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Standard English is vital if S'pore wants to market itself overseas, he says 

LEAVE out the 'lors' and 'lahs' and use proper English. Then it becomes second nature and will bring a host of advantages. 

It is also easier to speak proper English all the time than to speak sloppily most of the time and then switch to proper English on formal occasions. 

It would be almost like learning two languages, Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong said yesterday. 

'Speaking good English does not mean using bombastic words or adopting an artificial English or American accent,' he said launching the Speak Good English Movement 2005 at the HDB Hub Auditorium. 

Addressing 500 teachers, students and other guests, he encouraged Singaporeans to consciously use full sentences, with proper sentence structure, at home, work and social gatherings. 

English teachers should also inject more creativity into lessons, he said, applauding Mother Tongue teachers who had made lessons interesting with songs, drama and poem recitations. 

'Even pop songs, hip hop or rap can be used as a medium for teaching good English,' he said. 

He cited a Japanese organisation that teaches English through the singing of English pop songs. The textbook, naturally, is a songbook. 

Singapore is not alone in pushing for the use of good English, he said. China, Korea and Thailand, have launched ambitious plans to do so. 

To prepare for the Olympic Games in 2008, China devised a quota system for vocabulary-building pegged to the job a person is doing, he said. 

Public servants under 40 must master 300 sentences, bus drivers 100 sentences. Shop assistants under 40 must pass a conversational English test. 

Singapore, too, will host two major events: The International Olympic Council in July to pick the 2012 games venue, and the International Monetary Fund and World Bank meetings in September next year. 

There is no need for quotas like in China, he said. But it would be good if Singaporeans interact with them in clear and grammatical English. 

Standard English is also vital if Singapore wants to market itself overseas: 'When our English becomes too mutated, we become unintelligible to others.' 

Foreigners find it difficult to understand Singlish, he said citing comments by the son of an Australian friend. 

The Melbourne youth said Singaporeans at his school spoke 'a strange type of English among themselves'. It sounded like English, but he could not make out the meaning at all. 

And in the area of TV programmes, for instance, American sitcoms could easily be broadcast and understood here. But local hits like Phua Chu Kang or Police and Thief are not exported as easily. 

Mr Lee also referred to a letter in The Straits Times Forum Page yesterday which he said made a good point. 

Letter-writer Anthony Lee said Singapore made an effort to use hanyu pinyin to ensure precise pronunciation for Chinese characters. The same could be done for teaching English. 

The Speak Good English Movement, celebrating its 5th anniversary this year, aims to help Singaporeans be more confident in using proper English so they can be better understood. 

The celebrations include a carnival at the HDB Mall atrium with games, talks and performances this weekend. 

This year's tag-line is 'Speak up, speak out and speak well'. 

Role models such as teachers, parents or leaders in the workplace and in social groups are being encouraged to help others speak better. 

Professor Koh Tai Ann, who now chairs the Movement, said that having raised awareness about speaking good English, it is now time to identify those who can help to make it happen. 

Among the group of 13 Singaporeans named 'Good English icons' are break-dancer and assistant engineer Mohamad Hata Rahmad, 38, taxi driver Theresa Sim, 47, and Kids Central actresses Kim Wakerman, 15, and her sister Lynn, 9. 
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