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Patterns Of Language Use Amongst Primary School Pupils 
In A Singapore School 

Introduction 

Susan Gwee & Vanitha Saravanan 
National Institute of Education, Singapore . 

The 3-year project on Language Use in Primary schools was initiated to map the English 
language use patterns among primary-school-aged children in Singapore classrooms. The 
rationale for the study arose from the concern with language shift patterns. Institutional 
linguistic planning in Singapore has resulted in designating specific domains for the four 
official languages. It has been noted that there is an apparent shift from community 
languages, Mandarin, Malay and Tamil, to English (Saravanan, 2004) and to Singlish. 
Singlish is a stigmatised variety with a blend of English, Malay, and Chinese words and 
syntax, which lacks international intelligibility but is becoming the main language of use . 
and communication cutting across different communities and socio-economic groups 
(Gopinathan et al, 1994, 1998, 2004, Pakir, 1998, Gupta, 1998). 

The current study sets out to investigate the language repertoire of primary school pupils 
and their patterns of language use that include their use of and preference for different 
varieties of English and community languages. A sample of 38 primary three 9-year-olds 
of average ability took part in the study. The methodology for classroom observations was 
in-class activities designed by the teacher during sessions on Integrated Project Work 
(IPW). The pedagogical implications will be discussed. 

Methodology ~ 

Data collection involved classroom observations of the language use patterns of 9-year
olds during IPW group work. There were altogether 38 primary three pupils: 29 of Chinese 
origin, 1 of Indian origin and 8 of Malay origin. They belonged to an average class in a 
typical neighbourhood school in Singapore and their academic abilities fell into the range 
of Band 1 (85% and above) to Band 3 (50%-69%) in English, Mathematics and Science. 
The parents of these pupils were mostly housing agents, salesmen and production workers. 

The IPW approach was a compulsory part of integrated curriculum activities in that school. 
Three teachers, the English, Mathematics and Science teachers, took turns in instructing 
pupils on their project work and in reviewing their progress. The topic of their project was 
Plants and Their Growth. Classroom observations of IPW sessions were conducted and 
recorded during the months of July and August 2002. 

The audio tapes were transcribed and the utterances were placed into two main groups: 
utterances related directly to the topic of their Science project and those unrelated to the 
project. The latter includes comments which were made by the pupils in a social context 
and were part of the natural social interaction among the pupils. The following utterances 
are examples of utterances which were unrelated to the project: 
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1. Tomorrow go to my house, I buy you makan (Singlish) 
2. Who stepped on my shoe lace? (Standard English) 
3. liang kuai hen gui ah (Mandarin) 'It is very expensive as it costs two dollars' 

Within each group, the utterances were placed in the following language categories: 
Standard English, Singlish, Mandarin, Malay, Tamil and Chinese Dialect. The number of 
utterances in each language category was counted. Then, the percentage of utterances used 
by pupils in a given language was calculated by dividing the number of utterances used by 
pupils in a given language over the total number of utterances in all the languages. 

Pupils were also interviewed to establish their language patterns with their peer social 
network and their language use at home and at school. The teachers of the pupils were also 
interviewed regarding the language preferences of the pupils. This was done at the end of 
the school year. At that time, one Chinese pupil had left the class. 

Results and Discussion 
Language use on topics related to the project 
The results of the study suggest that the pupils spoke Singlish most frequently (see Table 1 
below). The percentage of Singlish utterances used by the pupils concerning the project 
was 40%, followed by 31% for Mandarin, 26% for Standard English and 5% for Malay 
There were no Tamil utterances. 

Table 1 
L d h anguage use on toptcs re ate to t e proJect 

English Singlish Mandarin Malay Tamil ChineseDialect 
Number of utterances 84 128 100 5 0 7 

Percentage of utterances 26 40 31 2 0 2 

N .B. All figures are in percentages. The total number of utterances is 324. 

Language use on topics not related to the project 

. 

The percentage of Singlish utterances rose to 51% when the primary school pupils talked 
about things not related to the project (see Table 2). The percentage of Standard English 
utterances also increased to 35%. However, the use of Mandarin fell to 14%. There were 
no Malay or Tamil utterances. It is interesting to note that the use of Mandarin fell and 
that there were no Malay utterances when the pupils talked about things not related to the 
project. It could be when the stakes were lower, i.e., when it was not important to get 
things right, the social interaction of the pupils was mediated by Singlish since it is the 
lowest common denominator among pupils from different racial, language and socio
economic background. The Science teacher confirmed that pupils have the tendency to use 
more English in heterogeneous rather than in homogeneous groups in terms of language 
background. 
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Table 2 
L d h anguage use on toptcs not re ate to t e proJect 

English Singlish Mandarin Malay Tamil Chinese Dialect 
Number of utterances 15 22 6 0 0 0 

Percentage of utterances 35 51 14 0 0 0 

N.B. All figures are in percentages. The total number of utterances is 43. 

Social network of pupils 
The data that arose from the interviews with the pupils regarding their social network 
contradicted the findings from the classroom observations. Only one pupil said that he 
used Singlish to communicate to one of his friends. 

Chinese pupils 
The Chinese pupils claimed to speak predominantly Mandarin to their first friend as well 
as to their subsequent four friends. This is followed by English, both English and 
Mandarin, and Singlish. 

Table 3 
L Ch' 'I k t th . fi. d anguages mese pupt s spo e o etr nen s 

Mandarin English English and 
Mandarin 

Singli~h 

1st friend 21 3 4 0 
2nd friend 19 3 6 0 
3rd friend 18 6 4 0 
4tn friend 23 2 3 0 
5th friend 20 5 2 1 
Total 101 19 19 1 

Malay pupils 
The picture was different for the Malay pupils. Although they spoke mainly Malay to their 
friends, they also spoke English to their friends. 

Table 4 
L Ml 'I ktth'fi' d anguages a ay pupt s spo e 0 etr nen s 

Malay English English and English and Singlish 
Malay Mandarin 

1st friend 4 1 3 0 0 
2nd friend 4 2 1 1 0 
3ra friend 4 4 0 0 0 
4tn friend 3 5 0 0 0 
5tn friend 4 3 1 0 0 
Total 19 15 5 0 0 

Tamil pupils 
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The Tamil pupil in the class did not speak Tamil exclusively to her friends. She spoke 
English and a combination of English and Tamil. 

Table 4 
L th T ·1 anguages e amt pupt spo k t h rr· d e o er ten s 

Tamil English English and Singlish 
Tamil 

1st friend 0 1 0 0 
2nd friend 0 0 1 0 
3rd friend 0 0 1 0 
4th friend 0 0 1 0 
5th friend 0 0 1 0 

Total 0 0 4 0 

In conclusion, only one pupil claimed to use Singlish with his friends although the results 
from the classroom observations showed that the majority of the utterances of the pupils in 
a social context were in Singlish. One possible explanation is that the pupils were 
"supposed" to speak Standard English and not Singlish and thus reported that they used the 
higher variety of English; or perhaps, the pupils were not aware of the fact that they were 
speaking Singlish and not Standard English. When the pupils were asked what Singlish 
was, they were unable to give a satisfactory answer. 

Pedagogical Implications 
Pupils should be taught to differentiate between the two main varieties of English so that 
they have a greater awareness of what variety they are speaking and of the domains in 
which certain varieties are appropriate. One way of creating awareness is to ask pupils to 
write scripts for role play and make them identify the different varieties of English present 
in their script. Make them transform their scripts to reflect the appropriate functional use of 
the English varieties. • 

Another way of creating awareness of the different varieties of English is to watch excerpts 
of television programmes and films in class and to identify the different varieties that the 
characters use in the programme. For example, in Phua Chu Kang, pupils can be asked to 
identify the varieties of English spoken by Phua Chu Kang (Singlish), his wife (Singlish), 
Rosie and his sister-in-law, Margaret (Standard English). They can then be asked to write 
what happened before and after the excerpt and to use the appropriate variety for each 
character in the social context. 

Second, to encourage the use of Standard English, more group work should be assigned 
and pupils of different language background could be grouped together. In this way, 
pupils from different language background will speak a language taught to all of them: 
Standard English. 
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