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The Chairman of the Speak Good English Movement, Professor Koh Tai Ann, was interviewed by Straits Times Deputy Editor Felix Soh. She touched on issues ranging from the reasons why Singlish impacts negatively on Singapoerans’ use of Standard English to blogging and to how Literature helps to improve spoken and written English.

As the new Chairman of the Speak Good English Movement, what do you see as your mission?

The main impetus behind SGEM is the fact that Singapore recognises English is a global language. It has also been described as “the turbine engine of globalization”. If we are to be competitive, we ought to be able to use English well. The countries around us all are rapidly catching up. They, too, see that the acquisition of English is very important. We would soon lose our edge in being English-speaking if we don't use it and speak it well. One of the growth areas in the economy is the service industry. From the taxi-driver to the banker to the trader, we need to speak and write good English. 

Singaporeans who speak Singlish may think we are speaking English, as if it is our native language. We become complacent and assume that others understand us. But it is actually a local variety wholly intelligible only among ourselves. We need to speak an English that's closer to international Standard English. It could be Singapore Standard English which at least follows the basic rules or principles of international Standard English in terms of grammar and vocabulary, but maintains its own identity in terms of accent. There may be some acceptable, distinctly local vocabulary items, like "five-foot way" just as the British say "pavement'' and the Americans say "sidewalk". There is also a fairly standard pronunciation of the majority of words, but again some local variation is acceptable. However, if we have too localized a variety in terms of grammar, vocabulary and pronunciation, it becomes pidgin English and not recognizable by other English speakers.

The message that SGEM has always had -- be intelligible when we speak, be understood -remains. That is still our mission.

Singlish creates its own rules, all the way from grammar to spelling to pronunciation to vocabulary, much of which are loan words from the mother tongue languages, Malay or Chinese dialects. The local variety was first identified in 1974 in a book, The English of Singapore and Malaysia (ESM). Since then, ESM has become known as Singlish (Manglish in Malaysia), having grown, developed and evolved such that many Singaporeans who speak Singlish think they are speaking English when it is more like a dialect. To be able to use only this variety is to limit our horizons and opportunities. MM Lee once said, “Singlish is a handicap we do not want to wish on any Singaporean”. 

When people in other countries in Asia or Europe learn English, they learn it as a foreign language or as a second language. Thus they learn it very properly and usually learn the standard variety. It is important to them that when they use English, they have to be understood and that they project an image of themselves as someone who has acquired a valuable social or work skill. So they are careful not to make errors, whereas Singaporeans are perhaps too comfortable in our Singlish clothes. Even though T-shirt or housecoat may be improper wear for the occasion, they will still wear the linguistic equivalent inappropriately, when they meet visitors and at formal occasions. 

All Singaporeans who’ve been to school would have been taught Standard English while all young people since 1987 have been wholly educated in English. All teachers must use the standard variety in the classroom. Yet Singaporeans who have used English in school for many years become careless and habitually use Singlish outside the classroom. They cease to use the standard variety or become unable to, from lack of attention to their speech habits. It has become the common tongue, so much so that in some circles, and on the school playground, to use the standard variety is to be seen to be putting on airs, to be “posh” and pretentious. 

If you are in the hotel industry or are providing any kind of service, you would want yourself to be understood by your client and customer. You would also want to understand what your customer says. If you are so accustomed to Singlish, you soon become unaccustomed to standard English. And anybody can tell you, should you go into a local shop sometimes and use standard English, you won't be understood. Try saying, “Do you happen to have this shirt in this colour in medium size?” You will get, ""Hah? You’d have to say, ""This colour shirt, medium size, got or not?''. Then she'll say, ""Got''. Or she'll say indifferently, ""You see there got, got. Not there, no got.'' A visitor would be most frustrated. If you're making a sales pitch and are not used to speaking standard English habitually, you'll come across as stiff and unable to answer questions spontaneously and well. You will feel uncomfortable in these artificial clothes. 

I see that one day, if we continue to speak a fairly standard variety, we will have a Singapore Standard English that is close to the international standard just as American and Australian English are, without each losing its distinctive identity.

The next step that we are taking is to identify those who influence speech. At home, it is the parents, at school, teachers, at work, those whom employees look up to as models, the supervisor or manager. However, it is not only authority figures who can be role models. It could be people who are in popular entertainment. Generally, because of the Phua Chu Kang syndrome, people associate Singlish with popular entertainers. If you want to be popular, you want to make jokes and you wish your show to be a success, then you need to use Singlish to connect with your audience. What we are saying is that while this may be so, nonetheless Gurmit Singh, Dick Lee, hip-hop dancers, when they need to, beyond the world of entertainment, can speak standard English. It is part of their educatedness, part of their image, too. Which is why we have identified several from the entertainment world as SGEM !cons. 

Our message is: If they can, so can you. If they do not feel embarrassed to be speaking standard English, why should you? 

After generations of Singaporeans being schooled in English, with English as the dominant language, with English being so pervasive in our daily life, we are still not speaking English well. Why is this so? 

Language always evolves in response to the local socio-cultural environment. Moreover, in the 80s up to the early 90s, just when a second generation of English teachers was being trained, there was a fad in the teaching of English called the “Communicative Approach” where grammar and the correction of mistakes was de-emphasized, where the focus was on encouraging fluency rather than accuracy, to encourage children to speak. Grammar as such was not taught, in the belief that it would be inhibiting. Both teaching methodology and the curriculum reflected this approach. Teacher trainees were even told it was all right to use Singlish, if it enabled them to relate to and communicate better with their pupils

Then came a realization that Singlish was becoming very widespread. In 1999, 8,000 primary school teachers were put through a crash course on grammar in order to be able to teach the new curriculum which focused on grammar and other rules of language. The Speak Good English Movement was born in 2000. 

You may recall The Straits Times, at the time, had a roundtable discussion on English in Singapore. I was one of the five members. I commented that bad English is like Gresham's Law in Economics which says bad currency drives out the good. If we continue to use the local variety, this would soon become the standard. For all its communicative and “fun” qualities, it is essentially colloquial and informal. I don't think we want the local variety to become Singapore’s Standard English. I would rather that the influence was the other way -- that standard English, while not totally inhibiting local variations and quirks, would bring the local variety gradually nearer to its standards. 

It is also worrying that how you speak often influences how you write. If you mispronounce a word -- and English being a phonetic language -- you will tend to spell it the wrong way. For instance, instead of saying ""pronunciation'', Singaporeans tend to say, "pronounciation'', and that's how they spell it. If you speak ungrammatically, you are also likely to write that way, too.

There are many words in Singapore that are used in a sense that's local to Singapore: for instance, the word "take''. We ask, ""Have you taken your lunch,'' or say "'We take dinner''. This is not found in Standard English. There it’s more likely to be used for something unpleasant such as ""Take your medicine'' or "Take this!” as you punch someone on the jaw. ""Follow'' puzzles a lot of non-Singaporeans. ""I will follow you'' creates a sense of alarm. What’s meant is, ""I will come with you”, or ""I will accompany you.'' In Standard English, ""kindly'' is usually used by somebody who's in authority and carries a sharp edge. For instance, a teacher, may say sarcastically, ""Kindly take your feet off the table''. But Singaporeans regularly say or write, “kindly” instead of “please” or even, “please kindly”! Or, ""please revert to me,'' is also used wrongly for “please get back to me”. ""Revert'' is a change of state. You change back to the original state, as in, ""I revert to my previous status.'' In time, through inaccurate usage, our language becomes limited, less subtle or nuanced.

Gradually, such local usage may even become part of Singapore Standard English. This kind of creeping interference may soon enough become acceptable and entrenched. I've even heard public figures use the word ""alphabets'' in plural when they meant ""letters of the alphabet.''

The linguists will tell you that Singlish started with the second generation of English speakers born after Singapore achieved independence. One thinks of somebody like the late President Wee Kim Wee. I was astonished to read that he had not completed his "O' levels. Yet his English was so good that he could become a correspondent for an international news agency, United Press International, and then go on to become the Deputy Editor of a national English daily. This means that although he couldn't complete school, he must have learned, heard and used standard English habitually such that even without "O' levels, he could it effectively. I'm sure he's highly intelligent, too. But first of all, he had this resource at his disposal. 

So what can the schools do? The problem is that out there, are teachers and pupils who have been merrily using Singlish all these years. If you push the children to use the standard form, they will, but they're not often pushed. They may not even want to change because ""This is me.'' But we can say that to be able to speak Standard English is also ""me''. It's just another facet to the self that we acquire, or another tool. We hope, in time, our Movement will become internalized.

We are pleased that teachers are now being taught the features of Singlish so that when they teach English, they are aware which is the standard form, and which is the local variety. There are now textbooks like ""An Introduction to Singapore English'' and ""Singapore English in a Nutshell'' written by National Institute of Education (NIE) lecturers to alert them. 

It is likely that when President Wee was in primary and secondary school, he was taught and only heard standard English around him, including over the radio and in the material read to him. At the same time, through a process of osmosis, he must have absorbed it unconsciously. Thus children, without learning grammatical rules, speak grammatically if they hear grammatically correct English around them. If they only hear Singlish from birth, that's what they will speak. Our children currently have this problem when they go to school. Eg Chinese children have to learn Mandarin if they don't speak Mandarin at home. But if they had used Singlish as their first language when they began to speak, learning Standard English will be like learning a third language. 

So, we are saying to parents: Why don't you give them a head start by using and teaching your child, standard English? Nursery teachers, why don't you do that, too? Primary school teachers, too. By the time the pupils reach secondary school, they should by then be using standard English naturally. We should by then be focusing only on teaching the finer points of language such as prose style and effective writing. What I've also noticed is that there are very few people nowadays who write in a good style. When I think of good style, I think of MM Lee Kuan Yew, Vivian Balakrishnan, Mr Tharman Shanmugaratnam, Janadas Devan, the writers, Lee Tzu Pheng, Catherine Lim and several Straits Times columnists such as Leong Ching and Chua Mui Hoong. But you cannot even get to this stage of writing English beautifully and being able to appreciate and enjoy English Literature if, to begin with, you do not have a good grasp of the language. And language and its literature are mutually reinforcing.

If young people can speak and write good English, they will appreciate and enjoy it when they come across it in its creative expression, that is, literature, drama and other genres. And the more literature (in the words of one poet, “the best words in the best order”) they read, then the more it reinforces their command of English. By being able to read and enjoy a variety of texts, they will strengthen their own skills in speech and writing, particularly children who are read to aloud. Even a parent who speaks Singlish, but who is able to read, and does read to the child, the correct standard English of the storybook will expose the child to a standard variety. It could even be a non-fiction book. A child may be very interested in trains or in faraway places. If teachers did that often in schools, too, creating a supportive language environment, it can be done, and it should be done. But we have to do this consciously.

This is what our Movement aims to do, to raise awareness that it is good to be able to speak (and write) correctly and well. 

Reviewing what you have said about what is happening at the schools, is the environment in Singapore schools conducive to learning how to speak good English? 

Recent local research confirms what we all know: that Singapore classrooms give children very few opportunities to speak. Singaporean classrooms are places where there is relatively little talk between teacher and pupils, compared to British and American classrooms. The teacher focuses on teaching and completing the curriculum -- very on-task. There is little informal talk between teachers and their students or encouragement to speak up. The students spend the rest of the time on worksheets, and are given lots of written homework. A researcher has described it as a “worksheet culture”. A lot of Singaporeans who laughed in embarrassment when they saw Jack Neo's film, I Not Stupid, recognized immediately that much of the parents' interaction with their children was to nag at them to study for exams or to do their homework. And this homework tends to be written. That's why assessment books are the biggest selling items in local bookshops. Many bookshops have become virtually assessment book sellers rather than your genuine bookshop offering a wide range of reading material.

We are also a culture when people in formal situations tend to listen politely. They are afraid they may say something wrong and offend, or be corrected. Or they fear that their views may sound rather inarticulate in Singlish. So they keep quiet and do not express themselves. They may also not be confident of their English and don't have the words for what they want to say. I've been at forums at the universities when students stumble and grope around for the proper word or phrase. Hence also the habit of code-mixing, using words and phrases from Chinese or Malay because they do not know the English equivalent.

In short, if they don't have the habit of speaking standard English, they become inarticulate on formal occasions. Yet when they are with their friends and speak Singlish, they have a lot to say. Frankly speaking, Singlish is a language of quite limited vocabulary. This is why it is borrowing all the time from the languages around it because the speakers do not feel at home using English. 

How would you rate the standard of written and spoken English in Singapore?

Those who have studied abroad in native-English speaking countries like the UK or Australia, tend to be able to speak a standard variety when they return. The highly-educated in Singapore, in the administrative service, professions and so on, speak and write standard English. But I observe that increasingly, middle managers, especially graduates not from the humanities, tend to speak Singlish and write error-prone prose. 

I found it most significant that in the Coxford Singlish Dictionary, a Foreword in Singlish by Sylvia Toh Paik Choo (who’s virtually made Singlish a commercial enterprise), is followed by another Foreword by the editors in what would seem to be mostly standard 

English. Yet, I found errors in use of several words, suggesting that perhaps the editors, too, have become careless through immersion in Singlish. I'm sure they are graduates. I am finding the misuse of words an increasingly common phenomenon in official letters, in minutes, reports and proposals, even at the universities. This will be confirmed by many, including in the civil service, who have had to vet minutes written by their juniors. 

Generally, you recognize such writing as standard English, but it is peppered with errors. Some of the errors are what may be called Singlish habits, like treating transitive verbs which demand an object as if they were intransitive, eg , ""The Chairman informed that...''. It should be, ""informed the meeting that...'' Apart from just sheer grammatical error, there is so much carelessness that it makes one wonder if children have learned and internalized the basic grammatical rules of standard English taught in English class. This might be because Singlish violates them all the time -- eg, one of the features of Singlish is the lack of a grammatical subject. Someone might say, ""Cannot, lah” and receive the response, “ Why cannot?'' These are direct translations from both Chinese and Malay forms. Some of these formations seep into the written English. This is why if we can speak standard English and are very aware of its governing rules, it will also transfer back to the writing. 

If we are in the service industry, we have to write documents and records, minutes, proposals, reports, etc. If we become habitually careless, do not use a word or phrase correctly, we could be unintentionally offensive or ambiguous, leading to misinterpretation, with practical consequences. 

What concrete steps can you recommend to remedy the problem?

For workers who have left school, we could consciously teach them how, by holding classes at the work place, make teachers take strict English qualifying tests, and provide remedial English lessons for those who fail to achieve an acceptable standard. 

It could be a taxi-driver, it could be a waiter; it could be a greeter at the airport. What we want to say to them is that you can speak standard English. Please remember this variety which was taught to you in school. 

SGEM is a Movement. We want people to want to change their language habits, to feel it within themselves that it is beneficial socially, at the workplace, and to the economy. That's why we are saying that it is in their own interest to speak well, to use English well.

Language is but a shell for a small country like Singapore, which doesn't have the great literary and cultural heritage of the more mature civilisations of China, India and the West. Do you accept the argument that we can't have great literary works because of this? Will more emphasis on literature in our schools help to improve the standards of written and spoken English? 

We shouldn’t be so hard on ourselves!. These countries took centuries to develop their national literatures. In countries which are largely monolingual, literature, in fact, was a national project. It was a badge of national identity. It was your culture. Such nations’ children proudly study their own literature. This therefore reinforces the children's inwardness with the language. So, the more literature they read and were able to read, the better they became in their respective languages because writers and poets are the best users of the language and also the most creative. Shakespeare alone contributed hundreds, if not thousands of words and phrases to the English language. The literature enriches the language and is in turn, nourished by it.

In Singapore, we don't have a national literature. We have a national language, Malay. But it is one of four official languages which each have and create their own literatures. The language that is dominant is English because that is the language of education, of government, and of business. Now it is the global language. Our leaders had foresight in creating English-medium schools, using a language that is not ethnically native to any of the races, but to a small minority, the Eurasians. Since it belonged to none of the majority ethnic communities, it can belong to all. But paradoxically, it doesn't belong to all as a native tongue because each of us is supposed to have a Mother Tongue. We can't say that English is our mother tongue, although many Singaporean babies learn English or Singlish as soon as they begin to speak. 

At the same time, a fair percentage of Singaporeans, some 20 per cent, are monolingual in English or who are more comfortable speaking in English. That is the only language they know and speak. It is virtually their native language, their first language. While English is not officially recognized as the tongue of Singapore, yet we have a national English-medium educational system which treats English as a first language. Logically it follows, if that is so, we should be using English at first-language standard. But we are not. We are not, simply because English co-exists with all these other languages and is influenced by them all the time. So the formations and vocabulary of the other languages creep into the variety of English we use. Hence, the dynamic and creative nature of Singlish, which is constantly borrowing words from the languages around us, or creating new forms. Hence, as the Coxford Singlish Dictionary editors gleefully note, it is “also very, very, funny.”

So those who want to create a Singapore literature or drama in English (or like Dick Lee, lyrics in Singlish) find that this is a very rich ore to mine. If in novels, short stories, plays, films, you want to portray ordinary Singaporeans speaking English, to be credible, this is the English they speak. This is the reality. So the writers and filmmakers say that to impose the Standard variety of English is to be imposing something artificial. 

Thus there is this contradiction at the heart of the use of English in Singapore. On the one hand, in terms of status and economic utility, English is the first language. On the other, in terms of socio-political and cultural considerations, it is not. Hence the ambivalent attitude towards it --which is why if we are to encourage people to use the standard form, then we have to begin by emphasizing its utility as a skill that you have to learn. 

Besides, who knows, if more Singaporeans constantly speak Standard English nearer the international standard, then gradually Singlish (basically a dialect of English) will also, like the Chinese dialects which have given way to Mandarin, fade away in Singapore. We don't want Singlish to become a class marker, with the less-educated in low-paying jobs being the ones who use Singlish, and who can't rise any higher because of the limitations of their language in a workplace and globalising world where upgrading often requires one to be competent in English. At the same time, the use of English should not be at the expense of the Mother tongues. There will be many situations when the mother tongue is also needed in employment and trade. With the mother tongue go traditions and values that we place a great store by, and we do not want to lose these windows to our inherited cultures and literatures. 

We would actually like to position Singapore as a basically bilingual, if not also multilingual society and economy. That makes us truly global and gives us a rare advantage.

Surveying the blogs written by Singaporeans as well as the discourses in Internet chat rooms, one is impressed with the liveliness and energy of the language being used to express ideas, thoughts and opinions. This is expression at its most raw and most honest. And the standard of English is not bad maybe even excellent in some cases. What do you think?

There are bloggers, and there are bloggers. Some of them use standard English, others deliberately write in Singlish or a mix of the two. There are some who write quite well because they can, and are likely to be graduates of tertiary institutions. People who can speak only Singlish will not write blogs. Bloggers must be fairly literate and must have ready access to computers, have a liking for language and have a strong desire to express themselves. Singlish is to many an identity marker, and besides, gives them more scope for free-wheeling creativity, humour and satire because standard English tends to have stricter rules and to be more formal.

Will a unique Singapore idiom in our speech evolve that will distinguish Singaporeans from other English-speaking people? Or does this already exist? 

Yes, it already exists, at two levels: in Singlish or Singapore Colloquial English (SCQ) and in Singapore Standard English (SSE).

Is it desirable to have such an idiom?

We have no choice because of the way language constantly evolves in society. This is what gives a language its distinctiveness. So, in a sense, as the literary writers and copywriters will tell you, it is desirable: it is what gives a language its unique flavour and its users their identity, willy nilly. Thus we have “Singlishisms” such as “Don’t shake legs” (Don’t be idle), “Why you so like dat?”, the famous “kiasu” and “kiasi” and particles like “àh” “lah”, “lor” and “hor”. But if it became too distinctive and unique, it departs too greatly from the standard form and becomes intelligible only within its own small language community.

In fact, some features of Singlish seem to have crept into SSE. Idioms, or forms of expression peculiar to SSE are, ""Have you taken your lunch/dinner?''. ""Are you attached to the Straits Times'', in SSE means ""Are you employed full time at'', rather than as in Standard English ""temporarily at'', that is, ""on attachment to''. ""My maid does the marketing'' for ""My maid goes to the market'". We commonly use ""staff'' whereas a SE speaker would say ""staff member'', and so on. In formal prose, Singaporeans use conjunctions and connecting phrases like ""as such'', and ""as well as'' in peculiar ways. Or, transitive verbs (which require an object) are habitually used as if they were intransitive: For example, commonly in official letters, ““We will appreciate if you revert urgently.”

Is it better to conform to either the American idiom that is so popular nowadays in China? 

Again, it is not a question of it being desirable or better to conform to the American idiom or not. The US, through film, TV and its cultural products such as pop music, makes American idiom a ubiquitous influence. Research has shown that young Singaporeans' speech, including accent, is very much influenced by the American. Idiom, of course, is different from accent, although both American accent and idiom are influential. A word like ""route'' (pronounced “root” in SSE) is pronounced as ""rout'', while ""rout'' in British English means an overwhelming defeat or a disorderly crowd of people. Increasingly, many words are now not only being spelled, but also pronounced the American way, for example, labor, center, laboratory, lieutenant, vase. Many locals now use ""elevator'' rather than ""lift'' or even misuse words the American way, for example, ""irregardless'', and of course, American slang is used both by Singlish and SSE users.

