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About the Resource Kit 
 

This kit has been devised to be used by Educators as a means to plan their Learning 
Journeys or to use in the classroom prior to and after the excursion to The Substation’s 
Discipline the City Exhibition. 


Topics covered by the exhibition are appropriate for teaching critical thinking, 
broadening general knowledge and enhancing arts appreciation. These lessons are thus 
suitable for a diverse range of disciplines, from Social Studies, to English / General 
Paper, to Aesthetics. 


This kit contains suggested lesson plans and questions for discussion by teachers. 
However, there is also an Annex that contains two self-guiding worksheets that teachers 
may print for their students and set as an activity for the students in the space. 


Do note that some of the punk exhibits do contain instances of coarse language. If you 
have concerns or questions with regard to this, do feel free to contact us at 6337 7535. 


If you have any questions or clarifications regarding the kit, please email 
outreach@substation.org. Similarly, if you are an educator who has used the kit, please 
feel free to share your feedback or experience with us at the same email.


mailto:outreach@substation.org
mailto:outreach@substation.org
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PRE-VISIT 
Before visiting The Substation, we recommend that you spend some time exploring and 
discussing the issues and ideas that are touched on in the Discipline the City exhibition.


Pre-visit Objectives 
1. Introduce students to issues of urban space and defensive architecture. 

2. Introduce students to themes in the exhibition.

3. Further readings to broaden understanding (optional).


1. Introduction to defensive architecture 
 

Defensive architecture, or hostile architecture refers to the design of 
buildings or public spaces in a way which discourages people from 
loitering, sitting or lying on them, with the intention of avoiding damage, 
preventing unwanted behaviour, or chasing away people seen as 
undesired.

 

In Singapore, this is commonly seen in barriers and spikes in void decks that prevent football 
from being played.
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Spikes installed in a 
HDB void deck
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Have students think through reasons and for and against such defensive 
architecture in void decks. Some guiding questions that could be used 
include:


-       What is the role of a void deck?

-       Who has the right to use void decks?

-       Who is targeted as a result of such architecture?

-       What are the benefits of such architecture?

-       What are the detriments?


TEACHERS’ NOTES 
Students should be encouraged to think deeper about the original role of the void deck – 
originally designed as a communal space for people to socialise, the void deck was supposed to 
help high-density HDBs retain the original communal spirit of kampongs. In other words, void 
decks were meant to be accessible and usable by all. However, such defensive measures are a 
sign of increased regulation of such common spaces, with the consequence being that these 
spaces are now gradually reduced into being ‘dead spaces’, devoid of people and activity. 
Students should be challenged to think about whether the perceived benefits of such measures 
(a cleaner space, a safer space and a less disruptive space) are worth the detriments (a gradual 
decline in the quality and vibrance of social life in HDB estates.) 

Higher ability learners can be challenged to think deeper about the nature of public spaces in 
Singapore in general, such as how regulation can be balanced against vibrance and spontaneity. 
What might be some of the long term effects of such strict control on civic life? 

Other cases of contested regulation in HDBs include: 
- Block 11 Haig Road banning the playing of chess in common areas, including sheltered walkways and void decks. 

- The gold foiled staircase by the artist, Priyageetha Dia, that was unsanctioned by town council authorities. 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Railings put up to 
prevent people from 
cycling, playing 
football, or skate-
boarding.

http://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/singapore/poster-banning-chess-did-not-reflect-intentions-marine-parade-to-8135650
http://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/gold-stairs-earn-praise-but-are-out-of-step-with-rules
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2. Themes in the exhibition: 
Who is included or excluded in 
public spaces in Singapore? 
While defensive architecture can be said to be 
used to discourage negative behaviours, they 
can also be said to target specific groups of 
people. For instance, another common element 
of defensive architecture seen is railings on 
public benches, designed to prevent people 
from lying down or sleeping on these benches.


Questions for discussion:

- Who do you think such architecture targets?

- Why are these people seen as undesirable?

- Who are the other people who might 

inadvertently suffer as a result of such 
defensive measures?


- In your opinion, do you think the net benefits 
outweigh the detriments of such defensive 
measures? 


- What might be some alternative solutions for 
this issue?


 
TEACHERS’ NOTES 

An undeniable fact is that 
defensive architecture is 
commonly aimed at 
chasing away homeless or 
destitute people. It’s 
commonly considered 
unsightly in Singapore to 
see vagrants on the streets, so such measures 
ensure that the environment is so hostile that 
such “undesirable” people will be discouraged 
from spending time in public space.  

Even putting aside the debate about whether 
such attitudes are justified, another side effect is 

that the environment is made hostile for everyone.  

Such solutions also ignore the root causes of social issues, such as why people are homeless, 
destitute, or prefer to spend time outside their home (social isolation, unpleasant living situations, 
estrangement from family). It merely renders certain segments invisible, rather than solve social 
problems. 
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  “When you’re designed 
against, you know it. Other 
people might not see it, but 
you will. The message is 
clear: you are not a member 
of the public, at least not of 
the public that is welcome 
here.”  

- OCEAN HOWELL, PROFESSOR OF 
ARCHITECTURAL HISTORY AT THE 
UNIVERSITY OF OREGON.

A type of bench 
commonly seen at 
HDB void decks, as 
well as public spaces 
like airports and 
shopping malls.



Educators’ Resource Upper Sec - Junior College

3. Further Readings 
“Anti-homeless spikes are just the latest in defensive urban architecture”

https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2014/jun/12/anti-homeless-spikes-latest-defensive-urban-
architecture 


“Anti-homeless spikes: ‘Sleeping rough opened my eyes to the city’s barbed cruelty’” 

https://www.theguardian.com/society/2015/feb/18/defensive-architecture-keeps-poverty-
undeen-and-makes-us-more-hostile  


“Defensive architecture: designing the homeless out of cities” 

http://theconversation.com/defensive-architecture-designing-the-homeless-out-of-cities-52399


“Raiding the bar when a game gets out of hand”

http://www.straitstimes.com/opinion/raising-the-bar-when-a-game-gets-out-of-hand  

 

“Stayin' alive... in the face of hostile architecture”

http://www.straitstimes.com/opinion/stayin-alive-in-the-face-of-hostile-architecture  


“The subtle design features that make cities feel more hostile”

http://www.atlasobscura.com/articles/the-subtle-design-features-that-make-cities-feel-more-
hostile 
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DURING YOUR VISIT 
Some suggested activities and discussion points for works in the Discipline the City exhibition.


ARTISTS ENABLE NEW WAYS OF SEEING 
I. THE ANTI-BUILDING: THE INVISIBLE HAND OF DESIGN 
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Learning Outcomes: 
- Students will become more sensitive to how the design of spaces shapes and pre-determines 

what behaviour and body types are acceptable in the city.

- Students will be more critically reflective of issues of inclusion and exclusion in public spaces.

- Students will be encouraged to develop empathy for those commonly excluded (by design) 

from the city.


ACTIVITY 1 – Seeing the Unseen 
The Anti-Building

1. Allow students to freely explore the space, navigating through the platforms, slopes and 

foam spikes in the space.

2. Also encourage the students to go into Chen Sai Hua Kuan’s work, Something Nothing. (The 

work only allows one person to be inside at any time, so as students line up to enter work, 
other students can explore the yellow corridor next to the work or the exhibits on punk 
spaces. 


3. After students have had time to navigate and move around the space, have them discuss 
the following questions:

• Describe your route around the space.

• Why do you think the spikes are there? Do you think it is justified to put spikes there? 

• Why did you avoid the spikes? What made you obey the spikes as a sign to keep away?

• What parts of the exhibit were awkward or strange to navigate for you? How does it 

compare to most other spaces in your life?

• In what other situations in your everyday life can you see the invisible hand of design 

controlling your behaviour? E.g. How might classroom design in your school be shaping 
and influencing your behaviour?


TEACHERS’ NOTES 
The space has been deliberately designed in an almost counter-intuitive way. The deliberate 
awkwardness with which visitors have to manoeuvre the space draws attention to the way the 
space has been designed, and is meant to jolt visitors into reflecting on how every other space in 
our lives have been meticulously pre-designed for us. If spikes exist, it is because some authority 
has decided what behaviour is appropriate or inappropriate and has designed the space 
accordingly. Doorways, corridors and openings are of pre-determined dimensions so as to 
accommodate people of a certain size – body shapes that do not fit these dimensions are thus 
pre-alienated and excluded by such designs. 
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ACTIVITY 2 – The Space for 
Difference 
(This activity may be suitable for more mature / 
higher-ability learners.) 

“Punks” are a category of people that have a 
bad reputation in Singapore. There are many 
negative pre-conceptions associated with 
them, and as they frequently dress in ways 
that stand out from the crowd, they are also 
ripe targets for censure. If the students are 
unlikely to have encountered punks in their 
daily lives, it is worthwhile having them visit 
the Punk-in-Residence (if they are present) 
for a chat, or have them spend time looking 
at the exhibits on punk spaces both present 
and defunct.


Some questions for discussion:

1. What pre-conceptions of punks do you 

have? What behaviour or attributes do 
you associate them with?


2. How are their values and ideologies or 
ethos at odds with what is the norm in 
society today?


3. If your opinion, do people that we view as 
having ‘negative’ traits or traits that are in opposition to the ‘norm’ 
have a right to public spaces? 


TEACHERS’ NOTES 
There are actually many subcategories of punks that exist, each with their 
own set of ideologies. Contrary to popular conception, many punks are 
actually anti-fascist and anti-racist. Many are simply people that have 
decided to reject the dominant systems and institutions, seeing them as 
inherently unjust and/or corrupt.  

It is understandable if some educators’ are uncomfortable discussing such issues. Even if the 
dominant perspective is that punks are undesirable elements in society, it is still worth debating 
whether public spaces and society should cater to all types of people (if they are not harming 
anyone). The greater question at stake is about how accepting society should be of difference – 
people who look different, who value different things, who behave differently. And if learners 
believe that difference should not be tolerated, then it is worth challenging such ideas – who then 
decides what is an “acceptable” level of difference? Who owns and controls public space? 

For further discussion, educators can use the following quote by Hilfi as a trigger for students to 
respond: 
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Hilfi, who also goes by 
the moniker 
Anjingsial, is one of 
the punk residents in 
space for the month 
of September.
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“For Surface Noise, it’s located at Textile Centre and it’s surrounded by dodgy 
pubs, so it’s like they are unseen. It’s covered by [i.e. blends in with] its neighbours. 
And in such setting [sic] we don’t stand out that much. It’s like if punks were to 
hang out at Geylang, it won’t be as dodgy as us hanging out at the CBD area. So 
the environment plays a part lah...that’s why we always hang out at Jalan Besar 
lah, because it’s similar to Geylang, and we’re surrounded by all the dodgy things. 
The police will always patrol around these areas, but they will always ignore us 
because we’re barely anything. Because for people like us, especially in Singapore, 
we need to find places where it’s easier for us to blend in.” 

OPTIONAL ACTIVITY 
If educators are interested in this thread of inquiry, students can go through the narrative of one 
of the four spaces highlighted in the space: Surface Noise, Pink Noize, Decline and Blackhole 
212. 


Blackhole's story of space, in particular, is recommended (Warning: contains occasional f-words) 
because the items selected for that give a better understanding of the rise and decline of the 
space and the challenges in terms of maintaining an autonomous space for subcultures to exist.


Some questions for discussion:

1. What are the challenges for such punk spaces?

2. Do you agree with the need for increased police monitoring / interventions by authorities in 

these spaces? Why or why now?

3. Who might be some other people in Singapore who need safe spaces?  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ARTISTS ENABLE NEW WAYS OF SEEING 
II. US AND THE CITY: THE WORKS OF KUANG-YU TSUI 

Learning Outcomes: 
- Students will build confidence in formulating their own opinions and 

interpretations of contemporary art.

- Students will understand how art reflects and critiques everyday norms 

and behaviours.

- Students will explore how art has the transformative ability to reveal 

hidden possibilities in everyday life.
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Eighteen Copper 
Guardians in Shao-Lin 
Temple and 
Penetration: The 
Perceptive

 CONTEXT: 18 Copper Guardians in Shao-Lin Temple 
The 18 copper guardians are the mythical defenders of the famed Shao-Lin Temple. There 
are many variants of the folklore associated with the copper guardians. They have been said 
to be the most highly-skilled monks of the monastery; some versions have them as 
demigods – mortals who have, through training, become a higher being; yet other versions 
describe them as robots(!) Their role also varies according to different legends; they have 
been variously characterised as being charged with the defence of the monastery, or being 
the final trial that monks-in-training must face when they graduate from the monastery. But 
ultimately, the guardians are strongly associated with the quest, the heroic and the mythic.
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ACTIVITY 1 – Eighteen Copper Guardians in Shao-Lin Temple 
and Penetration: The Perceptive, The Penetrative, The 
Spontaneous 
1. Have students gather in front of Kuang-Yu Tsui’s works on the three plinths in the gallery.

2. The three videos are sub-titled (from left to right): the Perceptive, the Penetrative, and the 

Spontaneous.

3. Briefly explain the legend of the 18 Copper Guardians in Shao-Lin Temple to the students – 

how might the myth be related to the artist’s behaviour in the video?

4. Ask the students about how they feel about the artist’s behaviour – is it comic? Tragic? Why 

do they feel that way?

5. How might the tasks that the artist undergoes relate to our everyday lives?


• Task 1: Perceiving things that you cannot see.

• What is the unseen in our daily lives?

• What are we made to guess or predict despite having very little information?


• Task 2: Penetrating solid objects.

• What are the solid objects in our lives that we are trying to run through? 

• What keeps us trying again and again?


• Task 3: Spontaneously reacting to situations.

• In what situations in our lives are we asked to make things up on the spot?

• Do students think that the artist’s “skill” (i.e. channeling vomit) is a heroic skill?


6. The artist doesn’t quite ‘succeed’ in the tasks that he sets out to accomplish (e.g. he doesn’t 
always make the right guesses, he never penetrates solid objects, his one spontaneous 
accomplishment is of mixed/limited benefit), but what possibilities does he reveal about how 
we cope with our daily lives?


TEACHERS’ NOTES 
The urban environment and system we live in is akin to life in the Shaolin Temple, where we have 
to guess and imagine the size of the tasks we need to overcome each day. For Kuang-Yu, the 
reality of surviving in the social system of everyday requires us to train ourselves to make 
decisions beyond our own abilities e.g. meeting requests from our bosses, having the ability to 
complete ten proposals a day, predicting all the accidents and risks ahead. There is a need for us 
to break through what he calls "environmental barriers" and seeing through situations until one 
day we can copy with any and every challenge we meet in our everyday lives.  

There can be substantial variance in how the students can interpret Tsui’s work. Many may see it 
as comical behaviour, but encourage students to see how the humour may relate to everyday life 
– is the artist saying that our daily struggles and navigations through the city are inherently 
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ridiculous to a certain extent? Some students may make more metaphorical readings: the artist 
running into things over and over again might be seen as a metaphor for the futility of trying to 
surmount obstacles. Again, such readings can be challenged; the behaviour may seem silly or 
nihilistic, but the reference to the myth of the copper guardians, and the invocation of training 
also suggests a heroism to the quest, or a nobility in refusing to be deterred.  

ACTIVITY 2 – The Shortcut to the Systematic Life: Superficial 
Life 
1. This work by Kuang-Yu Tsui is located in 

the yellow corridor, accessible through 
the narrow opening next to Chen Sai Hua 
Kuan’s work. As the passage is narrow, 
students will need to take turns in groups 
of 6-8 to view the work.


2. Check understanding to ensure that 
students see the correlation between the 
different outfits that Tsui changes into and 
the surroundings he is in.


3. What might the artist be suggesting about 
the nature of identity?


4. Who decides dress codes in the city? By 
extension, then, who decides identities 
and behaviour in the city?


TEACHERS’ NOTES 
This action video features spaces and 
locations frequented by Kuang-Yu to observe 
the daily activities of others. They also 
represent environments in which he feels that 
the public has to dress or act a certain way in 
order to blend in. He initially wanted to create 
a 'skin' to using a special fabric that can help 
him adapt to the surrounding environment like 
a chameleon, but most of the manufacturers he approached were not able / keen to produce 
such a material for him (and he didn't have the capital to produce it too). In the end, he had to 
get a designer to just create a costume customised to his body shape.  

The behaviour of the artist in this video can be likened to that of a chameleon, who evolved the 
ability to blend into their surroundings, thereby eluding predators. Encourage students to think 
about how one’s clothing and uniform (both in a formal sense, such as a school uniform, as well 
as in an informal sense, such as clothes that express one’s identity/taste) shape their identities, 
and also shape spaces that they can be in. E.g. if they were to dress as a punk, in leather, plaid 
and spikes, they would certainly look out of place in the Central Business District, just as an 
office worker in a blouse and pencil skirt would look out of place in a punk gig. Once again, it is 
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worth pushing students to think more deeply about how identities are shaped and formed; 
people may have agency, but it is also influenced by surroundings, social norms and peer 
pressure from each other. 

ABOUT THE ARTIST 
Kuang-Yu Tsui is interested in responding to the adaptation relation between 
human and the society from a biological point of view. He also attempts to 
redefine or question the institutions we inhabit through different actions and 
experiments that ignore the accustomed norm. In doing so, the artist has 
developed new means to adapt to the environment and redefine reality. His 
action can be regarded as a medium, or a parameter, to gauge social 
tolerance. Also an attempt to show relationships in the present institution 
and the relation between man and his environment, Kuang-Yu’s repetitive 
body experiments accent the absurdity of the social values and reality that 
people have grown accustomed to.


He was born in Taipei, Taiwan in 1974. In 1997 he graduated from National Institute of the Arts and has exhibited 
internationally since, including Venice Biennale, Liverpool Biennale, Reina Sofia Museum, Chelsea Art Museum, Mori 
Museum, OK Centrum. 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 “My work is like some 
anonymous person 
hiding in a corner who 
sneakily picks up a 
rock and throws it at 
you.” 

   -KUANG-YU TSUI
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ARTISTS INSPIRE CURIOSITY ABOUT THE WORLD 
III. THE BRIEF HISTORY OF THE TRAPDOOR BY 
DEBBIE DING 

ACTIVITY – Digging deeper: what lies beneath the surface? 
1. This work by Debbie Ding 

occupies the basement of The 
Substation (where dressing rooms 
and storage spaces have been 
located) and is accessible via a 
ladder with a 2.8m descent 
through a trapdoor. The descent 
through the trapdoor is part of the 
artist’s design, and is therefore 
part of the experience of the work. 
Students with a fear of heights 
and mobility issues may access 
the basement via the side-road 
(please ask docent for assistance.)


2. After students have experienced the artwork, ask them about their 
experiences: how did they feel during the descent, as well as while 
passing through the dark corridor?


3. Have students reflect on how their experience might have been 
different if they merely watched the projections on the screen without 
first passing through the dark corridor?


4. Why do they think the artist created this dark corridor? How does it 
add to the idea of “A Brief History of the Trap Door”?


5. Share with the students that the projections are actually a sequence of 
GIFs spliced together. 
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Descending via rope 
into the darkness
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6. As a follow-up, this video may be shared with students: https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=ldlCD7GR2JI  
The video sums up many of the usual tropes associated with trapdoors – the suggestion of 
the unknown, of monsters and horrors that lurk underneath, of things that must be kept 
secret or hidden away.


TEACHERS’ NOTES 
This work is a good springboard to have students discuss how artists have the ability to make us 
look at our world with new eyes and newfound curiosity. Rather than simply telling us about the 
factual history of the trap door, the artist recreates the emotions and sensations of encountering 
a trap door – the descent into the unknown, the fear of the darkness that may lie beneath, the 
thrill of discovery. Through these interventions, elements in the everyday can be transformed into 
sites of wonder and exploration.  

Higher ability learners can also be encouraged to read up further on historical trapdoors, or 
trapdoors in notable works of theatre and fiction. Alternatively, closer attention can be paid to the 
curation of GIFs in the projection, and the effect of vertigo and disorientation it has on the viewer.  
The work could also be compared with Debbie Ding’s earlier work for the 2016 Singapore 
Biennale, Shelter, see here for more info: http://dbbd.sg/works/shelter.php  

There are also possibilities for follow-up activities in the classroom, e.g. by having students 
curate their own “A Brief History of…” project, that uses a selection and sequence of GIFs as a 
movie with their own voice-over. 

ABOUT THE ARTIST 
Debbie Ding is a visual artist and technologist working between Singapore and London. She received an MA in Design 
Interactions from Royal College of Art in 2015. Other ongoing exhibitions of her work include "Shelter" (2016), a live-
sized model of a HDB Household Shelter (commissioned for the Singapore Biennale 2016), and "The Library of Pulau 
Saigon" (2015), a computer-aided exploration of archaeological ambiguities at the site of a former island in the 
Singapore River (at NUS Museum's exhibition "Radio Malaya”).


She reworks and reappropriates formal, qualitative approaches to collecting, labelling, organising, and interpreting 
assemblages of information – using this to open up possibilities for alternative constructions of knowledge. Inquiries 
are sparked off by the unexpected discoveries and hidden labours of amateur explorers – whose voices are often 
concealed by the contemporary professionalisation of academic disciplines.

 

www.dbbd.sg
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