
By GOH CHIN LIAN

YALE University has defended
curbs on protests and political par-
ties at its new Singapore campus,
saying it was fully aware of the
laws here when it came on board.

Addressing the latest criticism
arising over the rules, the Ameri-
can Ivy League institution noted
the need to observe the laws of
the land, but also stressed that the
new college would have opportuni-
ties for political debate and
engagement.

In a statement issued this
week, Yale president Richard Lev-
in pointed to Yale’s September
2010 prospectus, which made
clear that “students and faculty
would have to observe national
laws, as do students and faculty in
Yale programmes from London to
Beijing”.

Yale-NUS College president
Pericles Lewis, meanwhile, cited

the freedom of National Universi-
ty of Singapore students to join
political parties and related
organisations based off-campus,
and pointed to the “lively debate
and political culture” on blogs and
media on campus.

“Political forums are regularly
held, with representatives from a
variety of parties invited to share
their views,” he noted.

Their statements come in the
wake of fresh criticism that the po-
litical controls accepted for Singa-
pore’s first liberal arts college con-
tradict the liberal education that
Yale offers in the United States.

Professor Levin said: “We
should not expect that our pres-
ence in Singapore would instantly
transform the nation’s policies or
culture. Instead, we have worked
in fruitful partnership with col-
leagues at the National University
of Singapore to design what is a
thoroughly imaginative and excit-

ing new college. The result will
speak for itself.”

The tie-up between NUS and
Yale has been drawing flak from
some quarters in the US. Earlier
this year, Yale faculty successful-
ly pressed for a resolution for civil
rights and political freedom to be
protected at the college.

On Monday, a Wall Street Jour-
nal report revived criticism when
it quoted Professor Lewis as say-
ing that the Singapore campus
would not allow political protests
or permit students to form parti-
san political societies.

Singapore Democratic Party
chief Chee Soon Juan and New
York-based Human Rights Watch
swiftly jumped on the university,
with the latter accusing Yale of
“betraying the spirit of the univer-
sity as a centre of open debate and
protest”.

Prof Lewis later said the report
was an inaccurate summary of

what he said, a point that Prof Lev-
in also noted.

The Yale president said the uni-
versity was fully aware that “na-
tional laws concerning freedom
of expression would place con-
straints on the civic and politi-
cal behaviour of students and
faculty”.

“Social norms, practices and
values differ widely across
nations and cultures. We (our stu-
dents and faculty) seek to
embrace these differences and
seek to understand them,” he
said, adding that this was the first
step towards building cross-cul-
tural understanding.

“We believe that engagement
with difference, and the education
that inevitably flows from it, is a
far more effective instrument for
advancing the human spirit than
either isolation or insistence that
ours is the only true way.”

chinlian@sph.com.sg

By MELODY ZACCHEUS

A RECENT study by the Lien
Foundation on pre-school edu-
cation provides useful input for
the Government’s efforts to
fine-tune its policies and pro-
grammes.

That is according to Minister
of State for Education Law-
rence Wong, who was speaking
at an early childhood education
conference yesterday.

His comments are the first
from a minister on the hard-hit-
ting findings and recommenda-
tions of the study commis-
sioned by the Singapore philan-
thropic organisation.

The study, which placed Sin-
gapore 29 out of 45 countries
on a “starting well” index, was
released by the Economic Intelli-
gence Unit three weeks ago.

Singapore did not fare well
in three areas – availability, af-
fordability and quality of
pre-school services.

The Lien Foundation fol-
lowed the study up by consoli-
dating and presenting recom-
mendations for improvement
from a panel of 27 local
pre-school education experts.

The panel called for
pre-school education to be pro-
vided free to all children nation-
wide.

Other suggestions included
establishing a national pay scale
for pre-school teachers and des-
ignating one lead ministry to

regulate and develop the sector.
“I have read the report – it is

a good and timely study, and it
will provide useful inputs in our
efforts to further fine-tune our
policies and programmes for
the pre-school sector,” Mr
Wong said in his opening re-
marks to the 13th annual confer-
ence of the Pacific Early Child-
hood Education Research Asso-
ciation (Pecera) held at the Na-
tional Institute of Education.

In his speech, Mr Wong
acknowledged the importance
of pre-school education.

“This is the period when chil-
dren inquire, explore and dis-
cover the world around them,”
he said. “This is also when they
develop learning dispositions
that remain with them through-
out their lives.”

Mr Wong said considerable
progress in pre-school educa-
tion had been made here.

Apart from raising the mini-
mum academic and profession-
al qualifications of pre-school
teachers, the Ministry of Educa-
tion provides a curriculum
framework and resources to
help teachers design effective
lessons for children.

Pecera’s mission is to dissem-
inate and support research in
early childhood education with-
in the Pacific area. About 500
participants from 16 countries
have signed up for its three-day
conference.

melodyz@sph.com.sg

Yale University president Richard Levin stressed the need to respect social
norms, practices and values across nations and cultures. He said Yale was fully
aware of Singapore laws when it tied up with NUS. ST PHOTO: CAROLINE CHIA
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