
C6 | Life The Sunday Times | Sunday, August 2, 2020 Sunday, August 2, 2020 | The Sunday Times Life | C7

Our children may not 
do as well as expected 
or get into their choice 
school, but it is us 
parents who would 
have failed them if 
we neglected their 
mental health or did 
not pass on to them 
a love of learning 

Fears of a 
PSLE mum

A man’s fight for 
fatherhood through IVF

More men are seeking help 
for infertility. The National 
University Hospital (NUH) 
has seen an 80 per cent 
increase over the last three 
years, from about 150 
patients in 2016 to about 270 
last year, says Dr Joe Lee, 
a senior consultant at the 
Department of Urology there.

He stresses, though, that 
this “does not mean that 
there is an increase in the 
prevalence of infertility in 
the population”.

Some of the more common 
causes include external 
reasons such as smoking, 
excessive alcohol 
consumption and stress. 
Even sitting for long hours, 
wearing tight clothing or 
working on a laptop for 
a prolonged period can 
reduce sperm production, 
he cautions. 

Other reasons include 
issues in the testes, which can 
range from sexually 
transmitted diseases to 
enlarged veins and genetic 
defects. Low sperm motility, 
where there are insufficient 
healthy sperm to fertilise the 
egg, is also “very common”
in men with infertility and 
usually occurs with other 
issues such as low sperm 
count or a low number of 
normally shaped sperm,
Dr Lee adds. 

Another reason for the 
higher number of cases is 
greater awareness. Dr Ann 
Tan, medical director of 
Virtus Fertility Centre, a 
private fertility clinic, says: 
“It’s only recently that 
couples have started talking 
more about male infertility at 
an international level; it has 
been an increasingly 
recognised condition and 
much research is going
into this area too.

“For too long now, the 
overall burden of infertility 
has fallen on women. So it’s 
important we see the couple.”

The global decline in sperm 
count (see main story) has 
been attributed to dietary 
and lifestyle changes 
associated with modern life 
and greater exposure to 
environmental toxins.

Locally, the trend of 
delaying marriage is also a 
contributing factor in male 
infertility issues, Dr Lee 
explains. 

As couples marry and have 
children later, more are 
looking to in- vitro 
fertilisation (IVF) as the 
answer. 

Dr Stephen Chew, head of 
the Division of Reproductive 
Medicine at NUH, says IVF 
cases increase by 2 to 5 per 
cent annually.

Diminished ovarian 
reserve, which refers to a loss 
in the quality and quantity 
of eggs, usually occurs in 
women over 40, although 
some may see it in their late 
30s.

Dr Chew advises couples 
below the age of 35 to start 
trying for a baby earlier, as 
most in that age group will 
not need fertility treatments. 

It is also a good idea to be in 
“optimal health before trying 
to conceive”, Dr Tan adds. 

Fertility tests are not a 
must, but for those with 
a smaller window of 
opportunity, they may help. 
Costs vary according to 
individual needs, but a semen 
analysis is $75 to $110 at NUH. 
Virtus Fertility Centre 
charges about $200 for a 
semen analysis for the man 
together with an anti-  
Mullerian hormone test to 
assess a woman’s egg count. 

Dr Lee adds: “Fertility is 
time- sensitive, so if factors 
which can significantly 
reduce the success of natural 
conception are present, 
discovering them early 
will help couples avoid losing 
out on too much time.”

Stephanie Yeo

Soon after I moved to Singapore in 
2007, I became pregnant with my 
second daughter Bee. When my 
new friend Rose learnt of this, she 
exclaimed: “You’re quite lucky. You 
can send her to an international 
school. We Singaporeans have to 
cope with the PSLE for our 
children.”

A few weeks later, when my 
husband Jim concluded a speech 
for a financial services company 
here, a woman in the audience 
asked: “Mr Rogers, do you really 
know what you’re doing? Many of 
us dream of escaping the intense 
local education system, especially 
the PSLE, while your family is 
working actively to enter it.” 

Then she hesitated, before 
adding: “We all think you’re mad.”

On both occasions, I was 
bewildered. The PSLE or Primary 
School Leaving Examination – a 
test so intense and rigorous some 
parents take sabbaticals from jobs 
to “coach” and “be there” for their 
children during the months leading 
up to it. A test that has eight out of 
10 households sending their 
children for tuition. A test both 
tweens and parents dread and fear.

Not believing for a second that 
the pressure could be as intense as 
forewarned, I became a parent 
volunteer and moved within 1km of 
Nanyang Primary School for my 
daughter Happy, now 17, to enter 
the school. 

In 2010, as a permanent resident 
(PR), Happy could gain entry, but 
requirements have now changed, 
offering Singaporeans absolute 
rights over PRs when applying to 
local schools.

Somehow, Happy, like the other 
39,000 children taking the PSLE in 
2015, survived. Years later, I clearly 
recall when she and her classmates 
received their T- scores. All of them 
sat uneasily at their desks, as tense 
parents waited in the doorway.

As each student approached the 
teacher’s desk, all paused – some 
longer than others – before 
unsealing the envelope containing 
that monumental score. We 
parents, fanning ourselves on that 
scorching day, immediately knew, 
from their euphoric or defeated 
expressions, whether each child 
had met expectations.

Although most of Happy’s 
classmates did well, one, J, missed 
the score to enter her choice school 
by a single point. As her face 
contorted while she struggled not 
to cry, J’s parents and the teacher 
consoled her, while all others 
looked to the floor, not wanting to 
amplify her miserable state.

J, by the way, would end up 
thriving at her third- choice school, 

as did Happy, who found her way to 
Nanyang Girls’ High.

Now, Happy’s sister Bee faces the 
beginning of the PSLE, with oral 
examinations in 11 days. Along with 
her cohort, she is in the last batch of 
children who will receive T- scores, 
since the Education Ministry has 
determined that a broader grade 
range will be better for the 
children. Thus, a one- point 
difference will no longer keep 
a child out of a school.

As a mother, I am hopeful the new 
scoring for the PSLE, a rung on life’s 
ladder for every Singaporean, will 
improve our children’s happiness 
quotient exponentially, but I am 
not convinced.

After surviving the Covid- 19 
circuit breaker, and presently living 
with the ongoing threat of the 
pandemic, many of us have 
experienced a hard reset on what 
we value in life. This appears
an ideal opportunity for us to 
reconsider what we want 
education to achieve for our 
children, and what their childhoods 
should encompass.

For decades, we have believed 
the classroom to be the optimal 
space for learning. Yet, after 
experiencing home- based learning 
for an extended period, we now 
know learning at home worked 
splendidly for many students. It 
allowed them to learn at their own 
pace and ask questions privately, 
while encouraging independent 
learning.

Similarly, since 1960, we have 
looked to the PSLE to steer our 
children to the right secondary 
schools. But are standardised tests 
the best preparation for the world 
our children are inheriting? 

With children who have 
benefited from the public 
education system, I do not want
to sound ungrateful. Since I 
appreciate rigour, I applaud my 
daughters learning at a higher level 
than their peers in the United 
States.

Yet, something feels out of whack 
when our children have busier 

calendars than many parents, what 
with the combination of school, 
tuition and extra activities. By age 
10 or 11, many leave home by 
6.30am, return around 4pm, then 
head to tuition classes until dinner, 
with a pile of homework awaiting 
them before bed. Our children are 
rightly tired.

I do get it: Singapore is a 
meritocracy. PSLE serves as an 
equaliser, streaming children to the 
correct schools, allowing each one 
to excel at the right place for him or 
her. Although I have no panacea or 
quick fix, I firmly believe as a 
society, we need a wider view of 
what success means in our 
children’s lives.

At present, if they do not gain 
access to a secondary school via 
Direct School Admission for a 
talent, sport or specific academic 
subject, then the only mark used to 
define their ability is the PSLE 
score. This cannot reflect the true 
ethos of our 12- year- olds.

We need to expand the criteria by 
which we judge children. Grades 
from primary school could serve as 
an indicator of a child’s future 
performance. Considering those 
grades, as well as other 
achievements both in and out of the 
classroom, alongside the PSLE, 
would give educators a more 
holistic representation of the 
potential of our students bound 
for secondary schools. 

In their lifetimes, our children 
will be required to increase and 
expand their knowledge regularly 
to remain relevant. No longer will 
most of their lives centre on a single 
career track. They will obtain and 
create jobs that do not even exist 
today.

They ought to be resourceful and 
savvy at adapting, while coping in 
an ever- changing world, which will 
be their only constant. A passion to 
question, problem- solve and think 
unconventionally will lead them to 
be fulfilled, so they may thrive in 
life, not only on exams.

As a child, Dr Angela Duckworth 
was told she was not particularly 

smart, yet at age 43, she received 
the prestigious MacArthur 
“Genius” Fellowship. In her New 
York Times bestseller, Grit: The 
Power Of Passion And 
Perseverance, she advises that hard 
work and effort outperform natural 
ability in many cases.

In Singapore, we might be wise to 
alter our persistent praise of grades 
as brains, and start to glorify 
determination and resilience all the 
more.

As a Tiger Mum who pushes my 
daughters, expecting them to excel 
academically, I know first- hand 
how difficult it is to modify a 
mindset. The truth is we all 
understand grades do not make a 
person. Nonetheless, we continue 
to apply intense pressure upon our 
children.

We do this because we want what 
is best for them: to test well, 
proceed to a good school, then 
university, gain a good job and, 
ultimately, prosper in life. It is 
never that simple and, often, 
this scenario does not breed 
contentment. Nor is it a proven 
recipe for success. Of the chief 
executives of the Top 10 companies 
in the Fortune 100, only Jeff Bezos 
of Amazon attended an Ivy League 
school. 

For Bee, I have encouraged her to 
work diligently, so she will have no 
regrets, no matter her score. Will I 
be sad if she does not get into her 
top school? Yes. Will I scold her? 
No. Will I love her any less? No.
Will we deal with the fallout of a 
lower- than- desired score? Yes.

More than anything, we should 
desire peak mental health for our 
children, meaning we not only 
need to manage their expectations 
for the PSLE, but also our own. 

Our children are a different breed 
from our ilk, facing an uncertain 
future. Learning can be their 
legitimate superpower. If we do not 
pass a love of learning on to them, 
then we have failed our children, 
even if they ace the PSLE.

stlife@sph.com.sg
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Mr James Thoo cannot remember 
when he got married. 

“Oh my goodness. I should know 
this thing,” he says, flustered. He 
throws  out  figures  hesitantly  –  
eight years ago, 10 years – then set-
tles, with a sigh of finality, on four 
(you find out later the year 2016 is 
tattooed on his left arm). 

But when it comes to his nine-
month- old daughter Zoe, the num-
bers slide out effortlessly – she was 
born on Nov 1 last year.

He proudly announces that she is 
in the 97th percentile on the infant 
growth charts – which makes her 
much bigger than average – while 
complaining  that  she  rejects  his  
homemade porridge.

The  35- year- old  screenwriter  
turns up for his photo shoot wear-
ing a custom- made T- shirt with a 
photo of Zoe and the words “future 
legend” in fat capital letters. 

On  the  surface,  he  looks  like  
another besotted new father, but his 
obsession is warranted. Zoe is a mira-
cle,  a  hard- fought  trophy wrested 
from the arms of the fickle fertility 
gods.

In a new book titled Palooka: 12 
Rounds To Fatherhood,  Mr Thoo 
chronicles the in- vitro fertilisation 
(IVF) journey he and his wife went 

through and confronts his battered 
masculinity. It is a rare look at the 
issues from a husband’s  perspec-
tive, rather than that of a doctor or 
wife,  but written with laugh- out-
loud, self- deprecating humour that 
millennials can relate to. 

The  title  references  the  slang  
term  for  a  mediocre  or  clumsy  
boxer – Mr Thoo boxed profession-
ally for a period in his 20s – and 
each of the 12 chapters is prefaced 
by  the  retelling  of  a  historic  or  
memorable match which has paral-
lels to his fight for fatherhood.

The book’s launch in May seems 
timely in a pandemic that has dis-
rupted lives globally. 

According to a study published in 
Science magazine last month, fertil-
ity rates are projected to fall in the 
short term as economies contract 
and couples postpone baby- making 
plans.  Lockdowns  around  the  
world  have  also  forced  fertility  
treatments  to  be  postponed  or  
cancelled, resulting in time lost in 
reproductive cycles. 

The book also comes in the wake 
of a global decline in male fertility 
rates over the last 40 years. One in 
20  young  men  now  have  a  low  
sperm count that makes it difficult 
for them to have children, accord-
ing to Professor Christopher Bar-
ratt,  an  expert  on  reproductive  
medicine  at  the  University  of  
Dundee  in  Scotland  and  former  
director of the male fertility expert 
working group at the World Health 
Organisation,  who  spoke  to  The  
Straits Times last year.

A self- confessed “baby- whisper-
ing lunatic”, Mr Thoo says he had 
longed to be a father since he was a 
boy. 

After six months of trying for a 
baby, fertility tests revealed that he 
had  low  sperm  motility,  which  
means  there  are  insufficient  
healthy sperm to fertilise an egg. It 
was a below- the- belt  blow which 
he never expected. 

“I guess it’s embarrassing for men 
to cop to infertility. It is one of the 
most  fundamental  functions  of  
being a man – the ability to sire a 
child,” he writes in the book. “If you 

can’t do that, then what are you?”
His  wife  Alicia,  a  32- year- old  

private banker,  also had a lower-
than- average number of eggs, a con-
dition  called  diminished  ovarian  
reserve. 

They opted for IVF immediately 
in  2018  and  went  through  two  
cycles over about a year, spending 
some $60,000 in all.

The book’s gestation took place 
during the long waits at the doctor’s 
clinic, where he found it “cathartic” 
to  document  the  experience.  He  
describes  the  IVF  process  in  the  
book as “one prolonged uppercut to 
the scrotum”. 

“You think  you’re just  going to  
show up at a clinic and they’ll take 
the eggs and fertilise them and so 
on and so forth. In reality what you 
have to do is Ethan Hunt your way 
through  about  16  different  chal-
lenges before you even get to look 
at the eggs,” he writes, referring to 
the lead character in the Mission: 
Impossible spy movie series (1996 
to present).

When he posted about the book 
on social media, friends and acquain-
tances sent messages like,  “Dude,  
what the hell are you doing?” and 
“Seriously,  you’re  telling  people  
about this?”, he recalls. 

Because he was open about his  
struggles,  other  men  facing  the  
same issues gravitated towards him. 

They tended to be acquaintances 
who would approach him “late in 
the night” during social occasions 
and  confide  that  they,  too,  were  
going  through  IVF  with  their  
spouses,  something  they had  not  
told anyone else. 

“I  find  it  incredibly  sad  that  
people  are  going  through  these  
problems and clearly want to talk 
about it, but feel that they can’t,” he 
says. 

“I stay as quiet as possible and let 
them speak about it. And then do 
what I hope the book does, which is 
empathise  and  share  the  experi-
ence, you know, I’ve been through 
the exact same thing and I get it and 
it  sucks.  And  the  people  who  
haven’t been through it don’t get 
it.”

While  he  acknowledges  that  
“Asian  men  have  it  the  hardest  
when  it  comes  to  talking  about  
things like this”, he feels that being 
vulnerable is worth it.

“I’ve never had a single bad experi-
ence with telling somebody about 
my  issues,  that  I’m...,”  he  pauses  
and inhales sharply,  then contin-
ues, “...almost completely infertile.”

The “soul- crushing” uncertainty 
of IVF was the most stressful part of 
the journey, he says. 

“If you said you’ll have to do all 
these things 10 times and then in 
five years you’ll  definitely have a 
kid, it  would have been a breeze, 
honestly.  Because  I  would  know  
that we would have a baby in the 
end. 

“But  to  go  through  it  and  not  
know if it will ever work, or ever 
happen for us...,” he says, his voice 
trailing off.

“Even when Alicia was first preg-
nant,  up  until  the  day  she  gave  
birth, I was still worried. Even the 
day after, when Zoe had jaundice.”

Besides  physically  demanding  
preparations, like helping to admin-
ister 100 fertility medication injec-
tions in a month to his wife, their 
journey  was  fraught  with  hard-
hitting moments. 

During the first round of implanta-
tion,  Mrs  Thoo  suffered  a  mis-
carriage as well as an ectopic preg-
nancy,  where  the  fertilised  egg  
implants  in  the  wrong  place.  It  
endangered her life and she had to 
undergo emergency surgery.

“The emotional and mental ero-
sion of repeated IVF failures on a 
person is gruelling to a level that is 
completely unfathomable to any-
one who has not themselves experi-
enced it. To subject someone to its 
psychological  tolls,  months  at  a  
time,  is  incredibly  painful,”  Mr  
Thoo writes in the book. 

He was keenly aware that his wife 
was the metaphorical prize fighter 
in the ring, and he, the supportive 
assistant in the corner whose job 
was to be “as positive as possible 
and  not  get  mired  in  the  self-
loathing,  or  at  least  shield  Alicia  
from it”, he says. 

Mrs  Thoo  also  suffered  from  
morning sickness throughout  her  
pregnancy. 

That is why he sees his happy end-
ing not in the birth of their baby, 
but in the “renewed appreciation 
for my wife and everything that I do 
have in my life”.

Mrs Thoo also noticed the trans-
formation – from her husband ini-
tially wanting a child more, to him 
later  worrying  about  her  disap-
pointment at not being able to have 
one.

“I think it made me love him more 
through  the  whole  process,”  she  
gushes.

Both  agree  that  couples  must  
already have clear and open com-
munication to weather the multiple 
stresses of IVF. It will  “make any 
problem  instantly  significantly  
more manageable”, he says. 

With  four  more  viable  eggs  in  
storage, they are eager to try for  
baby No. 2 when their doctor says 
they are ready to rumble. 

While he is “extremely excited” 
about trying again for a child, he 
also bears “a lot of guilt” about the 
financial  burden,  which  will  fall  
mainly on his wife.

The  hands- on  dad  has  put  his  
screenwriting projects on hold to 
take  care  of  Zoe,  while  his  wife  
works  from  home  during  phase  
two. 

You can hear the hurt in his voice 
as  he  confesses  that  despite  his  
efforts, Zoe prefers mummy to him. 
It makes him feel that he is “failing 
as a dad because it’s really not as 
easy as I thought it would be”. 

Still, he is ready to roll with the 
punches of fatherhood.

“I’ve never met an only child who 
was happy they were an only child,” 
he says. “For Zoe’s sake, it would be 
nice to have a sibling.” 

stephyeo@sph.com.sg 

• Palooka: 12 Rounds To Fatherhood 
is published by Brango and available 
in hardback for $28 (before GST) at 
Books Kinokuniya, Huggs-Epigram 
Coffee Bookshop and online at 
www.jamesthoo.com
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Mr James Thoo with his wife Alicia and nine-month-old daughter Zoe, who was born after two cycles of in-vitro fertilisation. He found it cathartic to document the IVF experience during the long waits at the clinic. ST PHOTO: SHINTARO TAY

Screenwriter James Thoo 
shares in his new book a rare 
male perspective on infertility 
and in- vitro fertilisation, 
which are still hush- hush topics

More guys 
man up to 
infertility 
issues 
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