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Gifted Education Programme

Welrdo
saved by GEP

Stephanie Yeo
Senior Correspondent

Ms Crystal Lim-Lange could read
at 4 months old.

She and her two younger broth-
ers were avid learners, devouring
the four encyclopaedias at home as
well as her father’s library of
books, which ranged in topics from
philosophy to survivalism. Her
favourite authors of fiction were
Roald Dahl, Gerald Durrell, J.R.R.
Tolkien and C.S. Lewis.

“One of my favourite books was
an ultimate survival manual for any
disaster and I used to practise
operations like an emergency
tracheotomy on my very unwilling
younger brother,” says Ms Lim-
Lange, 45.

She is now chief executive of
Forest Wolf, a leadership consul-
tancy that specialises in leadership
transformation and personal
growth.

She is co-author of the best-
selling book, Deep Human, which
delves into five “superskills” peo-
ple need for future success.

School, though, was another
matter.

“I'was an outcast without a single
friend,” she recalls, adding that she
had no birthday parties from ages
two to nine because there was no
one to invite.

She recalls the good girls steered
clear of her, as she did not want to
collect stickers or play zero point at
the playground.

She preferred taking things
apart, digging for treasure in the
school grounds, reading obscure
books and speaking in a way that
other kids deemed pretentious,
“but was actually just how I
thought”, she says.

In classroom settings, she was
both disruptive and destructive,
she tells The Sunday Times.

She could not sit still, she would
walk around disturbing the other
students or argue with her
teachers “to the point that they
would spend half the class scolding
me and depriving the other kids of
lesson time”.

Bored during group piano en-
richment lessons because she
could instantly recreate any music
she heard, she dug holes into the
dry partition walls of the class-
room to amuse herself.

In ballet class, she was the one
galloping and neighing like a horse,
while the other girls did pirouettes
during free expression time.

Her exasperated mother, Mrs
Florence Lim, 67, who runs a tui-
tion centre, would cane her before
classes, thinking it would subdue
her feisty daughter, but it had the
opposite effect — she felt she had
already earned the stripes to act
out.

She excelled in English, but her
grades for the other subjects were
“very mixed”, says Ms Lim-Lange.

“My school reports always
commented on my failure to focus
and daydreaming in class. Later on
in life, when I became an educator,
[learnt that research demonstrates
that good grades are more
correlated to obedience and disci-
pline than they are with success in
life,” adds Ms Lim-Lange, who has
taught more than 100,000 people
globally about emotional intelli-
gence skills and spearheaded
large-scale transformational train-
ing programmes for clients.

Her life changed when she was
accepted into the Gifted Education
Programme (GEP) in Primary 3.
She transferred from CHIJ St Ni-
cholas Girls’ School to Raffles
Girls’ Primary School in 1989 and
later went to Raffles Girls’ School
for her secondary education.

The GEP “saved my life”, she
wrote in an Aug 20 LinkedIn post.
The programme “probably pre-
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Crystal Lim-Lange, who
describes herself as an
outcast in the early years

of school, says she found

her tribe when she was
accepted into the programme

(From left) Ms Crystal Lim-Lange with her daughter Dylan Leahy and her mother Florence Lim. In an Aug 20 LinkedIn post, Ms Lim-Lange said the GEP “saved” her life, and “probably prevented a bunch of
gifted kids like me from depression and imbued us with a sense of meaning, community and self-worth". ST PHOTOS: ARIFFIN JAMAR

vented a bunch of gifted kids like
me from depression and imbued us
with a sense of meaning, commun-
ity and self-worth”.

Her post came two days after
Prime Minister Lawrence Wong
announced in the National Day
Rally that the GEP would be
revamped after 40 vyears and
broadened to include more high-
ability students, starting with the
2024 Primary 1 cohort.

The programme previously took
in the top 1 per cent of students -
about 400 to 500 students — who
were selected via a two-stage
exercise in Primary 3.

The secondary level GEP was
phased out in 2008 when the six-
year Integrated Programme be-
came popular.

She added in her post: “When I
walked into my new class for the
first time and found fellow
weirdos, it was like stepping into a
secret universe called home, and
for that I am grateful”

Her post went viral, chalking up
over 112,000 views for the first post
and more than 2,000 “likes” for
that and two more related posts
within 24 hours, she says.

She has over 122,000 followers
on TikTok, 88,000 on Instagram
and over 40,500 on LinkedIn.

She says that “being gifted often
feels like you are never entitled to
talk about your own perspectives
because it sounds like you’re boast-
ing or elitist”.

However, the outpouring of
heartfelt messages surprised her.

“So many parents and gifted kids
have reached out to me to thank
me for speaking out about neuro-
divergence and how giftedness
should not be something that you
send kids to tuition for,” she tells
ST. She shared some of the feed-
back she received on Instagram
Stories.

“l am also very touched by the
many comments from non-gifted
kids who said that they always
thought gifted kids were elitist
snobs, but that I gave them a new
perspective and understanding of
what the reality was like.”

GROWING UP GIFTED AND
ALWAYS IN TROUBLE

Ms Lim-Lange lived in a two-room
rental Housing Board flat when she
was a baby, as her parents eloped
from Malaysia to Singapore and
had her in their 20s. They strug-
gled to put food on the table for a
while, she says.

Her mother now runs a tuition
agency and her father, Dr Lim Eng
Siong, 72, is a retired anaesthetist.
He was known as the “dancing
doctor of Zouk”, who dressed in
black and white and showed off his
moves on the podium at the night-
club, she says.

Both her younger brothers were

| had been with the
same cohort of 80
kids for seven years.
Yes, we didn't always
get along, but we
knew one another

so well, there was this
level of acceptance
and intimacy that is
rare to find in
today’s world.
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MS LIM-LANGE, on the community
of like-minded people she found
herself in in the GEP

also in the GEP - Darryll, 43, works
in their mother’s tuition centre and
Maxwell, 35, works in a bank.

Her son Finn Leahy, 17, and
daughter Dylan Leahy, 15, from her
first marriage, study in inter-
national schools.

Finn was assessed by a clinical
psychologist in Australia at six
years old and found to have gifted
levels of verbal comprehension
and perceptual reasoning.

“Giftedness is in itself a form of
neurodivergence, but my whole
family probably had what is now
termed as 2e (twice exceptional),
where the giftedness is also com-
bined with other challenges
(which refer to a broad range of

‘ Ms Lim-Lange
) going through old
photos and school
memorabilia. She
transferred from
CHIJ St Nicholas
Girls' School to
Raffles Girls'
Primary School
in 1989 for the
GEP and onto
Raffles Girls'
School for her
secondary
education.

Ms Crystal Lim-Lange at age 10
when she entered the Gifted
Education Programme. PHOTO:
COURTESY OF CRYSTAL LIM-LANGE

emotional, behavioural or mental
health challenges),” she says, with-
out going into further details.

She is now married to Dr Gregor
Lim-Lange, 48, a German clinical
psychologist who runs Forest Wolf
with her.

But while she found a com-
munity of like-minded souls in the
GEP, she still bucked academic
expectations.

“I didn’t submit my homework
on time and regularly failed exams,
so from Sec 2 to Sec 3, I was
required to go to the Ministry of
Education’s office on a weekly
basis for counselling and made to
sign several behavioural contracts
promising I would buck up and toe
the line,” she says.

Her teachers spent so much time
managing her that, to salvage
lesson time, her GEP classmates in
secondary school formed a “make-
shift care system”.

“They set up an informal roster -
one person would supply me with
their notes, another two would be
frantically doing my homework
before the start of class, another
one would brief me on what was
expected of me today. And when
the teachers started getting
agitated with me, they would play
mediator and distract the teacher
with questions before the situation
escalated,” she recalls.

She had an LIRS5 score of 11 for her
O levels and entered Raffles Junior
College, but the transition “felt like
losing my family in one fell swoop”.

“I'had been with the same cohort
of 80 kids for seven years. Yes, we
didn’t always get along, but we
knew one another so well, there
was this level of acceptance and
intimacy that is rare to find in to-
day’s world,” she says.

She developed “masking skills”
to cope.

“I learnt how to simplify the way
I spoke so as not to get teased for
being ‘atas’ (Singlish for ‘high
class’) or having an antiquated
vocabulary. I also learnt about the
currency of power and popularity
that neurotypical classmates
operated on. In the GEP, I don’t

think we focused on looks or
popularity or conforming to social
norms as much.”

Her parents did not want to send
her to an overseas university as the
Asian financial crisis was causing
economic instability, so she wrote
to Durham University in England
to pitch for a law scholarship as she
noticed it had relatively low enrol-
ment from Singaporean and Asian
students.

In return, she would promote the
university as an “informal influen-
cer among the Asian community”.

She got the scholarship.

She began her career as an in-
vestment banking analyst at Swiss
investment bank UBS in 2000.

Her previous roles before she
started Forest Wolf in 2018 includ-
ed being the founding director of
the NUS Centre for Future-ready
Graduates, which offered future-
ready skills and leadership training
to students and alumni, while
working with employers to recruit
talent.

Now, as a mother of two and with
the benefit of hindsight, she feels
revamping the GEP to give a high
quality of education to more chil-
dren is laudable. But she feels that
the loss of a centralised “safe
space” will make some children
feel like “the lone weirdo in their
school and always feeling like there
is something wrong with them”.

She adds that “a truly inclusive
approach would have kept the ori-
ginal GEP in place for the ‘special
needs’ kids, while also making the
educational technology available
to more kids at the same time”.

However, she admits that not
being able to mix with the general
school population then was a
disadvantage.

“ saw my brothers really
struggle to adapt outside the pro-
gramme, so there could have been
perhaps some classes or projects
where we were part of the broader
school community,” she adds.
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