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Think you speak good English? Think again. Here's what a salesgirl said to her customer, in an anecdote told by Professor Koh Tai Ann, the new chairman of the Speak Good English Movement: 'You see there got, got. Not there, no got.' 

WHAT vexes Professor Koh Tai Ann is that Singaporeans believe they are speaking English well, as if it is their native language. 

But this is not the case, said the new chairman of the Speak Good English Movement (SGEM), which was created in 2000 to promote good spoken English. 

In her typically 'all-fired up' mode, she said: 'They become complacent and assume that others understand us. But we are actually speaking a local variety wholly intelligible only among ourselves.' 

On Friday, Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong launched the movement's programme for 2005. He urged Singaporeans not to use Singlish but the standard form at home, work and social gatherings. 

His message in a nutshell: English is Singapore's bridge to the world as well as the common language that links the country's multiracial, multilingual communities. Because English is the lingua franca of commerce and globalisation, speaking it well - especially in the fast-growing service industry - would give Singapore a competitive edge. 

Ensuring that the Prime Minister's message sinks in would be Prof Koh's mission as she helms the SGEM. She has the credentials, the expertise and, more importantly, the drive to do the job. 

A veteran educationist who has been teaching English and English literature for more than 30 years, she is not only knowledgeable about the subject but also passionate about it. 

Her teaching career began at the University of Singapore where she lectured at the Department of English before becoming Deputy Head of the English Language and Literature Department at the National University of Singapore. Many of Singapore's present generation of writers, poets and journalists are her former students. 

Now the Professor of English at the School of Humanities & Social Sciences and the Dean of Students at Nanyang Technological University, she brings renewed energy and vigour to the Speak Good English Movement. 

This was demonstrated at the lunch interview with her at Jiang-Nan Chun restaurant at the Four Seasons Hotel, where the scheduled hour-long meal turned into a three-hour exposition of the state of the English language in Singapore. 

One subject that she kept returning to was how Singlish, which its proponents say has value as an identity marker, would erode understanding of what Singaporeans are saying. This could have an impact on a country's competitiveness. 

Commented Prof Koh: '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 important. We would soon lose our edge in being English-speaking if we don't use it and speak it well.' 

She added: '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.' 

That is why she's concerned that Singlish has made significant inroads into the usage of English in Singapore, something which she said would limit the horizons and opportunities of Singaporeans. If we have too local a variety of English, it becomes pidgin English and would no longer be understood by others, she warned. 

Her favourite Singlish anecdote is about the salesgirl in an apparel store who is asked by a customer - using proper English - whether a piece of clothing came in medium size. 

The salesgirl's puzzled response is: 'Hah?' So, the customer has to say: 'This colour, medium size, got?' 

The salesgirl's reply: 'You see there got, got. Not there, no got.' 

This may sound hilarious. But it's not - especially when the bemused customer may end up not buying anything from the store. 

'Singaporeans are perhaps too comfortable in their Singlish clothes,' pointed out Prof Koh. 

'Even though T-shirt or housecoat might be improper wear for the occasion, they still wear the linguistic equivalent inappropriately, when they meet visitors and at formal occasions.' 

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

A 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 globalisation'. 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. They become complacent and assume that others understand us. But we are speaking 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 laws of international Standard English in terms of principles, structure and grammar. There may be some acceptable, distinctly local lexical items, like 'five-foot way' just as the British say 'pavement' and the Americans say 'sidewalk'. 

If we have too localised a variety in terms of grammar, vocabulary and pronunciation, it becomes pidgin English and not recognisable 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 lexical items. It has even been seen to be a deviant form. 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, having grown, developed and evolved such that many Singaporeans who speak Singlish think they are speaking English. As MM Lee once said, 'Singlish is a handicap we do not want to wish on any Singaporean.' To be able to use only this variety is to limit our horizons and opportunities. 

It has become the common tongue, so much so that in some circles, sometimes even on the school playground, to use the standard variety is to be seen to be putting on airs, to be posh and pretentious. 

I see 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. 

Q 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? 

A Language always evolves in response to local circumstances. Moreover, in the 1980s up to the early 1990s, 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-emphasised, where the focus was on encouraging fluency. 

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 realisation 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. 

It is also worrying that often, how you speak influences how you write. If you mispronounce a word, and English being a phonetic language, you 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 extremely local to Singapore. For instance, the word 'take'. We say, 'Take your lunch' or 'We take dinner'. This is not found in Standard English. Usually, it's 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 they mean is 'I will come with you', or 'I will accompany you.' 

In Standard English, 'kindly' is usually used by somebody who's in authority like, say, a teacher, who may say sarcastically, 'Kindly take your feet off the table.' But Singaporeans regularly say or write 'kindly' or even 'please kindly' instead of 'please' . 

'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'. 

Gradually, these local uses may even become part of Standard English. This kind of creeping interference may soon enough take over the whole language. I've even heard public figures use the word 'alphabets' in plural when they meant 'letters of the alphabet'. 

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. 

So, we're pleased that teachers are now being taught the features of Singlish so that when they teach English, they are aware which are the standard forms and which are the local variety. There are textbooks like Introduction To Singapore English and Singapore English In A Nutshell written by NIE lecturers. 

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. They 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 is 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 they come to 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. 

What I've also noticed is that there are very few people nowadays who have a good writing style. When I think of good style, I think of MM Lee Kuan Yew, Vivian Balakrishnan, 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 your command of English. 

By being able to read and enjoy a variety of texts, they will strengthen their own skill in speech and writing, particularly for children who are read to aloud. Even a parent who speaks Singlish and who is able to read, is forced to read to the child the correct standard English of the storybook. That will, in a way, 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, then it seems to me creating a supportive language environment can be done, and it should be done. But we have to be conscious of this. This is what our movement aims to do, to raise the awareness that it is good to be able to speak (and write) correctly and well. 

Find out what Prof Koh has to say about blogging and how literature can help improve spoken and written English. The full text of this interview will be made available on the Speak Good English Movement website, www.goodenglish.org.sg , from May 19. 
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