; mothers’ 

emotional regulation and religious faith. Our findings 

expand on the current literature in areas that enhance 

mothers’ adaptability: online platforms to gain 

knowledge, child’s progress, financial support from 

spouse, positive role models and personal time.

While religious faith is used as an anchor to motivate 

these mothers in dealing with daily stressors, we have 

observed that early intervention could be delayed as 

stigma within the religious community may still be 

prominent with some mothers anticipating a faith-

based “miracle” to happen. Moreover, in a male-

dominant cultural context, top-down needed systemic 

intervention might be hindered, particularly since 

most policymakers are dominated by male figures. 

In the worst scenario, some mothers’ distress 

might even be dismissed in the name of religion or 

“lacking faith”. Hence, mothers’ personal time out 

was highlighted as an important inducer for their 

adaptability. However, in an inherent male-dominant 

society, would mothers’ personal time for self-care be 

validated or considered an act of selfishness?

The supportive involvement of fathers and siblings is 

found to be significant to the mothers’ adaptability. 

However, we found that the statement of family 

support can sometimes be oversimplified. Particularly, 

managing the needs of children with dyslexia 

requires not only having knowledge on dyslexia 

and intervention; rather, knowledge and skills in 

managing and negotiating relational expectations and 

differences were crucial. Thus, as family support is one 

of the important pillars to the mothers’ adaptability, 

effectiveness in regularly managing expectations and 

communication among family members should be 

highly encouraged.

The findings also highlighted how children’s progress 

can enhance their mothers’ adaptability. It seems 

natural for mothers, even those without children with 

special needs, to feel encouraged and empowered 

when the efforts they have invested in teaching their 

children at home show improvements. Expanding on 

existing literature, the inherent collective Chinese 

cultural value of filial piety (Di Zi Gui 弟子规, based 

on the ancient Confucian teaching), respecting 

parents is observed to be highly emphasised. 

The value of respect entails various respectful 

behaviors towards parents, in which they even 

make an effort to possess what the parents emulate. 

In a modern society, materialism, status and high 

performance are highly valued. Parents’ values can be 

permeated with external factors. Hence, re-evaluating 

the values of respect and personal pride that we have 

instilled in our children are important.

While the findings may not be generalisable to all 

mothers who have children with dyslexia, it is hoped 

to enlighten those in similar situations. The above is 

based on the perspectives of a teacher who has been 
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involved in special needs education, and mental health 

practitioners who are also mothers. We hope that our 

sharing based on our on-the-ground experiences while 

working with mothers, their children with dyslexia 

and their families could reiterate what reinforces 

mothers’ adaptability – combination of internal and 

external resources, to advocate that these needs be 

met collectively through continued support from 

society.
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