“Can or not?”: Juggling Chinese and English in Singapore after 30 years

 Ng Tze-wei in Singapore
For many around the world one’s nationality determines what one speaks. But for Singaporean Chinese, the choice of “what to speak” was never natural, straightforward, nor voluntary. A new round of debates sparked by “Father of Singapore” Lee Kuan Yew’s speech at the 30th anniversary of the Speak Mandarin Campaign in March shows how the country’s signature bilingual policy is still a work-in-progress, and a continued quest that demands much wrangling between the heart and the mind. 

The rise of China brings about a timely stimulus. However, more might be needed to make the goal of mastering Mandarin a realistic one in the English-speaking environment of contemporary Singapore.
“No one has a 100-gigabyte brain”

An English speaker who only picked up Mandarin in his 30’s, Minister Mentor Lee shared his conviction in the language with the Singapore public in 1979, when he launched the Speak Mandarin Campaign to encourage Singaporean Chinese to “speak more Mandarin, less dialects”. Today, thirty years later, the campaign continues, but with a different focus: he called for parents to speak Mandarin to their children instead of English.
“If you want your children to master Mandarin, speak to them in Mandarin. Don’t worry about them learning English,” he said at the 30th anniversary ceremony of the Campaign. “They will pick it up in schools, they will meet friends and take exams in English. They will master English.”

A bilingual policy that aims to nurture citizens who can speak both English and their mother tongue has been the cornerstone of Singapore’s education system since the founding of this young Asian nation, but three decades of rapid development has also brought dramatic changes to its language environment. Ethnic Chinese makes up 75% of Singapore’s population today, yet Mandarin has pretty much been reduced to a language of the classroom. English has become the working language for all, and also the language at home for a growing majority. 
A survey of primary one ethnic Chinese pupils carried out by the Ministry of Education indicates that the proportion of pupils speaking English at home today is 60 per cent; and Mandarin 40 per cent. The proportion of pupils who speak Chinese dialects at home nosedived from 60 per cent in 1980 to below 10 per cent in 1988, and less than 2 per cent since 2001.

However, even though Mr Lee acknowledged that the main battle today is between English and Mandarin, he was not going to leave things to chance with dialects, when “no one has a 100-gigabyte brain”.

“Learning dialects will add to our children’s burden, and take away time and energy from English and Mandarin. Dialects also cause negative interferences on the learning of English and Mandarin, due to differences in their vocabulary, phonetics and syntax,” he said.
To Mr Lee “the value of a language lies in its usefulness”.

“If you speak Hokkien or Cantonese, you reach some 60 million in Fujian and Taiwan, or about 100 million in Guangdong and Hong Kong. With Mandarin, you can speak to 1.3 billion Chinese from all provinces in China,” he emphasised.
And he defended the need for government’s strong-handed approach:

“If the Government had left language habits to evolve undirected, Chinese Singaporeans would be speaking an adulterated Hokkien-Teochew dialect.”

I Not Stupid
If Mr Lee’s earnest advice had ended there perhaps the stereotypical docile Singaporeans would have just nodded and followed. In fact, as reported in the country’s flagship English newspaper The Straits Times, English-speaking parents have immediately “answered his call” and enquired with Mandarin schools to take up classes themselves.
But for some, they decided to put their foot down when Chee Hong Tat, principal private secretary to the Minister Mentor, wrote a letter to The Straits Times soon after the speech condemning a linguistic academic for saying in a public forum that Singaporeans were more multilingual 40 years ago than today.
“We have achieved progress with our bilingual education in the past few decades. Many Singaporeans are now fluent in both English and Mandarin. It would be stupid for any Singapore agency of NTU (Nanyang Technological University) to advocate the learning of dialects, which must be at the expense of English and Mandarin,” Mr Chee’s letter read.

In the online forum of The Straits Times, more than 130 responses were posted within 7 days after Mr Chee’s letter and most of them showed that Singaporeans were upset, for a range of reasons from sentimental to the practical: some decried Mr Chee’s “rude” and “arrogant” comments; others questioned the branding of dialects as useless since the colloquial languages form part of Singaporean’s cultural traditions, help communication with grandparents, foster sense of affinity when conducting business in different parts of China, and even helped the learning of Mandarin.
“Business is important, but so is grass-root communication,” sinfoniavivace wrote.

“I find it rather conflicting in that we are encouraged to remember our fore-fathers, their sacrifices, and yet we are eradicating the very language they speak with,” richnat questioned.

“This is not the time to proclaim success, rather it is the time to conduct detailed studies of what has gone wrong in the execution of the language policy. Instead of working with baseless assumptions (e.g. language giftedness), it is very important to understand and to implement pedagogy which excites the young with the languages,” stevewu77 reminded.
 
Reality check

Professor Eddie C.Y. Kuo of Week Kim Wee School of Communication and Information in Singapore said that the recent debate has sidelined the real issue of the continued dominance of English in Singapore.

“No one talked about how you change the environment to make English less dominant or not as overwhelming as it is,” said Professor Kuo. “The targeting of dialects in the beginning was unfortunate.”
Although Singapore has four official languages: English, Malay, Tamil and Chinese, English’s status has been picked and elevated as the lingua franca from day one of independence: Mr Lee Kuan Yew saw it as the language that would unify the different races of Singapore, and connect the country with the world. 

So by bilingual policy what Mr Lee meant has always been English first, mother tongue second - English is the common language of instruction for all subjects except mother tongue language classes. The emphasis on the mother tongue might have waxed and waned over the decades, but this fundamental primacy of English has never wavered.
Today all official documents are still in English; not all state-run museums have explanations in Chinese; and many Singaporean Chinese government officials could not speak proper Mandarin.
Prof Kuo said that “by and large university students [Singaporean Chinese] are bilingually effective”, however, many Chinese-speaking students at the faculty admitted that they did not read Chinese newspapers and had no personal interest in the language – after all they live and breathe in an English environment. And although passing Chinese is mandatory for university entry, it is not a mandatory subject in university.

The Communications professor believed one problem lied in the emphasis on the utilitarian benefits of learning Mandarin, rather than its cultural benefits.

“Even though culture has been mentioned before and elsewhere, in this 30th anniversary speech of the Minister Mentor, the predominant message was how Mandarin helped a person become successful when dealing with China.”

But this success when dealing with China is apparently not strong enough for Singaporean children, he said.
“Right now the pragmatic response to promotion of Chinese is my kid must pass the A-Level, and if they take advanced Chinese or attend Special Assistance Plan schools [i.e. government-sponsored schools which teach Chinese at the higher level], they would have additional points in their application to university.”

“They learned the language through painful drills. So when the language is no longer needed, it’s put aside,” he said.
Final-year journalism student Wong Jinghan, 23, echoed this sentiment and said how most of her peers found learning Mandarin a chore. For her, the choice of taking translation as a minor in university stemmed from the hope to increase exposure to Chinese, and to “rectify” her less-than-satisfactory bilingual abilities.
“We grow up in a multilingual society. We do not speak pure English, and we do not speak pure Chinese,” Ms Wong said. “I believe we cannot force ourselves to compete with Mandarin speakers of China or Taiwan. But we should at least be able to converse with them, and not to inject in our sentences with English along the way.”

Indeed apart from a 30-year-old “Speak Mandarin Campaign” that no one knows when can be ended, Singapore has also launched the “Speak Good English Movement” in 2000 to in response to the widespread usage of Singlish – a warped form of English that find its structure in Chinese grammar, and vocabulary in Malay and Hokkien.

What concerns Ms Wong the most though, is not the standard of Chinese in Singapore, but the attitude towards the language. 
“There’s still a stigma to the Chinese language. There are still Singaporeans, the ‘amor’ faction, who are brought up in English and view Chinese as a lower class and don’t want to approach Chinese.” 

The government seems to silently acknowledge this prejudice. This year’s television commercials for the Speak Mandarin Campaign depicted children of different skin color learning and speak Mandarin. The underlying message is pretty clear: if even non-Chinese are learning it, why aren’t Singaporean Chinese learning it?
Ms Wong said she would apply to work for both English and Chinese media, despite the prestige attached to English media for its wider readership and recognition; she said Singapore’s Chinese media is gaining influence amongst Chinese-speaking regions around the world too.
However, even there are increasing students who think like Ms Wong, the declining use of Chinese is still sharply felt by many. 

In an interview with The Straits Times last year, editor of Singapore’s biggest Chinese-language newspaper Lianhe Zaobao Lim Jim Koon lamented how the golden era for Chinese culture and heritage in Singapore was over. 

“After many years of massive changes to the language environment here, the once- rich and lively source of Chinese culture is running dry,” Mr Lim said. “Because of the lack of sufficient sunlight and nutrients, the eco-system is fast diminishing in size.” 

“If this persists, we will really face the threat of a breakdown in Chinese culture,” he warned. 

The daily circulation of Lianhe Zaobao was 176,000 in August 2008, while The Straits Times’ sold more than twice that amount. And the average age of Zaobao readers was 48 last year.

Realising the inevitable difficulty faced by Chinese newspapers in an English environment, the government placed Lianhe Zaobao under the same corporate umbrella as that of profit-making The Straits Times in 2003; and the influx of Chinese immigrants helped contribute some new readers. But more is needed to help the Chinese newspapers thrive, instead of merely surviving on a lifeline. 
“Chinese will not disappear; it’s never been a matter of losing the language” said Prof Kuo. “It’s about the [falling] standard of Chinese here, and the function of it.”
The mind: a balancing act
If survival is the motivation behind most of Singapore and Mr Lee Kuan Yew’s policies, nowhere is this more clearly demonstrated than in the language policy. 

Forced into independence from Malaysia in 1965, Singapore found itself in a not-too-friendly neighborhood of Malay Muslims, and a time when all Chinese were branded Communist. Not wanting to be seen as “the Third China”, the Chinese-ness of this majority Chinese-populated country was firmly suppressed in the early years.

Even before the departure of the British in 1963, enrolment in Chinese schools – schools which taught in the Chinese language - already began to fall, especially after Mr Lee’s People’s Action Party came into power in 1959, when parents foresaw a better future for their children if they received education in the English language.

According to academic research and official statistics, half of the schools in Singapore were Chinese schools in 1950 and only one-third were English schools. By1960 the percentage of Chinese schools had fallen to 42.14% and that of English schools rose to 51.05%.

But the vernacular Chinese schools received the biggest blow when Mr Lee introduced the English-plus-mother-tongue bilingual policy. There were never officially forced to close down, but as they were seen by parents as weak in the teaching of English, they soon closed down one after another. By 1978 only 11.2 per cent of Singaporeans enrolled in Chinese schools.
Two years later, Nanyang University, the first Chinese-language university in South-east Asia set up in Singapore by donations from the local and overseas Chinese community in 1955, was forced to merge with the former University of Singapore to form the English-language National University of Singapore.
Just as things started looking desperate for the Chinese-speaking community in Singapore, in 1979, Chinese leader Deng Xiaoping announced the seismic “opening up and reform” policy for China; in Singpaore, Mr Lee also unveiled a series of measure which to many seemed like a complete u-turn on his previous Chinese language policies.

On top of launching the Speak Mandarin Campaign, Mr Lee realized the need to salvage the quickly-disappearing traditional Chinese schools – he introduced the “Special Assistance Plan” (SAP) for a handful of top-performing Chinese schools so they could enjoy extra resources for English-teaching.

This series of events led to a complicated Chinese language topography in Singapore: the grandparents who probably only speak dialects, the older parents who mainly speak Mandarin, the younger parents who feel more comfortable with English, and the children who are now told that Mandarin is just as important.

The suppression of Chinese language in the early years of independence led to a gap in the supply of Chinese-speaking elites; by the time Mandarin was pushed back to the forefront a generation of teachers and parents had already been stripped of ability to speak and teach the language. Most students who grew up in the 80’s and 90’s find Mandarin alien and difficult, and some families even emigrated so their children would not have to risk being denied university entry because of poor Chinese. 

Assistant Professor Eugene K.B. Tan of Singapore Management University, who has been researching on language as a nation-building tool in Singapore said that the “inconsistency [in policy] is not surprising”.

He said the Chinese language policy in Singapore has always been a delicate balancing act between interests of the minority Malays and Indians and the majority Chinese, and also in the early years interests between the “English-educated Chinese”, liked Mr Lee who received English education and whose first language is English, and the “Chinese-educated Chinese”, those Singaporean Chinese who were educated in Chinese schools and who promoted the teaching of the Chinese language.

Even though Mr Lee realised it was the Chinese-educated Chinese who staunchly supported his political rise before independence, he took the risk to suppress Chinese identity after independence due to geopolitical concerns - Singapore did not even establish diplomatic ties with China until 1990, after Malaysia and Indonesia did so, Dr Tan pointed out. 
In fact Mr Lee’s Chinese Language is also like a mirror reflecting the strength of the bonds between Singapore and China. 
“In 1979, when China opened up, and when Singapore gained increased confidence in its economy and national security, it began to promote Mandarin,” Dr Tan said.

The belief in reviving Asian culture, especially Confucianism, as an engine of economic growth and political stability also explained the change in Mr Lee’s governance and language policy direction – mother tongues were now relied upon to preserve cultural heritage and avoid the creation of Singaporeans who are “a weak people with shallow roots” since the late 90’s, Dr Tan said.

However, the main reason appears to remain economic. 

Just at the end of April Mr Lee reiterated the need for Singaporeans to master Mandarin as Singapore should act as a base for China to expand into South-East Asia, much like what Singapore has always done for multi-national corporations.

“They’ll need the Singaporeans who can speak Mandarin and who can also speak Malay and take them around the region,” Mr Lee said.
Since 1999 a four-year “bi-culture” program was introduced in four SAP schools in hope of generating the Chinese-speaking elite much needed for Singapore’s future development: the media, the government, the diplomats. Each year only about 400 students are enrolled into this program, and apart from studying Chinese history and literature they also go on exchanges in China for up to 6 months. The purpose was to cultivate students to become equally at home in the West and the East and to emphasize that “it is not good enough to speak Mandarin, but one must get in touch with the mainland psyche,” Dr Tan said.

However, even recognizing the sense of urgency behind Singapore’s Chinese language policy more than most Singaporeans, when it comes to his own child, who is about to enter primary school, Dr Tan is ambivalent about sending him to a Chinese school.

“These schools are very good and competitive. My wife and I are both English speakers at home. We are not sure if we can provide the necessary support for him at home,” said the slightly-abashed father. “I might have to re-learn Mandarin.”

“Singapore is a living laboratory of social engineering,” he joked at the dilemma.

The heart: what is my mother tongue?

Since March eye-catching posters carrying questions in English, Chinese, and Pinyin can be found on bus-stops and in subway stations city-wide: the questions range from what a proverb or pictogram means, to what is the name of the manga that is based on Chinese classic literature “Journey to the West”, and the occupation of Hong Kong comedian Stephen Chow in the Chinese spy movie “From Beijing with Love” – the answer options are colloquial terms for fortune teller, pork seller, fishball seller.
A quiz open to the general public - “Mandarin, dare to tackle?” - is the highlight of this year’s Speak Mandarin Campaign. It is held in stages with the final round televised, and a top prize of $10,000. 
However, this focus on culture and fun addressing English-speaking Singaporeans was only recent; when the Campaign was first launched in 1979, Chinese dialects from Hokkien to Teochew to Cantonese were all ruthlessly purged.
All dialect radio and television programs were targeted that year; the popular Hong Kong TV dramas were all dubbed into Mandarin; and Minister Mentor Lee made a point not to speak Hokkien in public speeches any more. Like English was to the different races of Singapore, Mandarin was chosen as the language to unite the different dialect-speaking groups of ethnic Chinese.
“I understand the strong emotional ties to one’s mother tongue. However, the trend is clear. In two generations, Mandarin will become our mother tongue,” Mr Lee reiterated at the 30th anniversary of the Speak Mandarin Campaign.
To this some Singaporeans disagreed, or only reluctantly accepted.

“Mandarin doesn’t give you as close a connection to your roots. When people visit their ancestral villages, they feel a disconnection,” said Dr Tan of Singapore Management University. “The headlong rush to promote Mandarin might have removed an intimate part of our identity”

The use of Chinese dialects is still common in Singapore, especially with taxi drivers, in the street markets, amongst the elderly and grass-root communities. Even news broadcast during SARS were made in dialects to ensure information reached every Singaporean. 

Member of Parliament Baey Yam Keng, 39, proposed in parliament March last year to introduce a course in school teaching the different dialect cultures. He clarified he did not advocate the teaching of dialects as a third language, as media had portrayed, but rather as a gateway to learn about Chinese culture, which often varies according to one’s ancestral origin. And ancestral origin is closely associated with dialects.
“It didn’t matter which language is used to teach the course; it could be English, as long as the children still get to learn that Chinese culture is not just one uniform block,” Mr Baey said. However, he did not raise the topic again after that. 
“Because of the campaign against dialects, even such cultural subjects are treated as taboo,” he said. “Actually the learning of language and culture can be separated.”
Mr Baey said that in his dealings with grass-root members of his constituencies he often found the use of dialects very useful – he grew up speaking Teochew at home, and he could understand Hokkien and Cantonese.
 “Although the number of people who couldn’t speak Mandarin or English is declining, losing dialects is still a pity,” he said. “It’s definitely not going to be resuscitated. Then why must we speed up its death?”
Taking his family as an example, he said his mother does not expect the grandchildren to be able to speak fluent Teochew, but to at least have the odd words to communicate such as addressing relatives.
“Now is the time to preserve this dialect culture at least within the family realm - I myself already do not speak proper Teochew, but at least my parents are still here to correct us.”
Born in 1966, artistic director of Chinese theatre group Drama Box Kok Heng Leun grew up in the age when Mandarin bore the label of being low-class and second-grade. He loved Mandarin-songs but he did not dare to admit it; he tuned to English channels so he could be accepted by peers.

“It was [Mr Lee] who put the education emphasis on English, and uprooted the first language of one whole generation. So people probably are still unhappy about it,” Mr Kok said, trying to make sense of the recent language debates.

Mr Kok’s plays use Mandarin as the main language, peppered with substantial amount of English and Chinese dialects. For example in his latest production about the history of Geylang, the red-light district in Singapore, the taxi driver nags in Hokkien, a prostitute touts in Mandarin, government regulations are read in English. Mr Kok admitted some people complained about his mix of language, however he said his audience base has been steadily growing. 

“I do not use dialects in my play for the sake of using them. I only use them when appropriate, like the way characters would have used them in real life.” 

Admitting that the focus on English has propelled Singapore to its economic success today, Mr Kok nevertheless had a question on his mind.

“The paradox is: do we have to develop so quickly? If we didn’t develop so quickly, perhaps we wouldn’t have lost so much.”

Singapore Hokkien Huay Kuan (SHHK), the biggest amongst all clan associations in Singapore, has been recording a significant climb in membership in recent years, from 344 in 2004 to 533 in 2008. 

“Attracting new members is not difficult; but most of them probably joined for school admission benefits,” said one senior officer at the association who preferred not to be named.

The SHHK is affiliated with five reputable primary schools and one secondary school, and children of SHHK members are given preference when applying to these schools. 
For its monthly members’ networking sessions, SHHK tries to arrange activities like learning Hokkien rhymes and making Hokkien dishes to promote use of the dialect; members’ children are encouraged to answer quizzes on their heritage in Hokkien. The association also offers to help those who wish to name their newborn children in Hokkien.

However, the main language spoken at SHHK is still Mandarin, since people coming from different parts of Fujian speak a different dialect, the officer explained. A limited amount of “Minnan hua” (Southern Fujian dialect) is used as much as possible in the associations’ activities but many SHHK veterans have resigned to the fact that it is only a matter of time for the dialect to lose its place in Singapore.

“We are teaching [Minnan hua] not for any particular reasons, but solely because it is our root,” he said.

A battle on all fronts
The principal of one of the top SAP Chinese schools Dunman High, Sng Chern Wei, said he tried to increase his students’ exposure to Mandarin through incorporating Confucian teachings in the school’s philosophy and civic education courses, and also to use the language as much as possible in extra-curricular activities and school ceremonies.
“Compared to other students in Singapore, our students are already stronger in their grasp of the Chinese culture and language. However, if compared to the children of China, Taiwan and Hong Kong, there is still a distance.”

“The environment of Singapore is such that even if the students speak good Mandarin, they still resort to English when communicating amongst themselves.”

However, the principal remains optimistic. Amazed by his students’ craze over Japanese and Korean pop stars and TV drama, the principle believes the solution to Singapore’s Mandarin challenge lies outside the classroom, and Singapore. 

“With China’s rise I believe Chinese popular culture will also spread,” he said. “This will be the most direct way to arouse their interest in Mandarin.” 
As an educator Mr Sng said he tried not to emphasize too much the usefulness of Mandarin.

“Learning one’s mother tongue is also about how one sees oneself. If you think you are Chinese, you would want to learn Chinese,” he said. “As a young child you might not recognise this, but you would when you grow up. That’s why we have to persist.”

Veteran Lianhe Zaobao journalist Poon Sing Wah with over 20 years covering the education sector said that the government has done a good job in adjusting its Chinese language policy time and again since 1979 in response to the changing language environment and attitude - the focus now is to make Mandarin-learning more flexible according to students’ ability and less exam-oriented.

Some measures are already bearing fruit: the ten SAP schools teaching Chinese at a higher standard have turned into some of the highest-ranking secondary schools in Singapore. Realizing in the late 1990’s that not all Singaporean Chinese students can be expected to speak and learn Mandarin as well as English, the government made a fundamental adjustment to its bilingual policy: for most Singaporean Chinese students today, Ms Poon used a metaphor, if the requirement for English remains 100%, the requirement for Chinese has been lowered to 50%. 
Since 2004 Chinese is no longer a composite subject for the university-entry assessment – one needs only to pass the subject, but would be awarded extra marks if he or she performed well in Chinese. The contents of the easier and more commonly-studied Chinese B syllabus has been made even easier, whilst the choice of taking the harder Chinese A syllabus is no longer contingent on the student’s performance in English; students who did not perform too well in English can also take Chinese A. In order to fill the gap of a shortage of local Chinese teachers, the government also has taken a proactive role to recruit native-speaking teachers from China. 
Some Mandarin promoters are worried that by making Chinese B easier, or removing Chinese as a requirement for university entry, it would further lessen respect for the belittled language; others argue that this at least would remove pressure on learning Chinese, and hopefully induce more genuine interest in the language.

For three Mondays in April about 50 students stayed behind after class at the CHIJ Kellock Primary School to learn Cantonese and Hokkien. They counted numbers, sang birthday songs, and chanted phrases like “have you had breakfast yet?”, under the guidance of two enthusiastic community volunteers in their late 60’s. The purpose was to help them communicate better with the Singapore elderly, many of whom do not speak English or Mandarin.
Viriya Community Services, which began offering these short-term dialect programs in 2006 to all secondary schools in Singapore, said it is glad that 10 schools have accepted and decided to stay on the program for all 3 years, most relying on it as a much-needed training for students who visit elderly homes under the school’s Community Involvement Program. CHIJ Kellock was the first primary school interested in the program.
 
However, Chinese teacher Madam Wong Foong-li of CHIJ Kellock was cautious to emphasize that the class is just a one-off event and the school has no intention to turn it into a proper language class.
“Dialect is just an entry point. We want them to have a whole experience of Chinese culture,” Madam Wong said. “By getting in touch with their roots we hope it would spark their interest in Chinese culture, and hopefully Mandarin.”
At the Singapore Chinese Chamber Institute of Business, ever since the government introduced a 95% subsidy for the learning of business Chinese early this year, the Institute saw an enthusiastic 400 applications, compared to 800 for the whole of last year. Most of the students are Singaporean Chinese, and they are normally allocated to the advanced class. 

Teacher Ding said the Singaporean Chinese students in his advanced classes had a pretty good standard in both aural and oral Chinese – their weakest point is writing. He said their foundation was good; the language only got rusty with little chance to use since they started working. 

When he first started teaching three years ago, there were only 2 classes; there were ten last year, and so far seven classes have been started this year.

Student Pang Cheong Yan, a business consultant, took beginners’ class with teacher Ding and has now progressed to advanced.

“I’ve learnt the language for 10 years at school but when I went over to China to do business, I discovered how bad my Mandarin was,” said the 46-year-old. Looking at his two young daughters, who are also painfully learning Mandarin, Mr Pang was unsure how best to raise their interest in the language too. But he is not giving in.
“We are trying to speak more Mandarin at home. We don’t normally speak Mandarin so it’s quite difficult to begin. But I think we need to start somewhere,” said the father.

Hong Kong’s bilingual crusade
Hong Kong is also embroiled in its own bilingual education debates, which hit fever pitch right after the handover to China in 1997 when the government introduced the “mother-tongue policy”, and reignited in full force recently as the government tries to backtrack on some of those post-handover changes.

Differences abound between the social, economic and political situations in Hong Kong and Singapore, but the language challenges seem eerily similar – the bilingual policy is struggling: Mandarin in Singapore, and English in Hong Kong. 

Also a British colony, English has become a widespread medium of instruction in Hong Kong schools before the handover, and a language often equated with better academic performance and social standing. However, unlike Singapore, Hong Kong is home to a 95%-Cantonese-speaking Chinese population, where the use of English is significantly more marginalized than Mandarin is amongst the every day Singaporean.

Immediately after the handover, citing general falling academic standard, the government decided to promote Cantonese as the medium of instruction for the majority of the students, advocating that this would remove the barrier for students to acquire general knowledge through a second language. As a major policy shift the government made it compulsory from 1998 onwards for all but one-forth of the current 400 secondary schools to adopt mother-tongue teaching and teach English only as a language class. The “chosen 100” can use English as medium of instruction in maths and sciences or social sciences.
Emotional parents rushed to the street in protest after the announcement; some cried as they failed to secure a place at the English-medium schools for their children. 
Apart from the fear of losing edge with the apparent reduced emphasis on English, some of the angry public also saw the government’s reform policy as another move to dilute Hong Kong with more Chinese characteristics, a trend much feared by Hong Kong citizens before and after the handover, and even amongst some today.

So despite statistics showing a general improvement across all subjects at the secondary-five school leaving exams (HKCEE) amongst the Cantonese-medium schools since 2002, when the first group after the reform sat for exams, the labeling effect of Cantonese-medium schools subsisted, and the government’s most recent “fine-tuning” of the 1997 reform suggests a silent acceptance of this.

In June secretary for education Michael Suen Ming-yeung announced proposals which allow more schools and more subjects to be taught in English based on students’ ability, which hopefully will inject flexibility in English teaching and learning, and blur the distinction between Cantonese-medium and English-medium schools.

Under the new plan schools with 85% of their secondary one intake in the top 40% academically of that year can have total autonomy in deciding their own language policies. Schools that fall short of that threshold can set aside no more than 25% of class time in non-language subjects for using English as a medium of instruction.

Mr Suen denied this is a reversal of the 1997 reform and claimed that the change will allow schools to have more freedom in choosing the most suitable way to increase English proficiency for their students; but views are split amongst schools and legislators as to whether this new flexibility will salvage the falling English standard. Criticisers said the change will only create chaos, increased workload for teachers, and further stigmatized the Cantonese-medium schools.
Interestingly the teaching of Mandarin has never been contentious. It is a language subject for both Cantonese- and English-medium schools under the government’s “trilingualism and biliteracy” master plan.

So is the English standard really falling? And is the mother-tongue policy a culprit?

Some suggested that perhaps it is not only the policy that needs to be “fine-tuned”, but also the expectations.

Deputy Secretary for Education and Manpower Chris Wardlaw lamented in 2005 that statistics supported rising pass rates in the English subject for HKCEE but the impression of falling English standards came from “community needs and expectations have far outstripped any improvement we can sustain”.

“The place of English here has a particular cultural, economic and social importance which magnifies the intensity of the debate.”
Meanwhile, despite this increased proportion of students who passed the English subject, statistics also showed that proportion of students opting for the easier “Syllabus A” English for HKCEE increased from 8.9% in 1997 to 33.5% in 2006. 

Since 2007 the two English syllabuses have been merged into one, and the only two results available also show the percentage of students who passed English fell slightly from 70% in 2007 to 67.9% in 2008. 
A tale of two cities

These results are far from conclusive; neither is the language debate in Hong Kong. Similar to Singapore, improving language standards through better learning experiences and managing social expectations of a language that is little used in the economic-cultural every day life of the city appear to remain the two-headed challenge for both governments.

But language policies are often hijacked by political debates. Lianhe Zaobao journalist Ms Poon, who still paid much attention to Hong Kong as it was home to her before she married a Singaporean, urged that rather than attacking a young language policy whose effectiveness has yet fully manifested, perhaps more efforts could be focused on forging a vision for Hong Kong’s future, she said.
“The real question is: how can Hong Kong become more competitive in the quick-changing world?,” she said. “Singapore is now seeing Shanghai as a competitor, rather than Hong Kong. When we talk about ‘A Tale of Two Cities’ today we are talking about Singapore and Shanghai. So how can Hong Kong be different from Shanghai?” 

Mr Suen’s “fine-tuning” plan will be tabled for legislative debate in May.
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