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Young Chinese Singaporeans may
have moved away from their moth-
er tongue to use more English, but a
new study has found that these
pre-schoolers still have a good
grasp of grammar and vocabulary
and competent oral skills when it
comes to the Chinese language.

More than half of them are still bi-
lingual, although they use English
more often with their peers and sib-
lings, according to a two-year study
by a team from the Singapore Cen-

tre for Chinese Language (SCCL).
The study, which was completed

last year and funded by the Lee
Kuan Yew Fund for Bilingualism,
aimed to gain a deeper insight into
the use of both languages among
young children here.

About 1,300 parents with children
from 74 pre-schools were asked
about their language use and how
much they exposed their children to
oral and written forms of Chinese
and English. This included time
spent reading storybooks, watching
television and listening to songs.

The researchers also tested 380

pre-schoolers, aged five to six
years, on their proficiency in char-
acter recognition and oral Chinese.

Associate Professor Tan Chee
Lay, the SCCL’s executive director
of research and development, said
that previous research had painted
a “dismal” picture of young Chinese
Singaporeans having a poor grasp
of their mother tongue.

But the latest study shows that
they have not completely neglected
Chinese.

Prof Tan, lead author of the study,
said the aim was to capture more
“nuanced” aspects of language use,
such as children’s written and oral
Chinese abilities, and how much
they communicate in Chinese and
English. The findings have since
been published in several interna-

tional journals, such as the Early
Childhood Education Journal.

Prof Tan said the results showed
children who spoke and read more
in Chinese performed better in the
oral and written tests respectively.

But the amount of exposure they
had to Chinese was much lower
compared with that for English.
Their oral exposure to Chinese – in-
cluding watching television – was
about 15 hours a week compared
with 25 hours for English.

Overall print exposure was
about five times a week for Chinese
and 15 times for English.

Prof Tan said the study showed
that the children already had some
foundation in their mother tongue
– even with limited exposure.

Chinese language teachers should
build on this foundation that chil-
dren have from pre-school, he said.

Also, most parents in their 30s
and 40s grew up in Singapore’s bi-
lingual education system, and can
speak both languages, he said, add-
ing that those surveyed reported
their Mandarin-speaking ability as
“comparable” to that of English.

He noted that although the chil-
dren had a foundation in Chinese,
they preferred to use English with
their siblings and peers. For in-
stance, 32 per cent of them used
English with their siblings and
peers compared with 18 per cent
and 25 per cent with their mother
and father respectively.

About 8 per cent to 9 per cent of
them used Mandarin with their par-
ents, and 3 per cent to 6 per cent
used it with their peers and siblings.

“If this trend continues, you can
say that the younger generation
will eventually speak more Eng-
lish... as they grow up with siblings
and peers together,” said Prof Tan.

“Parents need to speak more Man-
darin with their children from
young,” he added.

“From birth to six years old – it’s a
golden period for them to learn the
language, its grammar and sen-
tence structures and vocabulary.”

He suggested that at least one par-
ent converse entirely in Mandarin
with the child.

“We know where the gaps are
through this research... (Children)
do have exposure but to be effec-
tively bilingual, you need much
more,” he said.

Parents with young children
whom The Straits Times spoke to
said they recognise the importance
of exposing their children to the lan-
guage.

Administrative executive Huang
Shufen, who has two daughters
aged six and nine, said: “When they
were younger, we spoke more Man-
darin with them. We want them to
be able to speak Mandarin.”

Her family now uses more Eng-
lish but the 33-year-old, who is flu-
ent in Mandarin, said: “I don’t think
my girls will lose touch with Chi-
nese as they still use it with their
grandparents, and they are in a Spe-
cial Assistance Plan (SAP) school.”

SAP schools are those that devel-
op pupils to be bilingual in English
and Chinese.
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Dallas shooting

Over half of Chinese pre-schoolers bilingual
despite less mother tongue exposure: Study
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The man found dead on the sixth
floor of Block 279, Yishun Street 22,
on Saturday had known his suspect-
ed assailant, who attended the
same church as him.

Mr Shawn Ignatius Rodrigues, 26,
a former Republic Polytechnic stu-
dent, had sought out the suspect at
the latter’s flat on the sixth floor of
Block 279 when a dispute occurred

around 7.45pm on Saturday.
Mr Rodrigues lived a few bus

stops away from the suspect.
Chinese paper Shin Min Daily

News said the dispute had escalat-
ed into a fight.

The 20-year-old suspect, who is
believed to be doing his national ser-
vice, allegedly tied Mr Rodrigues’
wrists and ankles before hitting
him outside a stairwell on the sixth
floor. The police were alerted
around 8pm. Mr Rodrigues was pro-

nounced dead by paramedics at
8.29pm. The suspect was arrested.

The police have classified the
case as an unnatural death.

No weapon is believed to be in-
volved. Blood stains were found on
the sixth floor outside the lift land-
ing after the body was removed.

The suspect’s sister, a 22-year-old
administrative assistant who de-
clined to be named, claimed Mr Ro-
drigues had been “stalking” her
brother for the past two years. She

said that they went to the same
Catholic church and knew each oth-
er but were “not close”.

“(Shawn) would come to the flat,
banging loudly on the door at odd
hours of the day and ask for my
brother,” she said. “He tried to
speak to him nicely. He told him to
go away many times.”

On his Facebook page, the sus-
pect had posted screenshots of mul-
tiple missed calls he claimed to
have received from Mr Rodrigues

last year. “He is regularly calling me
to find where I am... He is invading
my privacy and well thinks it’s al-
right (sic) doing that,” he wrote.

Residents on the fifth floor of the
block said they sometimes heard
loud noises from the floor above.

Mr Rodrigues’ family, including
his parents, brother and sister,
were at the mortuary yesterday to
identify his body, reported Shin
Min. His sister told the paper the
family was “ very distressed”.

While she also knew the suspect,
she said she did not know what had
happened between him and her
brother.

Police investigations are ongoing.
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DALLAS • US President Barack
Obama said protests against police
violence in many cities over the
weekend are “legitimate” but at-
tacks on law enforcement officers
undermine public support for the
Black Lives Matter movement.

“Any violence directed at police
officers is a reprehensible crime,”
Mr Obama told reporters yesterday
in Madrid at a joint press confer-
ence with Spain’s acting Prime Min-
ister Mariano Rajoy.

Demonstrators have taken to the

streets to protest against the most
recent deaths of black men at the
hands of police.

A peaceful protest last Thursday
in Dallas erupted into gunfire when
a black man, 25-year-old army vet-
eran Micah Johnson, shot 12 police
officers, killing five of them, in
what he termed payback for earlier
police actions.

Johnson had been practising deto-
nating bombs and planned some
kind of major attack even before
the sniper-style assault, the city’s

police chief said yesterday.
Releasing chilling new details of

the attack, police chief David
Brown said Johnson taunted police
as he negotiated with them during
an hours-long stand-off – “playing
games, laughing at us, singing” –
asking how many policemen he had
killed and saying that he wanted to
take out more.

At one point, Johnson, apparently
wounded, wrote the letters “rb” in
his own blood on a wall at the com-
munity college where he was holed

up during the shooting last Thurs-
day. Mr Brown said it was not clear
what those letters meant.

Protests against the killings of
black people continued over the
weekend, and police arrested sever-
al hundred demonstrators last Sat-
urday in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, St
Paul, Minnesota and Chicago.

Mr Obama said protests were part
of the long-standing tradition of
free speech and the ability to dem-
onstrate in the United States.

He was speaking a day after say-
ing, at a press conference in Poland,
that the nation was not returning to
the “enormous polarisation” of the
1960s.

Other social issues, including
women’s suffrage, the abor-
tion-rights debate and the civil
rights movement, have had mo-
ments of incivility, the President
said.

“In a movement like Black Lives
Matter, there’s always going to be
some folk who say things that are
stupid or imprudent or are harsh,”
Mr Obama said.

“I don’t think that we can hold
well-meaning activists who are do-
ing the right thing, peacefully pro-
testing, responsible for everything
that is uttered at a protest.”

He derided those who, in raising
the issue of fairness in the criminal
justice system, attack police offi-
cers verbally, or worse.

He said they were “doing a dis-
service to the cause” with heated
rhetoric.

Police believe that Johnson had
been planning attacks long before-
hand, and that the shooting deaths
of two black men by police in Louisi-
ana and Minnesota last week were a
trigger that prompted him to act,
Mr Brown told CNN.

A search of Johnson’s Dallas-area
home after he was killed by police
turned up bomb-making materials
and a manual in which he wrote
about military tactics.

Investigators believe that “based
on evidence of bomb-making mate-
rials and a journal, that the suspect
had been practising explosive deto-
nations and that the materials were
such that it was large enough to
have devastating effects through-
out our city and our north Texas ar-
ea”, Mr Brown said.

Johnson was a private in the army
reserve and had served in Afghani-
stan. He knew the route of the Dal-
las march, and his military training
apparently benefited him during
the shooting, Mr Brown said.
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The suspect
allegedly tied
Mr Rodrigues’
wrists and
ankles before
hitting him
outside a
stairwell on the
sixth floor of the
block in Yishun.

A softball team
hugging after
paying their
respects last
Saturday at a
makeshift
memorial at the
Dallas police
headquarters
following the
multiple police
shootings in
Dallas, Texas.
PHOTO: REUTERS

Gunman ‘planning major attack
even before sniper assault’

Yishun death: Victim and suspect from same church

S’pore kids ‘using
more English but
strong in Chinese’

MOREENGLISH USE

If this trend
continues, you can say
that the younger
generation will
eventually speak more
English... as they grow
up with siblings and
peers together.

’’ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR TANCHEE LAY,
leadauthor of the study, which foundthat
youngchildren prefer to use English with
their siblingsand peers.
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