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RUTH WONG YEANG LAM 

''I am not clever enough'': 
Singapore students constructing 
meaning in English and Chinese 

·Y 

The winds of change in language studies: 

As interest in second language ac
quisition grows, and more and 

more studies are conducted in this 
field (McLaughlin, 1987; Krashen, 
1985, 1982; Wode, 1983, 1981; Long, 
1981), it becomes clear that in order 
to make more accurate statements 
about how a second language is 
learned, a good deal has to be known 
about the second language learner. 
Reid & Hresko (1981) stress that 

... it is important to consider what happens 
internally to a person who is learning and 
to view learning as construction. It is the 
learner who is the most important element 
in the teaching-learning situation; not 
materials, lessons, teachers, or other fac
tors external to the learner. 

(p. 49) 

This shift from the product to the 
process places importance on the ac
tive learning on the part of the 
learner, that is, the strategies used in 
the learning process. 

The study 

A study was conducted to examine 
the strategies that Secondary 3 stu
dents in Singapore use while con
structing meaning in English and 
Chinese. 

Out of a sample of 198 Secondary 3 

From product to process 

students from four Singapore 
schools, a sub-sample of 43 students 
was randomly selected and 
categorized into four groups as fol
lows: 

A Those proficient in both 
Ian guages (n = 10) 

B Those proficient in English but 
weak in Chinese (n = 12) 

C Those weak in both languages 
(n = 11) 

D Those proficient in Chinese but 
weak in English (n = 10) 

This sub-sample was asked to write 
an expository composition in both 
English and Chinese, and to think 
aloud as they wrote. They were also 
interviewed on their strategies for 
learning the two languages. This 
paper documents the findings of this 
interview. 
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Findings 

Group A: Those proficient in both lan
guages 

The students in this group express 
the importance of an early and solid 
foundation for effective language 
learning. They exhibit a sophisticated 
awareness of the use of learning 
strategies, which they are able to ar
ticulate and spell out. Some 
strategies that are used by the stu
dents in this group when writing in 
English include re-reading; using 
phrases picked up from books; using 
short, powerful sentences; and call
ing on prior knowledge. For the con
struction of meaning in Chinese, stu
dents cite strategies such as 
memorization; thinking of some 
idioms or phrases; and recalling 
scenes from the television. Though 
they are proficient in both languages, 
they admit that writing Chinese char
acters is a problem. There seems to 
be a concern to expand their lexical 
choice because they are of the 
opinion that "hard words" (Student 
097) can impress their reader, and 
they want to "create an impression". 
One student advises, "Use some dif
ficult words or proverbs to show that 
you have a higher standard in the lan
guage and that you can express your
self better." Those who are native 
speakers of the language (be it 
English or Chinese) tend to go by 
sound to check for correctness. In 
addition to the above strategies, this 
group also stresses that attitude plays 
a crucial role in language learning. 

Group B: Those proficient in English 
but weak in Chinese 

The students in this group are also 
able to articulate their strategies. 
They see the importance of planning 
and having an overall goal; once that 
is available to them, their writing 
flows smoothly. Like the students in 
Group A, the students in this group 
also use the strategies of re-reading 
and using phrases borrowed from 
other authors when they construct 
meaning in English. For most of 
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them, vocabulary for both languages, 
but especiaiiy for Chinese, their 
weaker language, seems to be the 
over-riding concern. One student 
states categoricaiiy that he some
times uses English, his stronger lan
guage, to help him in his Chinese. 
The students in this group, though 
they are prolific readers of English 
novels, explain that they read very few 
Chinese novels because the content is 
not interesting and the language is 
too difficult for them 1. Two students 
mention,:Yhat they have a negative at
titude towards Chinese, and that they 
are aware that this therefore adverse
ly affected their learning of t.hat lan
guage. 

Group C: Those weak in both lan
guages 

In stark contrast, the students in this 
group seem to be a discouraged lot 
who claim they have no strategies; do 
not know of any; do not know how to 
use any; forget to use strategies; or 
"are not clever enough" (Student 203) 
to use any. Practically all of them 
manifest a sense of learned helpless
ness as language learners (used to be 
"too playful and did rrot pay atten
tion"; "do not read because do not 
recognize the words"; "too late to try 
now''; "now try to like reading but 

' discouraged by results"). The analysis 
of their think-aloud protocols indi
cate that this group is not totally lack
ing in strategies. It therefore appears 
that the students in this group do not 
possess the metacognitive awareness 
of the strategies they are using. Nor 
do they possess the know-how on how 
to use strategies effectively. Those 
who do make use of strategies use 
those advised by their teacher, for ex
ample, the use of flashback. 

Group D: Those proficient in Chinese 
but weak in English 

What is striking about the students 
in this group is their concerted effort 
to want to help themselves in lan
guage learning. Most of them try to 
read to improve their proficiency in 
the two languages ("read repeatedly, 

Under Singapore's 
education system, 
where English and 
Chinese are 
explicitly taught 
and consciously 
learnt, students 
must be able to see 
both the delight 
and the usefulness 
of these two 
languages. 

then write"; "reading is important for 
improvement"). This group, more 
than any of the other three groups, 
appears to read more in Chinese. 
This could be due to a combination of 
factors. Perhaps the students in this 
group genuinely want to help them
selves. Also, it is not so discouraging 
for them because they are more com
petent (and therefore experience less 
difficulty) in reading and com
prehending Chinese reading 
materials. In addition, many of them 
are able to articulate some of the 
strategies they employ (for example, 
"get phrases from books"; "recall 
other author's style"; "watch 
television"; "memorize"; "try to 
remember words used"; "write draft 
first"; "write several times"). One stu
dent even offers the insight that 
"strategy can be taught, but 
memorization cannot be taught". 
This seems to be the general myth 



surrounding the students - that 
memorization (which is synonymous 
with the learning of the Chinese lan
guage) is equated with sheer mean
ingless memory work (Wong, 1993). 
It is also striking that this group stres
ses oral proficiency as an aid to writ
ing proficiency ("speak more Chinese 
in order to improve writing"; "would 
like more opportunity to speak 
English"). 

Implications for teaching 

Under Singapore's education sys
tem, where English and Chinese are 
explicitly taught and consciously 
learnt, students must be able to see 
both the delight and the usefulness of 
these two languages. Our role as 
educators is to select and organize 
worthwhile experiences for our stu
dents. We want our students to be 
active agents empowered to or
chestrate knowledge, to be capable of 
having their own thoughts and be 
armed with the strategies to con
struct meaning from these thoughts. 

Equipping students with strategies 
enables them to take a more self
directive role in their mental 
development, and increases their 
level of awareness of the processes 
they are using. Holt (1964) states: 

Part of being a good student is learning to 
be aware of one's own mind and the de
gree of one's own understanding. The 
good student may be one who often says 
that he does not understand, simply be
cause he keeps a constant check on this 
understanding. The poor student who 
does not, so to speak, watch himself trying 
to understand, does not know most of the 
time whether he understands or not. Thus, 
the problem is not to get students to ask us 
what they don't know; the problem is to 
make them aware of the difference be
tween what they know and what they don't. 

(p. 28- 29) 

In the light of the findings of this 
study, it is all the more crucial that we 
help learners such as those in Group 
C. We could start by raising their 
metacognitive awareness of 
strategies used for meaning construc
tion when writing in two languages. 
The strategies that they are already 
using but are unaware of could be 

Strategies, strategies! 

strengthened and enhanced. What is 
even more urgent is the need for us to 
help them break out of their learned 
helplessness, to convince them that 
strategies can be learnt and taught, 
and that no one is "not clever enough" 
to use strategies for meaning con
struction. 

Thus, we have an important role to 
play in both representing new ideas 
to ourselves, and rendering these 
ideas accessible to others. In 
Shtdman's (1991) words: 

~:-·teacher must invest his/her energy in 
the learning of others. This is an act of 
great investment, both of energy and faith. 
Without a moral commitment to tbe belief 
that all human beings are born with the 
capacity to know, teachers will begin to 
invest their pedagogical energies only in 
those whom they deem likely to succeed. 
In that prediction lies the seeds of a self-ful
filling prophesy that c~n poison the fertile 
ground of educational practice. 

(p. ,tgf· 

It is time to adopt a pedagogy that 
recognizes who our students are. 
Holzman (1986) argues that without 
taking into account who our students 
are and what their lives are like, we 
cannot hope to bring about the kinds 
of changes in the classroom that are 
necessary in order for our students to 

become literate. Likewise, Zamel 
(1987) points out that the pedagogy 
we adopt should begin with an at
tempt to understand individual 
learners and recognize that learning 
to write for school purposes is not just 
a matter of acquiring basic skills or 
correcting errors. It means a whole 
new way of knowing, a way of knowing 
that involves and welcomes our stu
dents as active participants in a com
munity of writers. We must break out 
of the traditional mold where writing 
is reduced to a set of discrete steps 
and prescriptive principles, and pro
vide our young charges with reasons 
and purposes for learning in this new 
way. 

The teacher's role should be one of 
providing instructional scaffolding 
that will equip students for life-:long 
learning. It is important to em
phasize that good scaffolds serve to 
support student efforts, but are dis
solved once they are no longer 
needed. Teachers who are truly col
laborators, facilitators and enablers 
in every sense of the word will strive 
to raise their students' consciousness 
about strategies. They will help them 
to internalize the strategies, and 
equip them with the resources to 
eventually learn on their own. 
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Providing Instructional Scaffolding 

Effective teaching of writing 
strategies will lead to an improve
ment in the quality of thinking in the 
formalized school setting. At a time 
when Singapore exhorts excellence in 
education, one of the "core values" of 
language learning must surely be a 
concerted efffort to equip young Sin
gaporeans with strategies to maxi
mize their learning potential and to 
make learning emergent, to develop 
language to enhance cognition and to 
empower them with critical thinking 
and creative adaptation for life-long 
learning. The simultaneous learning 
of English and their mother tongue 
should arm our students with both 
the language of technology and the 
language which makes them proud of 
where they come from, where they 
are and where they are going. They 
are the new generation of creative, 
thinking and innovative people who 
will lead Singapore into the 21st cen
tury. 

1 A more detailed discussion of Singapore 
students' Jack of reading of Chinese books 
is reported in Wong, Yeang Lam Ruth 
(Forthcoming) Chinese books in our school 
libraries: No time to stand and stare. Asian 
Uteracy & Reading Bulletin. 
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