
PROFESSOR Lee Wing On, 57, heads the
office of education research at the
National Institute of Education.

The scholar is known for his research
in the fields of comparative education as
well as citizenship, civic and moral
education.

The Hong Konger was conferred a
Medal of Honour by the Hong Kong
government in 2003, as well as an award
last year by the Soka Gakkai
International of Hong Kong – a Buddhist
organisation – for his contribution to
values education.

The academic, who was an associate
dean at the University of Hong Kong
previously, has held several posts at the
Hong Kong Institute of Education, where
he was once deputy to the president and

also co-head of its centre for citizenship
education.

He has also worked at the University
of Sydney, where he served as director
of international development at its
college of humanities and social
sciences.

He has been a consultant on World
Bank and Asian Development Bank
projects, and served on committees
overseeing international studies on civic
and citizenship education.

Prof Lee has a bachelor’s degree in
Chinese studies from the University of
Hong Kong and a doctorate in education
from the University of Durham in
Britain.

He is married to a housewife, and
they have a 19-year-old son.
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LONDON: Swearing at police is no longer
a crime, a British judge has ruled, on the
grounds that officers frequently hear
foul-mouthed abuse and cannot claim to
be offended.

Britain’s High Court overturned on
Monday the conviction of Mr Denzel
Cassius Harvey, a London youth who was
briefly detained on suspicion of possess-
ing drugs. During the search, the
20-year-old shouted abuse at two police
officers, including “F*** this man, I ain’t
been smoking nothing.”

No drugs were found, but Mr Harvey’s
repeated use of the “F-word” and other
vulgarities led to his prosecution and a
fine of £50 (S$102) by a lower court.

However, Mr Justice Bean, one of Eng-
land’s most senior judges, ruled on Mon-
day that swear words are heard “all too
frequently” to cause offence to police

officers. Cancelling the fine, the judge al-
so dismissed arguments that other young
people around Mr Harvey could have
been “distressed” by his obscene lan-
guage, since “these were rather common-
place swear words”.

Britain’s police reacted angrily. “It’s
astounding that you can use every swear
word to abuse a police officer and they
have got to accept it,” said Police Federa-
tion vice-chairman Simin Reed.

But the Home Office, which has over-
all responsibility for the force, has
remained silent. And for good reason,
since its officials have already advised the
police to ignore swear words from the
public. And there is no question that the
nation which invented the English lan-
guage has now become its biggest verbal
polluter.

Swear words are often a matter of con-
text and changing morals: What seemed
foul before may be acceptable today.
Once-taboo terms such as “bloody” or

“bastard” can now be used even affection-
ately. References to certain parts of the
human anatomy – “get off your arse” or
“don’t be anal” – are no longer regarded
as bawdy.

But the process is not just one-way.
Obscene terms for members of ethnic mi-
norities or gays – commonplace in British
pubs until the late 1960s – are almost
unheard-of today.

Still, the “F-word” is gaining ground
in Britain. When the English writer Ken-
neth Peacock Tynan made history by be-
ing the first person to utter it live on BBC
television in 1965, Parliament passed no
fewer than four censure motions, and the
public broadcaster had to issue a grovel-
ling apology. The term was not heard
again on the airwaves for decades, and it
is still not printed without the obligatory
asterisks in Britain’s quality newspapers.

But the public now habitually utters it.
Many ordinary Britons use the “F-word”
as adjective, noun and verb, and often all

in one sentence. Nor is the trend confined
to the uneducated: Intellectuals also use
the word, whenever they wish to sound
hip and rebellious.

A variety of factors have contributed
to this trend. British school teachers take
the view that they should not inhibit their
students’ “creativity” by banning them
from using bawdy words. And much of
the advertising material available in Brit-
ain includes sexual innuendos. Mean-
while, politicians and academics prefer to
ignore the problem, fearing that they
could be accused of “preaching morali-
ty”, a cardinal sin in Britain.

However, some are bucking the trend.
The National Campaign for Courtesy, a
non- governmental group founded in
1986, argues that free speech and good
manners are complementary: “If you
want to swear in your own room, that’s
fine. But if you’re in a place where you’re
within earshot of other people, it can be
very distressing,” said chairman Peter

Foot.
London Underground bans passengers

from swearing at its employees. And
some of the local authorities go further:
In Brighton, residents can lose access to
public housing if they swear habitually.
In effect, local officials and voluntary
organisations are doing the job the British
state will not touch.

Monday’s court ruling may change
things. Mr Boris Johnson who, as Lon-
don’s mayor controls the capital’s police,
wants to create a new offence of “swear-
ing at, or abusing” a police officer.

Meanwhile, the same Mr Justice Bean
who decided that obscenities are now
“commonplace” has not clarified whe-
ther, as a result of his ruling, anyone who
stands before his court can also tell the
judge to “F*** off.”

But that is not advisable, since swear-
ing in court remains a criminal offence. It
is only Britain’s policemen who are
expected to tolerate verbal abuse.

T
OO rude, too lazy and too
wasteful.

Adults worldwide routinely
complain about erosion of mo-
ral standards among young

people.
These laments have been growing loud-

er, and in Singapore the debate has taken
on a formal flavour, with much discus-
sion recently about character education
in schools.

But tell all of that to Professor Lee
Wing On and he will simply reply that
you have a poor memory.

“We forget how rebellious we were
when we were
young,” says the
57-year-old dean of
education research at
the National Institute
of Education.

“When we grow
older, we feel we
have better values
and think that the
younger generation is
deteriorating. But it’s
only a perception.”

Youth surveys
have shown that the
young sometimes
have moral standards
just as high, if not
higher, than those of
adults, says the respected scholar who
has done research in the fields of citizen-
ship, moral and values education.

One study he did on youth in Hong
Kong, for example, showed that they
expressed deep respect for their parents.
“They sometimes don’t know how to com-
municate with their parents, but they
know that fulfilling filial piety is not just
giving money to them, but also spending
time with them.

“Is there a more beautiful definition
than this?” he asks.

Besides, societies have generally pro-
gressed over time.

“How can that take place if one genera-
tion were worse than the previous one?”

The problem, he says, is that people
tend not to notice when the values that
they have imbibed since they were young
no longer take pride of place in society.

While frugality, for example, is a
long-cherished virtue, it is increasingly at
odds with capitalist economies where
employment is dependent on people
spending – rather than saving – money.

“If everyone was frugal, and we didn’t
change our clothes, or buy new furniture,
or new cars, then manufacturers would
not be able to sell their products, they
could not run their factories... and people
would not have jobs.”

The larger message broadcast by
society chips away at what is being

taught in schools.
“Every day we teach our students to

be frugal, but in reality, the consumerist
societies make us work against those tra-
ditional values.”

These days, frugality takes the form of
environmental consciousness, as earth-
friendly consumers prod companies to
make greener products. It’s not quite the
same, he concedes, but it’s a “compro-
mise”.

Prof Lee, the only Asian to serve on
the steering committee of an internation-
al civic education study in 1995, feels that
there continues to be a distinct difference
in the values upheld in Asian and West-
ern education curricula in this globalised
age.

Words like “filial piety”, “harmony”
and “resilience” are more commonly used
in Asian contexts, while “tolerance” and
“liberty” are more often heard in the
West.

There are also very clear differences in
their citizenship education, he says.

In many Asian countries, including Sin-
gapore, citizenship education is bound to
moral education. Someone qualifies as a
good citizen if he is first a good person.

Regardless of the country’s political
system, Asian citizen-
ship curricula tend to
focus on cultivating
good moral beings be-
fore talking about citi-
zens’ relationship
with the wider
society.

In contrast, he
says, Western citizen-
ship education is
often tied to politics.
A good citizen in the
Western context is
someone who is polit-
ically literate and
knows his rights and
responsibilities, such
as electing a govern-

ment to power.
In 1995, these East- West tensions

came to a head when Prof Lee served on a
committee to review civic education in
Hong Kong, just two years before the Brit-
ish colony was to revert to Chinese rule.

Prof Lee recalls the highly polarised
debates then, with one camp pushing for
citizenship education to focus on

democracy and human rights, and the oth-
er lobbying for a focus on patriotism and
nationalism. Both sides felt that giving in
to the other would compromise their
original focus.

He does not believe it is unpatriotic to
discuss human rights in Singapore.

He says: “People’s destinies and pros-
perity are tied to that of the country. I
don’t see how these can be contradictory
values.”

Besides, despite some continuing dif-
ferences, education systems in the East

and West are converging in the values
they are propagating.

“A balance is evolving,” he says.
“There are many common values, like
respect and tolerance.”

What’s more, Western countries,
which used to emphasise individual
rights, are starting to discuss social
responsibility, he notes.

This is because “if everyone defines
good in his or her own way, if we are just
tending to our own interest, then we can-
not come to a societal compromise”.

Asian countries, meanwhile, are start-
ing to open the discussion on individual
rights because “the downside of not
knowing how to exercise your rights is
that you forget your individuality”.

He adds that it could also make one
lose the creative and critical edge to keep
pace with the 21st century.

In this light, he sees Singapore’s re-
newed focus on character and citizenship
education, and its emphasis on the core
values of responsibility, resilience, re-
spect, integrity, care and harmony, as a
“proactive” move that will equip stu-
dents with important skills for the future.

In theory, at least, students with good
character produce better results.

Economic competition in the future
will take place between teams rather than
individuals, he explains. Someone who
wants to stay ahead of the curve will need
to know how to work with people who
have complementary skills.

This is where character education is
especially useful. Students of good

character “are more mutually support-
ive”, he says.

Also, when they are given the
opportunity to explain what they know to
their peers, they are able to learn even
more about the subject at hand.

Now that the Government has
launched a new character education tool
kit, Prof Lee expects that there will be
some dialogue between the ministry and
schools who have long educated their stu-
dents according to particular sets of val-
ues: “We have to respect those traditions
as well.”

The ensuing discussion about values
will allow schools, educators and the
state to work together to build a for-
ward-looking education landscape.

This exchange, after all, is a fundamen-
tal process of values education. Each citi-
zen, he says, should be given the opportu-
nity to articulate and weigh his or her val-
ue preferences in a broad discussion of
what constitutes the common good.

In the resulting dialogue, he believes,
several questions will naturally be
broached.

“Do others agree with you? Can your
own personal preference be applied to
others?”

The national conversation, he says,
will produce some baseline values that
will form a common good that is agreea-
ble to the nation’s citizens.

It will allow people to live in harmony,
while respecting individual preferences.

He says: “This is the idea of unity in
diversity.”

tanhy@sph.com.sg

L You were part of a committee that
reviewed citizenship education in Hong
Kong just before it reverted to Chinese
rule in 1997. What do you think of
arguments made then that teaching
students to be patriotic was
undemocratic?

I felt a bit perplexed because in many
other countries, people can talk about
democracy, human rights, patriotism
and nationalism.

They are not dichotomised – they
can be part and parcel of civic educa-
tion.

The groups in question thought that
citizenship education should be about
democracy and human rights, and that
any talk about patriotism and national-
ism would actually constitute bowing
to the Chinese government and becom-
ing undemocratic.

But that’s an assumption.

L Are young people more or less
resilient than before?

In my time, if I studied well, it was
quite enough. I didn’t need to play the
piano or violin, I didn’t need to dance
and I didn’t need to do public speaking.
I just studied well and went on to uni-
versity. Nowadays, young people need
to dance, they need to swim, and play
the piano and violin, and they need to
engage in public debate. Today’s stu-
dents have more demands on them com-
pared with the previous generation.

Young people are much better
prepared for life today than 20 years
ago. They are more resilient, they are
more versatile, and they are more able
to express themselves.

L How should teachers create a
learning environment that is
future-oriented?

Teachers need to be open, to the degree
that they learn in the process of teach-
ing. Teachers should learn not only

from books, but also from students’
discussions. When they do that, their
lives will not be repetitive, routine or
boring.

A teacher’s strength lies not in trans-
mitting knowledge, but in generating
knowledge through discussion with stu-
dents and synergising the opinions of
students to form a conceptual frame-
work that would be useful to students.
This will allow students to know that
even casual discussions can add to
knowledge.

L Should a teacher talk about his or her
own moral values in class?

My best advice is to be honest. Teach-
ers can talk about their moral views but
cannot impose their moral views upon
the students. In any case, it is very diffi-
cult for teachers to disguise their moral
views as students can see through that.
It is better for teachers to be frank, but
to make clear that everyone has his or
her value preference.
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Swearing at police not a crime, British judge rules

Who says
young people
are lazy
and rude?

Professor Lee Wing On, the dean of education research at the National Institute of Education, says Singapore’s renewed focus on character
and citizenship education is a “proactive” move that will equip students with important skills for the future. ST PHOTO: DESMOND FOO

NIE education research
dean says values change
along with societies

T H E S T I N T E R V I E W

Youth surveys
have shown
that the young sometimes
have moral standards just
as high, if not higher, than
those of adults, says the
respected scholar who has
done research in the fields
of citizenship, moral and
values education.

primeLpeople
 

THE STRAITS TIMES WEDNESDAY, NOVEMBER 23 2011 PAGE A16




