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Abstract:  A  large  amount  of  research  regarding  Singapore  Colloquial  English  (SCE)  has  been 
conducted in terms of pronunciation, intonation, particles, grammatical aspects, language variation 
and language education (Deterding 2005; Gut 2007; Lim 2004, 2007; Schneider 2007; Kachru 2008), 
while a close look at the features of SCE in classroom discourse has not received as much attention. 
To follow up the previous studies of SCE, this paper explores the frequently‐occurring unconjugated 
verb use  in Singapore classroom discourse by using the Singapore Corpus of Research  in Education 
(SCoRE), which covers the annotated data of 92 Singapore primary school  lessons concerning four 
curriculum  subjects  (English, Mathematics,  Social  Studies  and  Science). With  large  quantities  of 
cases  extracted  from  SCoRE,  this  research  accounts  for  the  systematic  patterns  in  terms  of  the 
unconjugated verb use in SCE. Statistical analysis is adopted to identify the patterns of unconjugated 
verb  use,  to  classify  the  cases,  and  to  investigate  their  distributive  properties  across  respective 
school  subjects.  This  quantitative  study  is  an  effective  supplement  to  the  previous  studies with 
regard to SCE and will bear positive pedagogical significance. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
 

Singlish, Singapore Colloquial English (SCE), one variety of the New Englishes of the post-
colonial world, has been the research interest to many studies in the literature (Deterding 2007, 
Alsagoff 1998, Rubdy 2001 & 2007, Low 2005), and they are concerned with syntax features or 
deal with semantic characteristics. However, most prior studies on SCE have only made 
qualitative analysis on the use of SCE or have provided descriptions on the use of SCE among 
ordinary English-speaking Singaporeans (Lim 2004) but little research has addressed the 
distribution patterns of SCE in Singapore schools. The present study aims to illustrate teachers’ 
use of SCE in class in Singapore primary schools, with quantitative analysis, to fill the gap, with 
focus on unconjugated verbs which are frequently employed by teachers in class even as a means 
to facilitate students’ acquisition of standard English (Rubdy 2007).  
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2 LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Background 
 

Singapore Standard English (SSE) is locally established, and is not significantly different from 
other standard Englishes. SCE, however, is a variety of English so different from Standard 
English (StdE), especially in syntax, that it must be analyzed entirely on its own terms (Gupta 
1998). 

Like the discussion on whether Singaporeans should ‘Speak Good English’ or Singlish, the 
debate on whether SCE should be forbidden in classroom has also lasted for years in media, 
academic publications but still remain the hot topic for many researchers. What variety should be 
used in Singapore school classrooms, SCE or SSE, or a mixed one between SSE and SCE by 
code-switching. Does SCE have a negative effect on Students’ acquisition of StdE? Many 
teachers, even educators are at a loss facing these questions and the discussion has remained 
unsettled. 

As Rubdy (2007) points out, on the one hand, the use of SCE is viewed as an obstacle to the 
development of students’ literacy skills in Singapore standard English (SSE) and a national 
campaign, known as the Speak Good English Movement (SGEM), was launched in 2000 to 
promote the use of standard English and stem the spread of Singlish among Singaporeans. On the 
other hand, Gupta (1998) describes Singapore as a diglossic society and believes that the school 
can be a place where Standard English is learnt alongside SCE; the practice of classroom code-
switching between the two varieties (SCE and SSE, also called high variety and low variety) is 
strongly discouraged, and Rubdy (2007) also suggests exploring the possibility of considering 
the use of Singlish as a pedagogical resource rather than an impediment because, to date, there is 
little research on teachers’ and students’ code-switching behavior in Singapore schools to help 
justify whether mixed code language use is truly detrimental to the acquisition of the standard as 
believed by the authorities (Rubdy 2007). SCE is still ubiquitous in Singapore school classes and 
this paper will show a clear picture of unconjugated verb use in Singapore school teachers’ 
classroom discourse. 

 

2.2 Prior Studies 
 
Over the past years, a great number of studies regarding SCE have been conducted, many of 
which are concerned with pronunciation, intonation and particles (Deterding 2005; Gut 2007; 
Lim 2004 & 2007; Schneider 2007; Rubdy 2001 & 2007; Alsagoff and Ho 1998; Low 2003 & 
2005; Bao & Hong 2006). In addition, Lim (2004) gives a detailed description of SCE from a 
sociolinguistic perspective concerning the misuse of nouns, verbal cluster and reduplication; Bao 
and Wee (1999) analyse two forms of passive found in Singapore English; Kachru (2008) 
revisits issues in linguistic description, language variation, lexicography, and language education. 
However, most of these prior studies put the focus on analysis of SCE used by Singaporeans of 
all professions who have close network ties with each other, being family or friends while the 
natural conversations of the present study all occur between teachers and students in Singapore 
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classrooms. Furthermore, most of previous research on SCE adopts qualitative analysis from 
typological or sociolinguistic perspectives, and quantitative analysis is seldom utilized.  
 
 

3 RESEARCH OBJECTIVE AND RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Research Objective 
 

A general description on the informal verb forms of SCE is always given in prior studies while 
the distribution patterns of these verbs, based on sufficient transcripts, is needed and the present 
study will address an issue like this. Following up the previous studies of SCE, this paper 
explores the frequently-occurring unconjugated verb use in Singapore classroom discourse by 
using the Singapore Corpus of Research in Education (SCoRE) Hong, 2005), which covers the 
annotated data of 92 Singapore classroom lessons concerning four curriculum disciplines 
(English, Mathematics, Social Studies and Science). With large quantities of cases extracted 
from the corpus, this research accounts for the systematic patterns in terms of teachers’ 
unconjugated verb use in class. Statistical analysis is adopted to identify the patterns, to classify 
the cases, and to investigate their distributive properties across respective school disciplines.   

In brief, the purpose of this study is to provide an explicit description on how SCE is adopted by 
teachers with regard to unconjugated verb use. As for the strengths and weaknesses of SCE or 
the issue on whether the high or low variety of English (Gupta 1998) should be used in class, 
they are not the foci of this paper and will not be discussed. The present study will put its focus 
on teachers’ unconjugated verb use in Singapore primary school classes and the findings will 
help the teachers reconsider what they say in class and therefore it will bear far-reaching 
pedagogical significance. 

 

3.2 Corpus Used   
 
92 transcripts of primary classroom interactions were taken from the corpus SCoRE under a 
research program with the Centre for Research in Pedagory and Practice (CRPP), Nanyang 
Technological university (Hong 2005; Luck et al. 2005), with a total of about 5 million running 
words and about 340,000 running words were involved in the present study. The SCoRE corpus 
radio/video recordings were taped and collected at more than 350 primary and secondary schools 
across Singapore. All class sessions were audio/video-recorded and transcribed, converted to 
some target formats and all texts were tagged and annotated into multilayered features. One of 
the main foci of the corpus is to provide a holistic description of what happens in about 900 
classroom lessons in the core curriculum areas of English, mathematics, science and Social 
Studies and mother tongues (Luke et al., 2005). It is a data bank for research on deviations  from 
general Standard English and on Singapore classroom discourse. The present paper singled out 
one feature in the corpus, unconjugated verb use in teachers’ talk, as the research focus. 
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3.3 Methodology 
 

Although the introspective and retrospective qualitative analysis can provide good explanations 
and descriptions of the developing process and functionality of the sentence structures, a 
quantitative analysis could supplement it with a better view of how these forms are distributed in 
the corpus and reassessment of teaching discourse will be stimulated with the findings. 
 

3.4 Feature Selection 
 

This part will address features of unconjugated verb use employed by primary school teachers in 
the SCoRE database, with all examples being extracted from the corpus.  

A salient feature of verb use in SCE is the apparent optionality of tense, number and person 
marking on the verb (Lim, 2004). Linguistically, conjugate means to inflect a verb in its various 
forms of voice, mood, tense, number and person (Collins, 2006). The incorrect verbal inflections 
are viewed as verb-unconjugated. Unconjugated verb use is one of the most salient features 
which characterizes SCE in verb use. 

In this paper, unconjugatd verbs are classified into two main groups: lack of morphological 
marking and SV_Disagreement. Lack of morphological marking is further classified into three 
specific categories for more detailed and close investigation: lack of past tense marking, lack of 
perfective aspect marking and lack of passive voice marking.  

 

3.4.1 Lack of morphological marking 
 

It has been pointed out by many researchers that SCE verbs often appear in an uninfected form 
(Platt & Weber 1980; Tay 1979).  

3.4.1.1 Lack of Past Tense Marking 
 

In SCE, the verbs always appear in their uninflected form. The time or aspectual information that 
the verbal inflection in StdE carries, is instead often borne a time adverbial, e.g. yesterday 
(Alsagoff 1998) in past tense, for example, 

1a  and the dinosaurs are born.  Score_Eng_001  
1b  And the dinosaurs were born.  Standard English 
2a  Maths, you finish most of it in class yesterday, right?  Score_Soc_020  
2b  Maths, you finished most of it in class yesterday, right?  Standard English 

3.4.1.2 Lack of Perfective Aspect Marking 
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In SCE, the use of time adverbials is preferred over the morphological marking in perfective 
aspect (Alsagoff & Ho 1998; Bao 1995), and this phenomenon will be discussed in detail in the 
later part. For example, 

3a  This one I thought we mark already  Score_Eng_029  
3b   I thought we have marked this one  Standard English 
4a   Dorothy you received his composition already?  Score_Sci_073  
4b   Dorothy, have you received his composition?  Standard English 

 

While the present and past tense, as well as the perfective aspect, tend not to be marked in SCE, 
the progressive aspect is fairly commonly marked (Alsagoff and Ho 1998). ‘-ing’ is seldom 
omitted in progressive aspect, therefore this phenomenon will not be discussed in this paper.   

 

3.4.1.3 Lack of Passive Marking 
 

Like the verb forms in past tense and perfective aspect, verbs also take non-finite forms without 
morphological ending, in passive voice in teachers’ discourse, for example,  

5a  What is the physical differences you can see, base on the 
diagram,  Score_Sci_039  

5b  What is the physical difference you can see, based on the 
diagram,  Standard English 

6a  Circle the appliances that should be switch off to save energy.  Score_Soc_021  
6b  Circle the appliances that should be switched off to save energy.  Standard English 

 

 

 

 

3.4.2 SV‐Disagreement 
 
Number disagreement of verb form with the subject is common in teachers’ talk, for example, 
 
7a  I think Ms Lim really need the visualize.  Score_Math_055 
7b  I think Ms Lim really needs the visualization.  Standard English 
8a  and it is the electric current that transport this energy from the dry 

cell to the bulb,  Score_Sci_036 
8b  And it is the electric current that transports this energy from the 

dry cell to the bulb,  Standard English 

 

4. FINDINGS 

4.1 Variations across Disciplines 
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   English  Maths  Science  Social Science  Total 
Lack of Past Tense Marking  796  167  174  362  1499 
Lack of Perfective Aspect Marking  105  36  57  40  238 
Lack of Passive Marking  69  61  151  37  318 
SV_Disagreement  95  109  130  68  402 

Total  1065  373  512  507  2457 
Table 1 Raw frequency of unconjugated verbs of all categories 

 

  English  Mathematics  Science  Social Studies 

Lack of Marking  81.32  35.18  46.98  71.80 

SV_Disagreement  7.96  14.53  15.99  11.12 

Total  89.28  49.71  62.79  82.92 

Table 2 Normalized frequency of categorized unconjugated verbs across disciplines (per 10,000 running 
words) 

It is strange that teachers of English use more uncongugated verbs in class, especially in lack of 
morphological Marking, and this phenomenon really needs exploring because it is these 
language teachers who are teaching students the rules of Standard English. 

To test whether there is a statistical difference in teachers’ unconjugated verb use across different 
disciplines, a Paired Samples Test is conducted by using the normalized data in Table 2 and the 
output is as follows:  

 

   Paired Differences 

t  df 
Sig. (2‐
tailed)    Mean 

Std. 
Deviation 

Std. Error 
Mean 

99% Confidence Interval of 
the Difference 

   Lower  Upper  Lower  Upper  Lower  Upper  Lower  Upper 
Pair 1  English ‐ Mathematics  19.78500  37.27160  26.35500  ‐1657.88841  1697.45841  .751  1  .590 
Pair 2  Mathematics ‐ Science  ‐6.63000  7.31148  5.17000  ‐335.73535  322.47535  ‐1.282  1  .422 
Pair 3  Science ‐ Social_Studies  ‐9.97500  20.99400  14.84500  ‐954.95932  935.00932  ‐.672  1  .623 
Pair 4  English ‐ Social_Studies  3.18000  8.96611  6.34000  ‐400.40374  406.76374  .502  1  .704 

Table 3 Result of Paired Samples Test  

Here the descriptive statistics for the difference between each pair of disciplines is given.  
According to t-score or p value in the output, we can be more than 99 percent confident that 
there is no significant difference between each two disciplines for teachers to use unconjugated 
verbs, although there is little difference.  

4.2 Relationship between Adverbials and Lack of morphological Marking    
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SCE allows the main verb to appear in the perfective form, but always lacks the phonological 
ending ‘-ed’, and does not have the perfective auxiliary have preceding it. 
A typical word that characterizes SCE in perfective aspect is the adverbial ‘already’. For 
example, 

9a  You have already discuss about the story.  Score_Eng_013  
9b  You have already discussed about the story.  Standard English 
10a  Okay. You already found out who discovered electricity, correct?  Score_Sci_035  
10b  Okay. You have already found out who discovered electricity, 

correct?  Standard English 
 
In the present study, the probability of co-occurrence of already and lack of perfective aspect 
marking is 12.6% (40/238); and the probability of co-occurrence of already and lack of 
perfective aspect markers have, has, and had is 59.9% (85/142). According to the data, it can be 
inferred that the appearance of already is closely related to lack of perfective aspect marking and 
lack of perfective markers have/has/had. This finding confirms Bao’s (1995) and Alsagoff and 
Ho’s (1998) conclusion that the lack of have/has/had and the lack of perfective aspect 
morphological marking can be partly owed to the occurrence of adverbial already. 
 

4.3 Wordlist of Top 12 Words in lack of Perfective Aspect and Passive Marking  
  
Based on a wordlist searching, it is found that the following words are most frequently used in 
perfective aspect when lack of perfective aspect marking occurs: 

 

Order  Words that lack perfective 
aspect marking 

Frequency  Functions 

 Instruction  Management  Others 

1  finish   85      85   

2  discuss   18   18      

3  learn   14   14      

4  check   7      7   

5  return   6      5  1 

6  use   5      4  1 

7  change   4      4   

8  mention   4   4      

9  experience   3        3 

10  explain   3   3      

11  observe   3   3      

12  harden   3   3      

Total  12  155  45  105  5 
Table 4 Wordlist of lack of perfective aspect marking 
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Order  Words that lack  passive 
marking 

Frequency  Functions 

Instruction  Management  Others 

1  Suppose   33      33   

2  divide   32   32      

3  close   31   31      

4  base   27   27      

5  call   20  19     1 

6  use   10   10      

7  tessellate   9   9      

8  describe   8   8      

9  spoil   6        6 

10  switch   5   5      

11  receive   3        3 

12  hatch   3  3     

Total  12  187   144   33  10 
Table 5 Wordlist of lack of passive marking 

 

    perfective Aspect Marking  Passive Marking 

 (1) Word Frequency of  the top 12 
words related 

 155   187 

 (2) Frequency of all occurrences related 
to lack of morphological marking 

238  318 

 Percentage of  (1) / (2)   65.1%   58.8% 
Table 6 Percentage of frequency   

 

It can be clearly seen, in the three tables above, that the words are densely distributed to limited 
words. When lack of perfective aspect marking occurs, the words involved are mainly associated 
with organizational management in class and finish is the most frequently-used word. The 
occurrence of lack of passive marking is more related to curriculum instruction. 

In the above wordlists, all the verbs related to lack of morphological marking are regular ones, 
therefore it can be concluded that the uncongugated phenomenon of morphological marking 
seems not to be dependent on whether the verb takes regular or irregular inflections for tense, 
aspect or voice. 

There are many occurrences of lack of past tense phonological marking, but the verbs related are 
random and lack regularity, and this phenomenon will not be discussed here.  
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5. DISCUSSION 
 

Although Singapore government, researchers and educators advocate using Standard English, 
especially in schools, the above data clearly reflect that SCE is ubiquitous in teachers’ daily 
teaching discourse and bears certain distribution patterns. Teachers refer to much support from 
academic experts to common Singaporeans for their use of SCE in class. They believe there can 
be a wide range of different functions for SCE in Classroom teaching, including softening the 
force of an utterance and creating a feeling of solidarity (Richard & Tay 1977). Rubdy (2007) 
sums up students’ and teachers’ perceptions towards the use of SCE in class, based on the 
findings of a questionnaire survey and interviews, and concludes that students’ with weak and 
average ability were more accepting of SCE, due mainly to their close familiarity with the 
Singlish language environment, and perhaps, because it provides a sort of comfort zone for them.  
When teachers resort to SCE it is usually because they believe circumstances (students’ ability, 
to aid comprehension, to explain difficult points, to establish rapport or inject humor, to 
concentrate on the message that is to be conveyed, to get the message across faster) call for it. In 
brief, the use of SCE in the classroom can facilitate students’ acquisition of Standard English 
rather than adversely affect students' literacy practices. 

Gupta (1998) describes Singapore as a diglossic society, saying the school can be a place where 
Standard English is learnt alongside SCE. He summarizes,  

With proper guidance, children can grow up to be proficient in the language and 
capable of switching between SCE, which is fun, distinctive, and gives us a 
unique Singaporean identity and Standard English, that is proper, formal and 
internationally intelligible.   

Maybe this is a feasible way out, however, to date, there isn’t an agreement on Whether SCE 
facilitates or impedes Students’ acquisition of Standard English and a lot of further research 
needs conducting. 

 

6. CONCLUDING REMARKS AND FUTURE WORK 
 

In this paper, we present a quantitative analysis of Singapore teachers’ use of unconjugated verbs 
of SCE in primary school classrooms. This quantitative analysis supplements the qualitative 
analyses that dominate the current literature on Singapore English, and indeed the contact 
linguistics literature generally (Thomason 2001; Bao & Hong 2006). It provides an explicit 
description on Singapore teachers’ use of verbs in classes, from which teachers will be clearer on 
what they are doing, and it will facilitate the researchers and educators as well as teachers to 
reconsider what variety of language should be used in class. Something should also be done to 
analyze actual code-switching behavior in class and factors associated with code choice should 
be investigated. Besides, comparison between teachers and students in the use of SCE is 
supposed to be involved as the extension of this research. 
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