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Headline: Changing society, one step at a time

Changing
society,
one

step

at a time

Student born with dwarfism aims
to make society more inclusive,
via policies and from ground up

Sue-AnnTan

Atthe age of 21, Mr Lee Ci En has de-

livered motivational talks, organ-

ised appreciation events for the “un-

sung heroes” of society and dreams

of changing Singapore through poli-

ciesand ground-up initiatives.
Born with short-limbed ds

the Singapore Management Univer-
sity undergraduate stands at 1.25m.
But he is a towering presence with
his drive and ambition to change so-
ciety for the better.

For his academic achievements
and his work in the community, Mr
Lee was awarded the Asia Pacific

on, with hi: having
showed him what it is like to be ex-
cluded or treated differently.

“From a young age, I noticed peo-
ple pointingat me and whispering. I
realised | was different, and it was
not always easy to deal with. I won-
dered if there was something
wrong with me,” he said.

'h b

Breweries F

for Persons with Disabilities last
month.

“Sometimes people want to
change others who are different,
but really, it's about changing soci-
ety to be more inclusive,” he said.
“I want to highlight the stories of
others, see things from their per-
spective and put myself out there
to help them. I want to do some-
thing meaningful.”

As a child, he dreamt of being a
newsreader. “I wanted to know the
news first-hand and also, to be fa-
mous,” he said withalaugh.

Mr Lee then decided that he
wanted to be “on the front line of the
nation”, through making policies
that could change the lives of others.

Knowing the needs of others is
something he continually focuses

q
uitous, he noticed people would
sneak photos of him. But Mr Lee
shrugsit offwithasmile.

“I've decided it doesn’t matter to
me. It’s like a new thing that they
don’t know how to deal with, so
they take a photo and share it later
with others. It’s just a human reac-
tion, though it could be done more
sensitively.”

Besides the startled reactions of
strangers, Mr Lee’s early challenges
were in learning how to use the
staircase. He recalled sitting at the
top of the stairs and trying to
bounce down one stepat atime.

He learnt to walk when he was
about four or five years old. “My par-
ents stuck peanuts along the wall to
encourage me to walk to them and
getthem,” he said.

In fact, he credits his parents —
mum is a physics teacher and dad is
a corporate secretary - as being a
great support in his growing years.
“My parents told me that God loves
me, regardless of who I am or how I
look. So I decided that being differ-
entreally wasn't that important.”

In school, he had buddies to help
carry his bag and his teachers
would make sure that he got the as-
sistance he needed. “There was
some teasing,” he said. “People
sometimes put things where 1
couldn’t reach them, fora joke.”

As a teenager, Mr Lee, who hasa
younger brother, took part in de-
bates and joined the computer club,
while he envied other students in
co-curricular activities such as uni-
formed groups.

“I wanted to be in the National
Cadet Corps,” he said. “I saw my
friends working out and caring
about their muscles and bodies.
That was when I realised I was liv-
ing a different life and slowly came
toaccept that.”

Now a political science major in
his third year, Mr Lee strives to
help the community on top of
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When you look back on your life,
itreallyisa fairy tale, because
even though there were times
youfelt you couldn’t makeiit,
youeventually did.

The same things that got you
through yesterday will get you
through tomorrow,
becauseit’s the same you that
faced those experiences and
emerged from them.

MRLEECIEN

studying for his degree.

From December 2015 to January
this year, he co-led a six-member
team to read with 37 children aged
seven to 11 at a children’s home.
They also helped to buy books and
builtareading nookin the home.

In July last year, he led an

K/

appreciation drive for MRT staff at
five stations, in which he helped to
pack 240 goodie bags and collected
over 300 thank-you notes from uni-
versity students for the staff.

His achievements and attitude to-
wards life have led his friends tolook
up to him. “lam continually inspired
by his conviction, resilience and opti-
mistic outlook that motivate others
to contribute to society as well,” said
Mr Kenneth Yap, 25, auniversity stu-
dentand Mr Lee’s friend.

But one of Mr Lee’s dearest
achievements in recent years has
been a personal one: overcoming
physical hurdles to go to Outward
Bound School in2015.

“I did things I thought were not
physically possible for me,” he said.

“When you look back on your life,
it really is a fairy tale, because even
though there were times you felt
you couldn’t make it, you eventu-
ally did. The same things that got
you through yesterday will get you
through tomorrow, because it's the
same you that faced those experi-
ences and emerged from them.”

suetan@sph.com.sg

Mr Lee Ci En
learnt to walk
when he was
about four or
five years old,
with help from
his parents,
whom he credits
as being a great
support in his
growing years.
For his academic
achievements
and his
community work,
he was awarded
the Asia Pacific
Breweries
Foundation
Scholarship for
Persons with
Disabilities.
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