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Lack of diverse pre-school mother tongue
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cultural heritage

A class at MOE Kindergarten@Horizon in January. All 36 kindergartens under the Ministry of Education offer all
three mother tongues. ST PHOTO: LIM YAOHUI

Justin Ong

Political

Correspondent

THE STRAITS TIMES

https://www.straitstimes.com/life/entertainment/my-perfect-weekend-with-actor-benjamin-tan?obOrigUrl=true
https://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/community/50-year-old-among-3-covid-19-deaths-1457-new-cases-in-spore?obOrigUrl=true
https://www.outbrain.com/what-is/default/en
https://www.straitstimes.com/authors/justin-ong
https://www.straitstimes.com/


SINGAPORE - When Mr Raj started looking at pre-schools for his 13-month-old

twins, he was hopeful they would have the chance to learn Tamil, which is spoken

by his family.

But the closest centre offering the mother tongue language was too far away, and

did not have vacancies. So the public servant and his wife settled for a nearby

school that offered Chinese as the lone mother tongue option.

Mr Raj, who is in his 30s, feels it is a missed opportunity for his sons to get started

on being effectively bilingual in Tamil and English, while at a key formative age.

"Even if we wanted the boys to study Chinese, I would have preferred they go to a

centre also offering Tamil or Malay," he added. "Such centres have a better

likelihood of having better diversity in students and teachers. This diversity is

important for minorities."

Out of over 1,900 pre-schools in Singapore, about 160 offer all three mother

tongues and 260 offer two, said Minister for Social and Family Development

Masagos Zulkifli in written responses to parliamentary questions filed by Sengkang

GRC MP Raeesah Khan in April and May. The rest - over 77 per cent - offer one

mother tongue, which is commonly Chinese.

"We have at least one pre-school centre offering Malay or Tamil language in almost

all heartland planning areas," added Mr Masagos.

Researchers and parents told The Straits Times (ST) the small number of schools

offering more than one mother tongue could be due to overall teacher shortage. A

preference for Chinese over other languages, and more households speaking only

English, are other possible factors.

The concern, they said, is a potentially growing lack of linguistic diversity when

children are not exposed to their own mother tongue from a young age - one that

could negatively impact Singaporeans' identity and culture in years to come.

A spokesman from the Early Childhood Development Agency (ECDA) said pre-

schools generally look at the needs and preferences of children and parents in their

area to determine their provision of mother tongues.
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All 36 kindergartens under the Ministry of Education (MOE) offer all three mother

tongue languages. The same will apply to 24 more kindergartens MOE plans to

open by 2025.

As of February, 325 out of 588 centres run by anchor operators - which receive

government grants in exchange for keeping fees affordable - teach at least one more

mother tongue in addition to Chinese. ECDA aims to increase this to 350 centres by

next year.

The agency's spokesman said that to expand pre-school mother tongue options, it

is key to attract teachers - whom Mr Masagos described as a limited resource.

About 10,500 early childhood educators qualify to teach Chinese, and there

are about 2,800 for Malay, and about 700 for Tamil.

"However, not all of them are teaching mother tongue languages currently," said the

ECDA spokesman. "This could be due to many reasons such as teachers' personal

preferences, centres' need to deploy them as English teachers, or teachers' lack of

confidence to teach the language."

In 2019, ECDA and the National Institute of Early Childhood Development

introduced the Certificate in Pre-School Mother Tongue Language Training

(CPMTL) for Malay and Tamil, to better equip teachers in those languages. As of

February, almost 300 educators have completed the course and are now teaching

the languages.

A new CPMTL for Chinese will be introduced this year in a move to attract more

participants. Those who enrol by Dec 31 next year and go on to teach will get a

$2,000 bonus.

Associate Professor Sirene Lim, who heads the early childhood education

programme at the Singapore University of Social Sciences, noted that a substantial

number of mother tongue teachers are hired from outside of Singapore.
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Figures from ECDA in 2018 show that locals make up six in 10 of mother tongue

language teachers in pre-schools.

"I'm not sure it is realistic to expect the sector to be able to offer the suite of official

mother tongue languages in all centres, given such teacher shortages," said Prof

Lim.

Dr Nirmala Karuppiah, head of education at the National Institute of Education's

Centre for Research in Child Development, said attracting and retaining good pre-

school teachers remains a challenge.

She noted that despite efforts to bolster qualifications, training, working conditions

and well-being; pre-school teachers are viewed differently from counterparts in

primary school and beyond.

Dr Karuppiah pointed to suggestions that raising the job's requirements - from

diploma to degree - could improve the sector's image and uplift the quality of

education.

But Ms Nurashzeela Abu Bakar, a Malay-language teacher at the Kidz Meadow

centre in Buangkok, said this might raise barriers to entry and narrow the pool

further.

Ms Parameswari Tamilselvan, who teaches Tamil at private operator EtonHouse's

Mountbatten 223 campus, said: "Being a pre-school teacher is a calling. One needs

to have passion, resilience and the right attitude to stay in this sector and

contribute sustainably."

Dr Nazry Bahrawi, a senior humanities lecturer at the Singapore University of

Technology and Design, said: "Early childhood education appears to be a

burgeoning industry that is only in recent times receiving greater attention and

resources in Singapore. It will take time for this industry to grow.

"The bigger issue with language education in Singapore is that we have not valued

this discipline in the same way we value Stem (science, technology, engineering

and mathematics) education."
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Dwindling demand for Malay and Tamil languages could also be another reason for

the paucity of pre-schools with multiple mother tongue options, as observed by

teachers and parents.

Some parents of Malay and Indian ethnicity want their children to learn Chinese,

due to the language being "a big factor in the region".

Housewife Laarvanya, who goes by one name, had all three of her children take

Chinese as a mother tongue in kindergarten. Her eldest son has continued to study

the subject in primary school. "We decided to let him do it for as much as he wants

to. He is driven and works hard," said the 36-year-old.

Dr Nazry said the perception of Chinese as more important than Malay or Tamil

was unfortunate. "This has to do with demographics, but it's also related to less

benign phenomena that position Chinese as a more prestigious mother tongue,

such as job advertisements that prefer Chinese-speaking individuals or colleagues

speaking only in Chinese in the presence of non-Chinese speakers."

Other parents reasoned that Malay or Tamil could be spoken at home or learnt in

primary school.

But Mr Raj said colloquial speech was not the same, while Dr Karuppiah raised the

possibility of the child struggling with the language in the formal school system

later.

There is also the matter of families who speak only English at home. In 2019, this

was the case for 71 per cent of Chinese households with Primary 1 children - a rise

from 42 per cent in 1999. Among Malay families, the corresponding figures are 67

per cent (up from 18 per cent), and among Indians, 70 per cent (55 per cent).

"It was a deliberate attempt on the part of the policymakers of early Singapore to

embrace English as the nation's primary mode of communication. We need the

same level of commitment to arrest the dearth of mother tongue use, especially the

minority languages of Malay and Tamil," said Dr Nazry.

The alternative, he warned, was to see Singapore transform from a multilingual to a

duo-lingual - English and Chinese - state.
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For Dr Nazry, all mother tongue languages - including Hokkien and Boyanese

dialects, or Jawi script - should be preserved as Singapore's intangible cultural

heritage.

Noting that language and culture are interconnected, Dr Karuppiah said: "If

children do not learn or have very little exposure to their mother tongue, their

knowledge and understanding of their own culture could be limited."

Appreciating one's culture also provides children with a sense of identity and

values, she added.

Parents, teachers and pre-schools ST spoke to agreed.

Ms Josephyne Ho, principal of EtonHouse's Mountbatten 223, said the centre

started offering all three mother tongues about three years ago, to ensure its pupils

have a head start in those languages.

"Although we do not have many children taking up these languages, we hope this

initiative will gain traction in the near future," she said. "We are determined to

persevere for as long as we can, as we truly want to support the children's cultural

heritage."

Prof Lim said promoting bilingualism and multilingualism in schools also helps

children understand other cultures, and strengthens citizenship values.

"Given swift economic progress and increased migration of people and ideas within

the Asian region, one may argue whether there is now a need for our children to

learn English, their family's mother tongue, and another Asian language," she

suggested.

Join ST's Telegram channel here and get the latest breaking news delivered to

you.
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