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L Lee Kuan Yew did his undergraduate law studies in
Cambridge and London from
1946 to 1950. In Chapter One
of the book, he recounts how
the experience led him to send
his three children to
Chinese-medium schools.

“T

hough I did not
spend much time
in London, I frequented a place in
the city’s Gordon
Square called the China Institute...
(It) was built by the British and financed from the indemnity China
had to pay for the damage to British lives and property in the Boxer
Rebellion of 1900...
“I often went there and would
see Chinese students from all corners of the world. From their actions you could tell where they
were from – China, Hong Kong, Malaysia or Mauritius, for example.
The most pitiful were the Chinese
students from the West Indies.
They spoke in singsong West Indian ‘English’ and absolutely no Chinese.
“I felt very sad for them. I vowed
that I would not be like them. That
was when I began to feel a sense of
loss about not knowing Chinese,
and decided not to repeat this state
of affairs with my own children.
“Some people have called me a
‘born-again Chinese’. If this is the
case, my rebirth must have taken
place in the late 1940s, during my
time in England. People there saw
me as a Chinese, and so I became a
Chinese. They did not see me as a
Singaporean or a Malayan.
“I once took a holiday in Switzerland. Arriving at a hotel in Lucerne,
the desk clerk asked me: ‘Chinese?’
I said: ‘No, Malayan.’ His response
was, ‘What’s that?’ I said, ‘Well, I
come from Singapore, it’s part of
Malaya.’ He said: ‘Never mind, I'll
put you down as Chinese.’ I decided I must be Chinese from such experiences...
“...All (my) three children –
Hsien Loong, Wei Ling and Hsien
Yang – had their first 12 years of education in Chinese-medium
schools. When they grew up, I often asked them, ‘Do you regret my
sending you to Chinese schools?’
They said, ‘Of course not.’

Lee Kuan Yew’s
bilingualism awakening
Former prime minister Lee Kuan Yew
has written a book on Singapore’s
bilingual policy and his experiences
with learning languages. Entitled My
Lifelong Challenge: Singapore’s

Bilingualism Journey, it will be launched
tomorrow at the Singapore Conference
Hall, and will be available at major
bookshops from 5pm. Below are two
extracts from the book:

“In 1955, I visited Nanyang Kindergarten. Hsien Loong, then three
and a half years old, thought I was
there to pick him up. He grabbed
his bag to get ready to go home
with me. Alas, I was not there to
pick him up but to observe the functioning of the kindergarten.
“The Chinese press later carried
a photograph of him in the kindergarten, making it widely known
that he was being educated in Chinese. This gave me credibility when
I spoke on Chinese language issues.
“Hsien Loong’s younger siblings, Wei Ling and Hsien Yang, followed in his footsteps, going to
Nanyang Kindergarten and later to
Nanyang Primary School. After primary school, (the boys) went to the
Catholic High School, while Wei
Ling continued in Nanyang Girls’
High School...
“I used to speak to them in Mandarin until they got to secondary
school, when what I had to say to
them became more complex and I
had to switch to English.
“Their mother spoke to them in
English. They also had British voluntary service officers read to them
novels and poems once a week. So
their English was fluent with no dialect or Mandarin accent. From the
age of six, they also received tuition
in Malay at home.
“In 1962, while visiting Nanyang Primary, Choo said to reporters, ‘In order to let our children
learn good Malay, the National Language, I let my oldest son join the

Scouts, so he has the opportunity
to interact with Malay children.
“ ‘My husband and I think this
way: If you only know one language, you can only have a limited
social circle and have no chance to
expand it. You cannot understand
the lives of fellow citizens of other
races. With merger with Malaysia
becoming a reality, education in
the three languages is very important. We put our children into Chinese schools to first learn their
mother tongue, then we let them
learn the National Language, and finally, English.’ ”
L In Chapter Six of the book, Mr
Lee discusses the adjustments
to Mother Tongue teaching
over the last three decades,
particularly for the Chinese
language. He also gives his view
of the future of the bilingual
policy.
“(United Overseas Bank chairman)
Wee Cho Yaw once lamented to
me that when he addressed his
grandchildren in Mandarin, they replied in English. Yet their fathers,
Cho Yaw’s sons, were Chinese-educated.
“I knew what he meant and how
he felt. My grandchildren attended
the same Chinese kindergarten and
primary school as my children –
Nanyang Kindergarten and Nanyang Primary School. But they
speak English at home and with
their schoolmates and friends.

When I press them to speak in Mandarin, they give me short answers
in Mandarin and then switch to
English....
“I have been asked if I crafted
our bilingual policy in order to win
votes. That supposition is totally
wrong. Many aspects of our bilingual policy have been vote-losers,
surely.
“On one hand, some families
have emigrated because their children could not cope with the demands of learning Chinese. On the
other, large swathes of the Chinese
ground have been upset by what
they saw as a lowering of Chinese
language standards. The latter
group greatly outnumber the
former.
“What I regret is not being able
to introduce the modular approach
to teaching Chinese (introduced in
2004) earlier. It would have set appropriate standards and methods
of teaching for pupils from different language abilities and backgrounds, without setting back the
rest of their academic development.
“Parts of the Chinese-speaking
ground will continue to hold the attitude that those who are ethnic
Chinese can and should learn the
language the traditional way, but I
do not agree. Language learning is
not a function of ethnicity but of
the person’s aptitude and the exposure from his environment...
“The challenge is how to teach
Chinese effectively as a second language to an increasingly Englishspeaking population. I believe the
best way is to get parents to speak
in Mandarin to their children at
home, never mind if their vocabulary is limited. Once the sounds
and sentence structure of Chinese
are familiar to a child from young,
he will have an easier time learning
the language in school.
“The bottom line is that our education system must evolve and adjust as the situation changes. No
policy is cast in stone.
“If the Chinese language grows
in economic value and parents and
students want to learn more Chinese, our system must accommodate them. The choice, however,
must be exercised by parents and
students, and not by the government.”

The brain underlying economics
Robert J. Shiller
In New Haven
Economics is at the start of a revolution that is traceable to an unexpected source: medical schools and
their research facilities.
Neuroscience – the science of
how the brain, that physical organ
inside one’s head, really works – is
beginning to change the way we
think about how people make decisions. These findings will inevitably change the way we think about
how economies function. In short,
we are at the dawn of “neuroeconomics”.
Efforts to link neuroscience to
economics have occurred mostly in
just the past few years, and the
growth of neuroeconomics is still
in its early stages. But its nascence
follows a pattern: Revolutions in science tend to come from completely
unexpected places. A field of science can turn barren if no fundamentally new approaches to research are on the horizon. Scholars
can become so trapped in their
methods – in the language and assumptions of the accepted ap-

proach to their discipline – that
their research becomes repetitive or
trivial.
Then something exciting comes
along from someone who was never involved with these methods –
some new idea that attracts young
scholars and a few iconoclastic old
scholars, who are willing to learn a
different science and its different research methods. At a certain moment in this process, a scientific revolution is born.
The neuroeconomic revolution
has passed some key milestones
quite recently, notably the publication last year of neuroscientist Paul
Glimcher’s book Foundations Of
Neuroeconomic Analysis – a pointed variation on the title of Paul
Samuelson’s 1947 classic work,
Foundations Of Economic Analysis, which helped to launch an earlier revolution in economic theory.
And Mr Glimcher himself now
holds an appointment at New York
University’s economics department (he also works at NYU’s Centre for Neural Science).
To most economists, however,
he may as well have come from outer space. After all, his doctorate is

from the University of Pennsylvania School of Medicine’s neuroscience department. Moreover, neuroeconomists like him conduct research that is well beyond their conventional colleagues’ intellectual
comfort zone, for they seek to advance some of the core concepts of
economics by linking them to specific brain structures.
Much of modern economic and
financial theory is based on the assumption that people are rational,
and thus that they systematically
maximise their own happiness, or
as economists call it, their “utility”.
When Samuelson took on the
subject in his 1947 book, he did not
look into the brain but relied instead on “revealed preference”. People’s objectives are revealed only by
observing their economic activities.
Under Samuelson’s guidance, generations of economists have based
their research not on any physical
structure underlying thought and
behaviour, but only on the assumption of rationality.
As a result, Mr Glimcher is sceptical of prevailing economic theory
and is seeking a physical basis for it
in the brain. He wants to transform

“soft” utility theory into “hard”
utility theory by discovering the
brain mechanisms that underlie it.
In particular, he wants to identify brain structures that process key
elements of utility theory when
people face uncertainty:
L subjective value
L probability
L the product of subjective value
and probability (expected subjective value)
L a neuro-computational mechanism that selects the element from
the choice set that has the highest
“expected subjective value”.
While Mr Glimcher and his colleagues have uncovered tantalising
evidence, they have yet to find
most of the fundamental brain
structures. Maybe that is because
such structures simply do not exist,
and the whole utility-maximisation theory is wrong, or at least in
need of fundamental revision. If so,
that finding alone would shake economics to its foundations.
Another direction that excites
neuroscientists is how the brain
deals with ambiguous situations,
when probabilities are not known,
and when other highly relevant information is not available.

It has already been discovered
that the brain regions used to deal
with problems when probabilities
are clear are different from those
used when probabilities are unknown. This research might help
us to understand how people handle uncertainty and risk in, say, financial markets at a time of crisis.
John Maynard Keynes thought
that most economic decision-making occurs in ambiguous situations
in which probabilities are not
known. He concluded that much of
our business cycle is driven by fluctuations in “animal spirits”, something in the mind – and not understood by economists.
Of course, the problem with economics is that there are often as
many interpretations of any crisis
as there are economists. An economy is a remarkably complex structure, and fathoming it depends on
understanding its laws, regulations,
business practices and customs as
well as balance sheets, among
many other details.
Yet it is likely that one day we
will know much more about how
economies work – or fail to work –
by understanding better the physical structures that underlie brain

functioning. Those structures – networks of neurons that communicate with each other via axons and
dendrites – underlie the familiar
analogy of the brain to a computer
– networks of transistors that communicate with each other via electric wires. The economy is the next
analogy: A network of people who
communicate with each other via
electronic and other connections.
The brain, the computer and the
economy: All three are devices
whose purpose is to solve fundamental information problems in coordinating the activities of individual units – the neurons, the transistors or individual people. As we improve our understanding of the
problems that any one of these devices solves – and how it overcomes obstacles in doing so – we
learn something valuable about all
three.
Project Syndicate
The writer is professor of
economics at Yale University
and co-author, with George
Akerlof, of Animal Spirits: How
Human Psychology Drives The
Economy And Why It Matters
For Global Capitalism.
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Neighbourhood school pupil tops PSLE

Chinese national on trial for murders

Celeb author lambasts British press

Former Philippine president sued

American nabbed for bomb-building bid

The 12-year-old pupil of Rulang Primary
scored 283 points, aceing English,
Malay, mathematics and science to
become Singapore’s top Primary School
Leaving Examination performer.
Yasmin comes from a mixed parentage
– her father is an
Indian Muslim
bank director and
her Chinese
mother is a
former lawyer.

Wang faces three counts of murder
involving his lover, Madam Zhang
Meng, 42, her daughter Feng Jianyu, 17,
and a flatmate Yang Jie, 36, in
September 2008 at a Yishun flat.
The 45-year-old Tianjin native spoke in
court about his
tempestuous
relationship
with Madam
Zhang, who he
met in 1996.
They had
quarrelled over
a meal of crab.
She was
allegedly found
with 44 knife
wounds.

The author of Harry Potter has accused
her country’s media of invading her
children’s privacy, and said she often
felt “under siege” from photographers.
She told an inquiry into press standards
that a journalist once slipped a letter
into her
five-year-old
daughter’s
knapsack.
Rowling joins
other star
witnesses like
actors Hugh
Grant and Sienna
Miller testifying at
the inquiry.

After being arrested on election fraud
charges at a Manila hospital, the
64-year-old former leader is being sued
by the relatives of 57 people killed in
the Philippines’ worst political
massacre.
She claims she is
suffering from a
life-threatening
bone disease,
and has to wear
a bulky neck
brace and head
strap.

The Al-Qaeda sympathiser was taken in
by the authorities after he tried to build
a pipe bomb which he planned to use
against United States soldiers, police
and post offices.
The 27-year-old had supposedly learnt
bomb-making
from an online
magazine
published by
radical US
cleric Anwar
al-Awlaki.

