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INTRODUCTION

Introduction
Language - any language - is a window to the world. Knowing more than one
language helps us maintain strong ties with the worlds of our cultural heritage
and participate more actively in the global community. Research has found that
bilingual children show greater mental flexibility, possess enhanced multitasking
skills, and are able to see the same situation in more ways than monolingual
children do.1 2 3
In a multilingual and multicultural country such as Singapore, being bilingual
is a way of life. Children in Singapore are required to learn English as the first
language of school and their Mother Tongue, based on ethnicity, as their
second school language.4 However, learning to speak and read proficiently in
two languages during childhood is not automatic,5 and raising a bilingual child
requires considerable effort from parents as well as educators. In any language,
good reading habits benefit children in many ways. Compared to children who do
not enjoy reading, children who read frequently and willingly in their spare time
are more likely to achieve better reading proficiency and have greater access to
lifelong learning opportunities and mental wellbeing.6 7 8
What are our bilingual children reading? Do children who enjoy reading books
in one language also enjoy reading books in the other language? How can we
nurture a bilingual reading culture? This publication addresses these questions,
reporting on the reading habits of Singapore primary school bilingual children
based on survey data collected between July and August 2020 and focus group
discussions conducted in September and November 2020.
Reading is defined in this study as the meaningful decoding and comprehension
of text in both print and digital formats. Reading in print refers to paper-based
material while reading in digital formats refers to online material accessed on
electronic devices. We focus on continuous linear fiction or nonfiction texts, as
these have been more consistently associated with academic benefits than other
short form reading such as reading emails or text messages.9
The survey was administered to 5,133 Primary 3 to 5 children in 8 primary schools,
of which 4,326 (84.3%) completed the survey. 2,971 were English-Chinese (68.7%),
780 English-Malay (18.0%), 315 English-Tamil (7.3%), and 260 (6.0%) were taking
other Mother Tongues or were exempted. Focus groups were conducted with 36
Primary 4 and 36 Primary 5 children at one school to refine our understanding of
bilingual children’s reading habits. All names used are pseudonyms.

For updates on publications pertaining to the study, please refer to project website: https://
www.researchgate.net/project/Leisure-Reading-in-Two-Languages-Reading-Habits-andPreferences-of-Bilingual-Children-in-Singapore.
You may also contact the Principal Investigator: baoqi.sun@nie.edu.sg
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KE Y FINDINGS

Key findings
Children’s Reading
Habits in English and
Mother Tongue

Children in Singapore generally enjoy reading English books more than
reading Mother Tongue books as they are more proficient in English. They
also read English books more often and for longer durations. Whether reading
in English or their Mother Tongue, children who enjoy reading are more likely to
read more often and for longer. Fostering reading enjoyment should remain
the central focus of reading programmes and instructions in all languages.

Relationship between
English and Mother
Tongue reading

Although children tend to prefer English to Mother Tongue books, they find
reading both English and Mother Tongue books equally enjoyable if they like
the book. Across languages, children like similar types of reading materials
such as storybooks and comics. Children who read often and for longer
durations in one language are likely to do so in the other language too. School
reading programmes must nurture both English and Mother Tongue reading
enjoyment to promote reading in both languages.

Challenges in
Reading

When it comes to encouraging children to read more, English and Mother
Tongue face similar and distinct challenges. While more children would read
in English if they had more books they were interested in, their Mother Tongue
reading proficiency appears to hinder their ability to read more in their
respective Mother Tongue languages. Understanding the different challenges
of the two languages can help teachers and parents support children better.

Reading and
Technology

Consistent with local research on adolescent leisure reading,9 children
demonstrate a clear preference for print reading over reading digitally. Devices
are generally underutilised for reading purposes, as children have difficulty
locating digital reading materials. Children should be taught explicitly how to
use devices for reading effectively and how to search for enjoyable content.

Reading Culture at
Home and in School

Although reading is taught and promoted at school, it needs to be practised at
home as well. Children who grow up in homes with strong reading cultures –
lots of books and talk about books - are more likely to be successful readers.
Just as it takes a village to raise a child, it takes concerted efforts from schools,
families and communities to build a bilingual reading culture. Some children
may come from homes with less support, so school and community support are
particularly crucial in the early years to help make up for the lack of home support.
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Section 1

Children’s
reading habits in
English and
Mother Tongue

4

Reading remains an important
leisure activity for primary
school children, though
they tend to prefer English
to Mother Tongue books.
Children who enjoy reading are
more likely to read more.
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Reading: A Preferred Leisure Activity
In the survey, we asked children to select their favorite
leisure activities from a list of ten options. Reading ranks
second among the most popular leisure activities.

55.4%
48.7%

44.9%
38.8%
30.6%

Playing games
on device

Reading

Hobbies (Singing,
dancing, drawing,
board games...)

Watching TV

Outdoor
activities

Despite commonplace assumptions that children do
not read in this digital age, the survey findings clearly
show that reading remains an important leisure
activity for children.
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Children’s Reading Enjoyment in Their Two Languages
Reading enjoyment in English and Mother Tongue
English
Chinese

35.5%

31.5%

Children enjoy
reading English
books more than
reading Mother
Tongue books.

13.7% 10.4%

Malay

19.5%

Tamil

19.0%

15.4%
18.1%

0%

20%

40%

■ Quite a lot

■ Very much

60%

80%

Self-reported language proficiency in English and Mother Tongue
English

46.1%

43.5%

Chinese

23.8% 11.2%

Malay

34.6%

Tamil

22.9%

35.0%
0%

15.8%

20%

■ Kind of easy

40%

60%

80%

Children are more
at ease reading
English books than
reading Mother
Tongue books.
100%

■ Very easy

“I enjoy reading English more

because I can imagine the story
better than in Mother Tongue.”

Bilingual children differ from monolingual children
in that learning two languages gives bilingual
children ample opportunities to compare and
contrast their learning experiences of the two

Roshan

languages. Promoting reading should include both

“English is easier and
fun to read.”

English and Mother Tongue in order to nurture love
for reading in two languages.

SARAH
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Reading Frequency and Reading Duration
Reading Frequency in English and Mother Tongue
English

22.0%

Chinese

40.4%

23.4%

Malay

19.8%

Tamil

11.8%
11.9%

28.2%
0%

12.3%

20%

■ 2-3 times a week

40%

60%

80%

■ Almost daily

Reading Duration in English and Mother Tongue
English

28.6%

Chinese

21.9% 12.2%

Malay

25.2%

As children enjoy
reading more in
English and are more
proficient in English,
they also read more
frequently and for
longer periods of time
in English than in their
Mother Tongue.

16.2% 7.4%

Tamil

19.0% 10.7%
0%
■ 30-60 mins

20%

40%

60%

■ >60 mins

“Once I read one book, it’s like
five minutes, but it’s like one
hour actually passed.”
daniel
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The Important Role of Reading Enjoyment
Whether reading in English or Mother Tongue languages,
children who enjoy reading are more likely to read frequently and
for longer periods of time.
Children who

Children who

reading

enjoy reading

enjoy
ENGLISH

67.1%

CHINESE

MALAY

do not

TAMIL

ENGLISH

CHINESE

5.0%

3.2%

MALAY

TAMIL

55.4%

Read
daily

35.2% 34.5%

69.3%
Read

67.0%

>30
mins

48.9%

6.9%

2.7%

58.0%

16.6% 13.3%

3.7%

68.8% 65.6% 70.1%

Do not
read

10.8%

64.1%

at all

5.8%

5.9%

9.3%

9.1%

The Power of Enjoyment
Children who do not enjoy reading may be less motivated to read. They
are likely to have fewer opportunities to learn and develop reading skills,
creating a vicious cycle in which poor readers remain poor readers.
Reading enjoyment should remain at the heart of reading programme
design and instruction in schools and community programmes.
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Section 2

Relationship
between English
and Mother
Tongue reading

While children tend
to prefer English to
Mother Tongue books,
their reading in English
and Mother Tongue are
related to each other.
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Reading Enjoyment Across Languages
Despite the differences between children’s English and
Mother Tongue reading habits, reading as an enjoyable
experience is not restricted to any language. Children in the
focus group discussions repeatedly described reading a
good English or Mother Tongue book as:

“Enjoyable”
JOYCE

“Get addicted”
ZEWEI

“I feel like you’re inside
the book and sometimes
I can dream about it...”
MOHAN

While the surface features of any two languages (e.g., pronunciation,
spelling) may differ, proficiency in those languages is based on the shared
concepts and knowledge acquired from children’s language learning
experiences.10 With adequate language exposure, knowledge gained
from learning one language can be used for learning the other language.
Children’s enjoyment of reading good books in either language may
motivate them to seek the same enjoyment in both languages if time
is set aside for reading and if they have access to appropriate reading
materials in either language.

10
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Children’s English and Mother Tongue
Reading are related
Children who read often and for longer durations in one
language are likely to do so in the other language too.

Children who read English books

Daily

>60 mins

17.4– 24.9–
23.2% 35.4%

16.3– 16.8–
22.8% 21.9%

reported
reading
MT books
daily

reported
reading
MT books
2-3 times
a week

reported
reading
MT books
for over
60mins

reported
reading
MT books
for 30–
60mins

Nurturing A Bilingual Reading Culture
Since bilingual children’s leisure reading in two languages is
interconnected, nurturing reading enjoyment in either language may not
only help children to read more and read longer in that language but also
in the other language.
Reading strategies such as reading to and reading with children, talking
about books informally and setting aside time to enjoy reading in a
social reading environment can be equally efficient and feasible when
applied to English and Mother Tongue reading.
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Converging Preferences for Reading Materials
Children’s preferred types of reading materials by language
82.0%
72.0%
71.7%
86.0%

43.5%
Storybooks

79.6%
72.5%
79.3%

Comics

34.9%
25.9%
20.4%
17.4%
16.3%

Magazines

24.2%
19.9%
21.7%
16.3%

Internet

33.2%

17.0%
16.3%
14.0%

Information
Books

9.5%
6.0%

Newspapers

7.0%
0%
■ English

19.6%

20%
■ Chinese

40%
■ Malay

60%

80%

100%

■ Tamil

The two most preferred reading materials for children
are storybooks and comics, whether they read in
English or their Mother Tongue.
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What English and
Mother Tongue
books are Children
Reading?
Children who read a
wide variety of materials
are more likely to enjoy
reading and perform
particularly well in
reading.7 In the survey,
we asked the children to
name 2 to 4 books that
they have read within
the last 2 to 3 months.
This list shows the most
popular titles for each
language, after excluding
books that were allocated
for school readings.

Across all four languages, the
most popular fiction books are
series books. Classics like the
Roald Dahl collection and the
Journey to the West remain
popular. Comics books about
science (X-Venture comics
series) and local contexts (又
是这一班, Majalah Komik Upin

10 MOST POPULAR TITLES
ENGLISH

1

Geronimo
Stilton
series

2
1

Harry
Potter
series

3

Roald Dahl
collection

4

Diary of
a Wimpy
Kid
series

5

Dog Man
series

highly engaging and popular
fiction and comic titles in both

米小圈
系列

MALAY

西游记

Siri Komik
Boboiboy
series

植物大战
僵尸漫画
系列

Sang
Kancil
series

孙悟空

Majalah Komik
Upin & Ipin
series

点点
系列

Siri Novel Ana
Muslim
series

Dork
Diaries
series

哥妹俩
系列

7

Candy
series

闹闹
系列

Siri Novel Ana
Solehah
series

Percy
Jackson
and the
Olympians
series

三国演义

Geronimo
Stilton series
Bahasa
Melayu)

9

Thea
Stilton
series

又是这一班
漫画系列

Sang Nila
Utama

10

X-Venture
comics
series

小屁孩
日记系列

Siri Young
Aisyah series

8

TAMIL

Mari
Membaca
magazine

6

& Ipin) are well loved titles
too. Providing easy access to

CHINESE

Badang
series

languages facilitates children
choosing suitable books.
Stocking a wide variety in
school and at home also helps
to expand their reading tastes.
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Children’s Diverse Reading
Children reported reading
a diverse range of books.
Compared with English titles,
fewer titles in Mother Tongue
were mentioned, which
reflects the unequal availability
of books in different languages
in the market.

3076
English

1760
mother
tongue

The number of unique titles mentioned by children

Other Popular Titles
Story books

COMICS

non-fiction

A Wrinkle in Time

Science Adventures
comics

Smart
Mathematicians

The Adventures of
Tintin

Horrible histories

Murder on the
Orient Express
The Land of Stories
Mr. Midnight
Wonder
True Singapore
Ghost Stories

Doraemon (in
English, Chinese
and Malay)

Beast Quest

Siri Komik Ejen Ali

Fudge

Siri Komik
Boboiboy Galaxy

Si Tanggang series

小猪佩奇
笑猫日记
小王子
爱丽肚肚

High Quality
Materials Support
Diverse Reading

14

Plants vs. Zombies
comics

龙珠漫画

Murderous maths
Horrible science

十万个为什么

newspaper &
Magazines
Whiz Magazine
National
Geographic

新天地
大拇指
知识画报
Young Scientists
What’s Up:
Singapore’s
Newspaper for
Students

新兵正传
漫画成语
名侦探柯南

Children enjoy popular series books and comics but also
read classics and books about topics that interest them. To
encourage children to read extensively and actively, it is vital that
they have easy access to engaging reading materials tailored to
their reading needs and interests. School libraries and homes
can stock up on these books, and teachers and parents can
actively promote them. To put it simply, “you are what you read11.”
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Section 3

CHALLENGES IN
READING

Children would read more
in English if they had
more books that interest
them, whereas reading
proficiency seems to be
a barrier to reading in
Mother Tongue.
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What would make children read more in each language
The children were asked to choose what would motivate
them to read more.
The top two choices across all languages are having more
time and having more enjoyment. The third reason children
would read more in English is if they had more books of
interest, while reading difficulty appeared to be a barrier to
reading more in Mother Tongue.
ENGLISH

Top 3 motivating factors

1

67.4%

CHINESE

MALAY

TAMIL

53.8%

53.8%

58.4%

I had more time
2

54.4%

53.6%

52.3%

52.3%

I enjoyed it more
3

44.7%

It were about
interesting
subjects

41.3%

30.8%

33.9%

I found reading easier

Making time for reading and ensuring children enjoy reading
are essential to encouraging them to read more in their two
languages. Consideration should also be given to the unique
challenges that children face in each language.
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Challenges in English Reading
Declining Reading Enjoyment

Despite being able to read for longer periods of time than younger
children, older children do not seem to enjoy reading as much.
Percentage of children who can

read for more than 30 mins
57.8%

70%

50%

47.5%

55.4%

30%

10%

Primary 3

Primary 4

Primary 5

Percentage of children who

enjoy reading English very much
50%
40%

39.8%

39.7%
27.8%

30%
20%
Primary 3

“I don’t think it’s fun
anymore because
I prefer doing my
other hobbies than
reading now.”

Primary 4

Primary 5

“I have to focus
more in my studies
and then it’s getting
boring.”
daniel

Alicia

REPORT ON THE RE ADING HABITS of BILINGUAL CHILDREN in singapore 2021 © NIE, 2021

“I’m reading less
because I spend more
time on my phone
playing games. TikTok
every single day.”
XIUKEE
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Declining Reading Frequency
Compared with children in Primary 3 and 4, fewer children in
Primary 5 read every day.
Percentage of children who

read almost everyday
60%

42.2%

42.8%
34.6%

40%

20%
Primary 3

No time due to
busier schedule

Primary 4

“From P5 why I decreased
reading was that I had more
commitments in P5 than at
other levels.”

Primary 5

“My parents send
me to tuition.”
K ayle

AZLINA

Difficulty in finding
interesting books

“Reading is not fun now as
it is not easy to find books
that are interesting.”

“It was fun in P3 and P4,
but now I don’t know what
to read.”

zewei

PEI QI

“... because I did not find as many books as I like.”
ROSHAN

Fostering and
maintaining
reading enjoyment
throughout the
school years

18

Children’s love for reading needs to be reinforced even after
they can read independently. Reading time needs to be made
available in school and at home amidst competing commitments.
Teachers and parents need to understand children’s evolving
reading habits and preferences, so as to expand their reading
diet by introducing books with new themes and teaching them
strategies to find new titles and reading materials.
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Challenges in Mother Tongue Reading
Since children are still at the beginning stage of learning to read in
their Mother Tongue languages, they face a common difficulty in
recognizing words/characters quickly and accurately.

“Because the writer
includes the words I
don’t know.”
NIJAT

“Because with English
books with the words
you can somewhat
tell the meaning but
Tamil is impossible you
don’t even know the
meaning to it.”
TANISHA

“I’m not very good
at Chinese. I can’t
recognise the words,
even if I know the
word most of the
time I forget.”
JUNZE

“So that’s the thing
for us to read the
Malay book, we know
how to read the word
but we don’t understand the word.”
AMINA

Learning vocabulary
through reading

A good way to consolidate the new words children learn in school
is to see them used in meaningful contexts multiple times. With
books that are appropriate to their reading level, children are
continuously exposed to new words in meaningful contexts,
increasing their chance of learning new words and experiencing
reading success. Schools can stock readers and books that are
tailored to their students’ reading levels and interests.
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19

section 3 | CHALLENGES IN RE ADING

Access to Suitable Mother Tongue Books
Another challenge that children face when looking for Mother
Tongue books is difficulty in finding suitable titles that are
interesting and at the same time appropriate to their age and
proficiency levels.

“It’s just very boring for me to read a very
large book full of words and no pictures.”
SHIVIK A

“They are mostly like two extremes one, many
books are for 6-7 year olds but the others are
like for adults or teenagers.”
RAHil

“Sometimes my teacher or my friend shows
me an interesting book, and I read it and want
to read more, but don’t know where to find. I
always pick boring books in library.”
DYLAN

Suggested Mother
Tongue Booklists

Using book titles provided by the children, National Library Board
helped us curate the following list of Chinese, Malay, and Tamil
titles to match children’s reading interests and expand their reading
selections. Educators and parents may use the lists to choose
books for children.

Scan QR Code for
suggested booklist

Chinese

20

Malay

Tamil
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Section 4

Reading and
Technology

Despite easy and
increased access to
technology, children prefer
reading in print compared
to reading digitally. Devices
are generally underutilised
for reading purposes.
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Print Books Remain Important
Across all languages, children prefer reading print books to reading
online or on electronic devices.
Children’s preferred types of reading materials by language
78.4%
81.6%
70.2%
78.5%

Print Books

19.8%
11.3%
12.2%
15.8%

e-reader

“I prefer reading the print
books because you can
feel the book in your
hands, and you can feel
like you are reading the
book. On your phone, you
read in some website
and then see a picture
then you keep scrolling
scrolling, then one hour
later, you are not even in
the website anymore.”

23.7%
14.7%
27.3%
19.5%

Smartphone

27.0%
17.7%
24.8%
25.5%

Computer

SHauN

28.4%
18.9%
24.4%
21.5%

Tablet
0%
■ English

20%
■ Chinese

40%
■ Malay

60%

80%

100%

■ Tamil

“I like to read print because I don’t like to face the
screen for long period like if the story is very long.”
K AYLE

22

REPORT ON THE RE ADING HABITS OF BILINGUAL CHILDREN IN SINGAPORE 2021 © NIE, 2021

RE ADING AND TECHNOLOGY | section 4

Reading Frequency of e-books/
online materials
Across all languages, a large proportion of children do not read
e-books/online materials often.
Digital Reading Frequency in English and Mother Tongue
100%
80%
60%
40%
20%

39.2%
21.2%

0%

English
■ Once every 2-3 months

63.9%

54.8%

58.4%

13.9%

18.9%

14.3%

Chinese

Malay

Tamil

■ Not at all

“I don’t like looking at
the screen for a long
time. It’s killing our eyes
and it gets painful.”
ganesh

“Sometimes the words
are very small in
computer, cos if you
zoom in sometimes
that’s the maximum
already but in print books
you can see.”

“Last time I read some
e-books, then the Wi-Fi
was gone and the book
just disappeared.”
sarah

a arita

Ease of Reading in
Print vs Difficulty of
Reading on Digital
Devices

As they learned to read mainly through print books, primary
school children are generally more familiar with reading in print.
Thus, they tend to compare their e-book reading experiences with
those of print books. When children cannot experience the same
pleasure or ease of print reading, they prefer print and choose to
stay with print.
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Preferred Sources of Reading Materials
Children are more familiar with looking for print reading materials than
digital reading materials, as sources of print reading materials (libraries,
bookstores, and home) are preferred to online sources.
Children’s preferred sources of reading materials
61.2%
61.3%
61.2%
57.6%

43.5%
Public Library

53.2%
52.6%
50.3%
50.3%

Bookstore

32.9%
31.6%

School Library

45.8%
36.2%

Alicia

34.2%
40.9%
30.4%
43.2%

Home

“I don’t read books online. I
play online games… Smartphones are for games only.”
k ai xuan

18.6%
13.6%
12.3%
12.8%

Online resources/
e-books

0%
■ English

Devices are
Underutilised for
Reading Purposes
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“I like going to library to borrow, ‘cause I don’t know how
to search (books) online.”

20%

40%

■ Chinese

■ Malay

60%

80%

100%

■ Tamil

Children are more comfortable using their devices for
entertainment (e.g., games, videos) than searching for reading
materials, since the former are easier to find and navigate. Thus,
it is important for children to have easy access to more print
books that suit their interests and levels, while also being taught
to use technology for reading.
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Online Reading Materials: Challenges Faced by Children
Children are
unfamiliar with
existing online
resources

“I searched on Google for
Harry Potter books, but it
shows me videos.”

The books they
like are not
always online

“The online library showed
me books I don’t want,
what I want is always
taken.”

“I don’t know how to get
e-books online.”
NICOLE

sk yler

“I can’t always find what I
want from the internet.”
OU HAO

SHIFA

Age-appropriate
reading materials
are difficult to find

“Online Tamil is like a bit
more difficult than the print
book I usually read.”
K ASHVI

“If it is like a real book, we
know the age but when its
online, it’s just all there.
They never even say which
age, sometimes when
you want to read, it’s all
for Primary 1, sometimes
it can be for Primary 6 or
adult, so you will never find
the book for your age.”
SARAH

https://mobileapp.nlb.gov.sg/

The National Library Board App is an excellent free reading
resource that has been around since 2015. However, only 19.1%
of the children have installed the app. Parents and teachers
can help children install the app, teach them how to search for
books and magazines, and guide them to find relevant titles
and explore new genres.
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e-books/online Materials are Gaining
Popularity Among Some Children
Percentage of children who read
e-books /online materials
At least 2-3
times a week

more than
30 mins

26.8%

24.8%

English
Chinese
Malay

15.8%

7.1%

Tamil

15.6%

10.2%

Children Need
Explicit Instructions
on How to Use
Devices for Reading
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10.4%

12.1%

Singapore has continuously endeavoured to support and
improve students’ learning through online resources. All
secondary students receive their Personal Learning Devices,11
and regular HBL will be integrated into future learning.12 In light
of these prospects, technology is here to stay with reading.
Our results suggest that having access to technology does
not naturally lead to more online reading in either language, as
children lack the skills necessary for reading digitally. Just as
it takes time and effort to socialise children with print books
and nurture their reading habits, children must be carefully
socialised and guided into using digital devices for reading and
locating resources for reading.
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Section 5

Reading Culture
in School and
at home

In the same way that it
takes a village to raise a
child, building a bilingual
reading culture requires
concerted efforts from
schools, families, and
communities.
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Rich Reading
Culture in School
Nurtures Love for
Reading

The Role of
Teachers

The current curricula for all languages seek to
develop a love for reading. Schools dedicate 10-15
minutes of daily morning reading time for children
to bring their own books to read. For children with
less conducive home literacy environments, a rich
school reading culture plays an even more important
role in providing them with instructional support and
fostering good reading habits.
“Teachers they will guide
me through the things
I don’t know, even in
grammar.”
zewei

“I only read my books like
the Malay books when the
teacher asks me to, if not I
don’t read at all.”
ishraq

“When a teacher reads
for us a story then we
can understand very well.
I don’t know why, but
somehow I just understand
better.”
dee PTHi

“When teachers read and
we do not understand
the word we can ask the
teacher immediately.”
KeXUan

The Role of
School Reading
Programmes

“This year, we are actually
doing a project about a
comic book. So I started
reading Malay books with
my Malay friends and my
Malay teachers, it was
really fun.”
farah

“My school has the table
for when you should read
Mother Tongue or English
books.”
zacK

“Ah, when that was
implemented, I read more
Mother Tongue books, but
when COVID came, I read
more English book”
ROSHan
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The Role of the School Library
More children visit school libraries on a weekly basis than
public libraries. In contrast to public libraries which require
parents or guardians to bring them, children can visit school
libraries on their own. Teachers also bring children to school
libraries.

The percentage of children who
visit public library/school
library at least once a week

22.7% 35.8%
public
library

How to create a
bilingual reading
culture in school

school
library

• Encourage children to read for pleasure and provide ample
opportunities for them to do so
• Provide more balanced reading programmes to include
English and Mother Tongue languages
• Customise reading programmes to appeal to children’s age
and language proficiency
• Stock a wide variety of print books that cater to children’s
language proficiencies and reading diets in both languages
in the school library, to ensure children have easy access to
reading materials
• Provide pre-installed reading apps on tablets to support
children reading in different languages
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Literacy-Rich Home Environment
Supports Reading
Even though reading is taught and promoted in school, it
is practiced at home. Homes with rich reading cultures are
more likely to raise successful readers.
Shared Book Reading Before Primary School
A larger proportion of the children reported being read to
in English than in Mother Tongue. Across all languages,
about one third of the children reported that they did not
experience shared book reading before primary school.

Almost daily
ENGLISH

CHINESE

MALAY

TAMIL

Not at all
ENGLISH

31.9%
17.0%

11.7%

5.9%

CHINESE

MALAY

TAMIL

36.9% 39.1% 34.7%

11.0%

Reading books together with children
provides a valuable opportunity
for children to interact with print.
Experiencing the delights of being read
to help children develop vocabulary,
knowledge about the world, and skills
required for learning to read. Parents
can read with their children or make
use of reading apps to support their
book reading experiences.
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Shared Book Reading and Reading
Frequency and Duration
Children who have adults reading to them more often
before primary school are more likely to read often and for
longer when they enter primary school.

Children who reported

being read to

in English/Mother Tongue almost daily
before they entered primary school
ENGLISH

Read
daily

CHINESE

MALAY

TAMIL

Children who reported

not being read to
in English/Mother Tongue at all
before they entered primary school

ENGLISH

CHINESE

>30
mins

TAMIL

64.6%
32.3%

39.5%

33.3%

34.8%
7.5%

Read

MALAY

10.1%

10.7%

71.2%
48.8% 51.2% 45.5%

41.9%
16.5%

21.2%
8.8%

44.8% 44.6%

Do not
read
at all

7.1%

10.0%

19.7%
7.0%

29.1%

6.1%
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Numbers of English and Mother
Tongue Books at Home
Children have much fewer Mother Tongue books than
English books at home. Chinese children reported more
Mother Tongue books at home compared to their Malay and
Tamil peers, which mirrors the market book share.

Number of English and Mother Tongue Books at Home
Fewer than

More than

60%

10 books

50 books

56.0%

50%
40%

40.9%

50.8%

41.2%

30%
20%
10%

15.6%

13.0%

18.8%

6.4%

0%
■ English
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■ Chinese

■ Malay

■ Tamil
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Books at Home and
Reading Frequency
and Duration

Children who have more books at home in either
language are more likely to read more frequently
and for longer durations.

Children who have

more than 50
English/Mother Tongue
books at home

ENGLISH

CHINESE

MALAY

TAMIL

Children who have

less than 10
English/Mother Tongue
books at home

ENGLISH

CHINESE

MALAY

TAMIL

8.7%

6.5%

62.3%

Read
daily

33.8% 30.4% 37.5%
11.7%

Read

>30
mins

66.8%
52.9% 54.2%

4.3%

60.0%

19.8%

Do not
read

39.1%

11.7%

46.0%

at all

4.3%

5.9%

More Books at
Home Leads to
More Reading

6.5%

9.5%

37.4%

14.0%

28.4%

7.5%

Growing up in a home with books helps children thrive as
readers. Regularly adding new books to home collections fosters
and maintains children’s love for reading. Apart from purchasing
books, parents can also take their children to public libraries
regularly to borrow books and encourage them to borrow books
from their school libraries.
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Reading during
school holidays/
Home-Based
Learning

Unlike the learning of mathematics or other subjects,
which are more restricted to school settings, children
have more opportunities to practise reading through
independent leisure reading at home during school
holidays.
During the two-month-long school closure in
Singapore between April and June 2020 due to the
COVID-19 pandemic, we found that children who
enjoyed reading before school closure were more
likely to read more during school closure, whereas
their peers who did not enjoy reading were less
motivated to read.

Children who

enjoy reading

before the school closure

54.5%

Read more
than usual
during the
school closure

51.7%

Children who

do not enjoy reading
before the school closure

41.7%
39.1%

12.5%
3.3%

■ English

■ Chinese

■ Malay

9.1%
2.7%

■ Tamil

To promote and sustain good reading habits during school
holidays or Home Based Learning, it is crucial to nurture good
reading habits during school days and provide reading materials
at home when schools are closed. Teachers can encourage
children to borrow books from the school library before school
holidays or Home Based Learning. Parents can use school
holidays to expand their home library collections or visit public
libraries to borrow more books.
34
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How to create a bilingual
reading culture at home:
Create

build

places

time

cosy

to nestle with books
in both languages

HAVE

casual

DISCUSSIONS

about what family members
are reading

use

reading

apps to read

together with children

reading

into children’s schedules

TALK

with children about their

INTERESTS
find bookS

&
that support and extend what
interests them most

For preschool children, it is

NEVER TOO

EARLY

to read to them
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USEFUL RSOURCES

Useful
Resources

Well-stocked public libraries are an important
resource for children to get reading materials.
Providing time for children to visit and use public
libraries supports their interaction with diverse books.

In collaboration with Committee to Promote
Chinese Language Learning (CPCLL, MOE), NLB
has developed a list of Overdrive e-books that are
refreshed and shared with schools just before every
school holiday.

NLB Resources

A list of e-books for preschoolers provided by NLB but
is also suitable for lower primary students. Curated by
librarians, the collection includes fairytales, read-along
books and riddles.

A Tamil language reading guide curated by NLB librarians
for primary level students, parents and educators. The
guide features popular reading genres, reading tips for
students, information on our Tamil Children’s collection
and 50 recommended reads. Complementing book
posters and D.I.Y activities for each primary level can
also be accessed from the portal.

Online storytelling
sessions for children
in Mother Tongue
Languages available
on Facebook

Other Reports

Chinese

Malay

Tamil

Report on the Reading Habits of Singapore Teenagers 2017
School Library Perspectives Report 2018
Envisioning the School Library of the Future: A 21st Century Framework
Design Patterns for School Libraries 2019
Report on the Reading Habits of Singapore Teenagers 2021
(forthcoming)
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