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Mother tonaue: A hot button issue 
J 

Tha intimate fink betwen Sin apbn'J bilingual polky and the bland's political, economic and social R fundamentals, in mccr a d  constrains the direction of language planning 

1 heterogeneous than widely perceived. our education systermand, by extension, in : This cank seen from the recent heat- our society. 
ed  public^ espeElally In theChinese English-speaking ethnic Chinese are 
langwgemedii,to the Education Minister5 generally indined towards IHS emphasis 

IwarltlmfM remarks that his ministry is considering a on theirnportamedtheUhs?lar@uag. 
I . . . mluc!h intheweightag given to mother They re. no rearon for wealmess in fhl 

anguage poliq planning is  mken very tongue languages at the Primary School Qlinese to hold back students in L, edously in Singapore- leaving Examination (ELXI. their academic progress. 
G i n  the island's multi-lingual make- Currendy,mothertongue languware For Chinese-spea!ing ethnic Chine, 

up, language is both a socio-emaomicand givens-Ient weightage, the me as any attempt to make the subject -easier" 
political murce. Edish. mathematin and science. ism as inflicting a mortal wound to the 

So, it i s  oo surprise that language polii The strong d o n s  h, a d  against importance of the Chinese IanguapTheir 
ties mquhadelicate balance ofcompeting reducing the weightage OF mother tongue rm~emcentreson hwuivddurnbing- 
-and sometimes, conflicting - objectives, languw at the PSE are not new. Thgr down of what is seen as the --low 
interesB and expectations. &ce and get an airing whenever re- standards in Chinese, as well as fears that 1 

Among thernothertmgtm, the teach- vim of the teaching of Chinese language making the subject easier or less impor- 
ing of and perceived emphasis (or lack are conducted. tant compromises efforis to nurtuream 
thereof) on the (fiincse language contin- The heart-felt emotions mlve@m- gmup of Chihinew cultural elites. 
ws to arousestrongemotions arrwngChi- rily aroundme perceived d n g o r a  
me-Shgaporaans, who are in k t  more of the importance ofthe mother tongue in W W t m  WDR COUerW#(m I 

SUCCESS in Singapore's education system 
bas been largely predicated on academic tho t~ k*n ~w&I#, CC&M 

ability andone indicator ofacademic abi- d t h c m m * h i m  

ity was bilingual proficiency - doing well - ~ m M Y m E " m o  

in the mother tongue language. differentiated teaching approaches and 
The b i i I  pdicy washst prwnised customking Ieaminghnrstudentsof differ- 

onthe belief that marly wgronemuld be ent abilitiesjn the Chime Ian-. 
effectively b i i a l  What can we expect when tk Prime 

Since 1999, the k u s  has been tn ek Minister and Education Minirter m e t  the 
mrage students to learn as much of the media, possibly next week7 
languag as possible but doing away with We can expect a peaffirmation of &e 
the me-ske-fib-all approadL foundational principles in Singapore's Ian- 

More significantly, since 2004. the guagepolicy. 
Government aEcepbed that not a 1  students One. the fundamental commitment to 
mn be effeclfvely b ' k L  bilingualism will be reiterabd. 

With more students corningfromEng- Twathatthenaothw t o n g u e l a w  
liih language-dominant homes, the Gw- arevital vehicles 6Prculnrral bansmission, 
wnment has been Increasingly cogisant providing ethnic gmups with the criti- 
of the challenges thBt some studentr fax cal ballast m their cultures alive and 
in learning their mother tongue. thrivh& 

The Prime Minister's statement on Three, that the policy of nurturing 
Monday~ttP~ureal lstalPeholders a p u p  of cultural elites remains un- 
that the Govwnment has heard the public changed. 
outayand would addresf i t  He reiterated Four, that a pmgmaticapproach tothe 
that 'emphasis on mptfiertonguesisanta1 learning of mother tongue langwges is 
feature of our education system". necessary w kaep them alive and relevant 

For critics. pragmatism in language at the cultural and economic I m l .  This 
policy is seen as expediency and detri- means enabling each student m develop 
mental m the well-being of the Chinese as high a level of mother tongue language 
hlJW. pmfiaency as possibt. 

In contrast, the UucaHon Ministry A reassurance of the commitment to 
vim language pedagogy and policy cy asexcellww in mother t o w  is also lik& 
doingwfiatisnecessmytoattainfheob~- t o b e a a l i e n t m .  
tive without being overly encumbered by 'Ihere a n  unlikely to beany ma* pol- 
Wtiw. ideology or -tion icyshlftn Sinkapore'sbilingual policy, with 

The big debate revolws a d  how i@ intimate Unks to the island's political, 
wensurethat Chinnhgmge mains a economicand socio-ollturalfundam&, 
ljvirtg language [widely uwd, appmiated Intimatdy influences and constrains the 
q d  of social relevance) rather than being direction of language planning and devel- 
a mere w h n  subjeb. opmtnt of the mother mngw. l 

Ciwn that Chinese is not yet tbe %at- 
ural" mother tongue for many Chinese- Re i s  a r s i s t w t p m ~ o J h  
Singapareans. the Education Ministry3 ut tltesingnpore Manqgement 
h in recent years has been to dwe)opl U n i m i i y S  khwl oJhw. 
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