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Interview with Dr. Kwok Pak Nin, Samson: Dialogue, Debate, Intelligence
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In the last lesson of In Dia-
logue with Humanity, Dr. Kwok Pak Nin,
Samson held a teacher-student debate
session on “Is eating meat immoral?”
The 25 students in class could choose
their own stance and express their
opinion. Dr. Kwok gave his response in
the opposite stance no matter that stu-
dent was from the affirmative or neg-
ative side. Students casually remarked
this non-stop debate as “a battle be-
tween one and twenty-five”.

Dr. Kwok, who is called Sam-
son by most of his students, was one
of the winners of Exemplary Teaching
Award in General Education. After the
presentation ceremony, many students,
who were taught by him in either In Di-
alogue with Humanity or a New Asia
College’s GE course — Student-oriented
Teaching and Seminar (STOT), queued
up to take a pictures with him.

Samson graduated from the
Department of Philosophy at CUHK,
and joined the Office of University Gen-
eral Education as a full-time lecturer in
2012. Apart from the above-mentioned
In Dialogue with Humanity and STOT,
he is also responsible for teaching a
GE course — Critical Thinking. Students
who have taken his course will definite-
ly be impressed by his clear mind and
sharp opinion. He can articulate the ar-

guments and concepts from students’
speech, and then bring out the focus of the
discussion clearly.

There’s a rumor that Samson par-
ticipated in a one on twenty-five debate
with students in the last lesson. Is that true
or not? Reporter from GEF News got verified
from Samson and that rumor turned out to
be true: “(This debate) is a new event added
this year. Students said | was sitting beside
and grading their performance only, and
did not participate in and intervene in the
debate among students. They hoped | could
join the debate. So | joined” After that, the
whole class with 25 students debated with
Samson on “Is eating meat immoral?”. They
chose their own stance and express their
opinion. Dr. Kwok gave his response at the
opposite side no matter that student was
from the affirmative or negative side.

From the above example, you may
know more about the uniqueness of Sam-
son’s teaching. In the presentation ceremo-
ny, Samson said that his teaching method
was to encourage students to debate, the
focus would be learning to have a dialogue
with others. “To be frank, the intelligence
and academic quality of CUHK students
are very high. However, they are not used
to having a dialogue with others. And the
best way to make them talk is to design the
course with a need to express and commu-
nicate”” He added a debate session in his
course, in which one group needed to pres-
ent in-class, and the other group needed to
rebut the viewpoints. Students needed to
read articles, with the viewpoints both in
the affirmative and negative sides, to pre-
pare for the lessons. They must digest the
understandings from both sides to organize
their own stance.

“Have you ever played checkers or
Chinese chess?” For him, debate is like play-
ing chess. It would be better for students to
anticipate others’ thoughts, including the
development of arguments, theories cited
and the support, so that they would be able
to defend and give rebuttals.

In Samson’s lessons, debates are

not only finding others’ logical fallacies, but
also have a set of rules and philosophy be-
hind. “If students need to criticize a certain
claim or argument in lessons, | will invite
them to present that claim or argument in
the most reasonable way and think on the
way others’ may response to your criticism,
in which you will have an idea on how to re-
sponse to others. Only criticism given by this
method can be said to be just and fair” With
this thinking method, students can train
their mind by dialectic thinking and learn to
be a good listener to understand others’ real
thoughts. In the world of Chinese chess, a
player who can anticipate opponent’s ten
more steps will be the winner. And in the
debate of a GE course, he really appreciated
the students who can reveal or even support
others” arguments.

In Samson’s teaching, a great im-
portance has been attached to debate. This
is not only the training of students’ ability
on logical speculations, but also to cultivate
students as an intellectual — who acquire
abundant knowledge as well as the ability
and attitude an intellectual need.

In his opinion, a reasonable de-
bate in class can cultivate students’ learning
attitude in terms of seriousness and open-
ness. “General education is an education on
values other than just a training on students’
ability. As an intellectual, we should have ba-
sic learning attitude, which should be open,
just, and criticizing. But how can we achieve
all these elements? Teachers should play a
leading role in which they should “ask for
reasons but not stance” in their lessons.
Also, they have to encourage students to
express their own viewpoints more by inter-
preting students’ saying in the most reason-
able way and not dwarfing them. And then
they will be willing to criticize.”

In the four-year university educa-
tion, students may ask what’s the relation-
ship between the different thinking methods
learnt and their life. We have learnt some
ancient wisdoms such as the Confucian clas-
sics The Analects, but what’s the importance
of that in today’s context? Samson empha-

sized the applications of abstract
thoughts in daily life in his lessons.
“In my logic lessons, | taught students
to analyze the fallacies of the famous
people and officials with some logical
methods, which showed them those
methods are applicable to daily lives.
Many students know their speeches are
problematic, but they don’t know the
reason behind. These examples can tell
them where the actual problem is.” “In
my classics lessons, for example in the
teaching of The Analects, students may
question on the relationship between
the Chinese Confucian sayings in these
ancient classics and the current society.
I will discuss with them the filial piety
introduced into the law by mainland
China and use these real-life examples
to discuss the topic: What is the impact
on the society if we introduce filial piety
into the law?”

As a teacher, he/she must
have expectations on students to be a
better person in our society. Samson is
devoted in teaching and does his best
to inspire students. This is because of
his belief in general education: “The
ultimate goal of general education is
to deepen our mutual understanding
through dialogues with different peo-
ple and viewpoints, and to achieve
genuine understanding by criticizing
different stances.” The General educa-
tion at CUHK encourages students not
only to strive for achievements in their
own specialty, but also understand the
society and culture they are currently
within and understand themselves with
a broadened vision, and finally have a
life with values. At last, Samson used
a wise saying to conclude his pursuit
of knowledge and individual develop-
ment: “You can only be outstanding
with understanding. This applies to per-
sonal development, culture, and also
learning.”
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