
By TESSA WONG

LAW Minister K. Shanmugam has
held a meeting with activists from
the women gay rights’ group Sayo-
ni, in a move which he said is part
of an ongoing engagement with
the gay community.

Mr Shanmugam confirmed he
discussed issues on gay rights,
like the anti-homosexual law Sec-
tion 377A, with the activists in
late November.

“As for LGBT citizens, this is
not the first time I have heard rep-
resentation from them. It will cer-
tainly not be the last,” Mr Shan-

mugam said in an e-mail response
to queries from The Straits Times.
LGBT is an acronym for lesbian,
gay, bisexual and transsexual.

He added that whenever any-
one approaches him on issues, “I
try and meet them to discuss”. He
has met animal activists, bloggers
and young street dancers before.

Sayoni revealed their meeting
in an online post last weekend. Mr
Shanmugam said he initiated the
meeting after Ms Jean Chong, 37,
a Sayoni founder, asked him on
his Facebook page if LGBT citi-
zens are unwanted in Singapore.

“I responded to her that this is
not the case. So I decided to en-

gage them to hear them out,” he
said, adding that the discussion
was “very useful”.

The one-hour meeting took
place in Mr Shanmugam’s office
at the Foreign Affairs Ministry,
and was attended by Ms Chong
and two volunteers.

Besides S377A, they discussed
issues such as workplace discrimi-
nation, family and child-rearing
concerns, and the censorship of
gay scenes in the media.

He had asked the trio if there
were many gay Singaporeans liv-
ing abroad who wished to return
with their partners, or foreigners
wishing to emigrate to Singapore
with their partners. Ms Kelly
Chen, one of the volunteers, said
they told him they get regular en-
quiries from such couples.

He also asked them to help or-
ganise a larger dialogue between
him and the gay community.

Ms Chong said Mr Shanmugam

was “open” towards hearing their
thoughts. “We felt he repeated
the same arguments the Govern-
ment has made before. But at
least there is a conversation with
us, which is better than pretend-
ing that gay people do not exist.”

Mr Shanmugam said he wanted
to explain the realities that the
Government and Singapore’s di-
verse community have to face and
manage regarding LGBT issues.

“This is a complex issue with

diverse views. The Government is
in the middle, seeking to manage
the different viewpoints, inter-
ests,” he said.

When asked how he would ad-
dress their concerns, especially
S377A, he told The Straits Times
that the Government has stated
its position, which is that it will
keep the law but not pro-actively
enforce it.

“As I told Sayoni, no govern-
ment can succeed without the sup-
port of the people. The State can-
not rule without the consent of
the people. This is an evolving de-
bate,” he added.

twong@sph.com.sg

By DAVID EE

LESSONS from the field of cognitive science – stud-
ying how our brains work – could help to improve
how children learn, Minister for Education Heng
Swee Keat said yesterday.

In pre-school education, for example, it could
shed light on the optimal ages at which to develop
talent such as music and sports, he said. It could
also help decipher why some children with dyslexia
respond better to reading lessons than others.

Mr Heng was speaking at the opening of the inau-
gural CogSci Connects conference, held yesterday
and today at the National University of Singapore
(NUS). The study of cognitive science draws on mul-
tiple disciplines such as neuroscience and psycholo-
gy. The conference will hear from top local re-
searchers as well as researchers from leading US
universities like Harvard, Yale and Johns Hopkins.

Early childhood education is an area “where we
need to find more effective teaching and learning
strategies”, said Mr Heng in his opening address.

“While educators agree on the importance of ear-
ly intervention, they differ on when and how to pro-
vide effective early intervention.”

Mr Heng drew on the example of how some chil-
dren are able to master multiple languages from the
age of two and said that cognitive science could
help educators find the best way to help young chil-
dren become bilingual.

Last year, Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong said
in his National Day Rally speech that the Govern-
ment would play a more active role in pre-school
education here, including starting several govern-
ment-run pre-school centres to test new kindergar-
ten education concepts.

He also announced that a new statutory board
would be set up to oversee pre-school education.

A study last year commissioned by the Lien
Foundation ranked Singapore 29th out of 45 coun-
tries in standards of early childhood education.
Quality was highlighted as a weak area.

Mr Heng pointed out that for the lessons drawn
from brain research to positively impact classroom
teaching and learning, scientists and educators
would need to work together to explore insights
and test new ideas.

For a start, specialists from the Education Minis-
try met with several conference speakers last night
to discuss areas of joint interest.

The conference, which attracted some 400 stu-
dents, teachers and professionals from fields such
as health where cognitive science may have applica-
tions, was organised by students from NUS and An-
glo-Chinese School (Independent).

It was the brainchild of Ms Tara Venkatesan, a
Year Six student at ACS(I), who drew inspiration
from her 2010 stint as a research intern at the Mas-
sachusetts Institute of Technology in the US.

She said: “(The stint) brought home to me both
the creativity and the challenges that cutting-edge
brain research embodies.”

Professor Brian Scholl, director of the Yale Per-
ception and Cognition Laboratory and one of the
visiting speakers, said: “So much of our mental
lives appear so natural... but what’s going on under-
neath the surface is much more complex.”
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COMPLICATED MATTER

This is a complex issue
with diverse views.
The Government is in
the middle, seeking to
manage the different
viewpoints, interests.
– Law Minister Shanmugam,
on the realities that the
Government and Singapore’s
diverse community have to
face and manage regarding
LGBT issues

 

(From left) Ms Jean Chong, one of Sayoni’s founders, Ms Irene Oh, Law Minister K. Shanmugam and Ms Kelly Chen. They
discussed gay rights issues including Section 377A and workplace discrimination, last November. PHOTO: WWW.SAYONI.COM
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