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By STACEY CHIA

LANGUAGE promotion bodies are
looking into offering activities
relating to their cultural heritage
after becoming part of the Nation-
al Heritage Board.

In November last year, the Lan-
guage Councils Secretariat –
which administers the Speak
Good English Movement, Pro-
mote Mandarin Council, Tamil
Language Council and Malay Lan-
guage Council –
joined the NHB
after about a dec-
ade at the Nation-
al Library Board.

The Secretari-
at came up with
the idea to study
heritage as a way
of getting stu-
dents more inter-
e s t e d i n l a n -
guage.

The NHB is
backing the idea.
Its spokesman
said: “Language
has always been
an integral part
of culture, shaped by our cus-
toms, practices and beliefs. The re-
lationship between language and
culture is thus deeply entrenched,
passed on from generation to gen-
eration.”

To kick things off, Tamil stu-
dents from Teck Whye Secondary
School will be conducting a tour
of NHB’s Civic District Trail in
Tamil during the month-long
Tamil Language Festival that
starts today.

The trail traces Singapore’s co-
lonial history through about a doz-
en sites, such as the Raffles land-
ing site, Victoria Theatre and the
Old Supreme Court.

The 28 Tamil students are cre-
ating a booklet to complement the
tour. Current tourist information
boards are available only in Eng-
lish.

Mr Anbarasu Rajendran,
vice-principal of Teck Whye Sec-
ondary, said the activity would

help students under-
stand that they are
not learning the lan-
guage to sit exams,
but for “practical
uses”.

Chairman of the
Tamil Language
Council, Mr R. Ra-
jaram, said that if
the pilot project is
successful, the ma-
terial produced
may be converted
into a mobile appli-
cation and more
tours may be con-
d u c t e d f o r t h e
Tamil-speaking

community later in the year.
A series of literary, spoken and

cultural events, will also take
place during the Tamil Language
Festival, now in its seventh year.

Secondary 1 student Jerusha
Rathi said the activity has already
helped her to improve her Tamil
and knowledge of history.

“I didn’t know there’s an Indi-
an National Army Monument in
Esplanade Park. Many people also
think our only heritage site is Lit-

tle India,” said the 13-year-old.
Professor Xiao Lan Curdt-

Christiansen from the National In-
stitute of Education said there is
an “important link” between lan-
guage and heritage.

“There are specific things and
even jokes that you can’t use Eng-
lish to describe,” said Prof
Curdt-Christiansen. “If you don’t
have the language, you lose part
of your culture.”

Dr Abdel Halim Sykes, lecturer
at SIM University’s Teaching and
Learning Centre, said: “By
putting modern society and lan-
guage in its historical context, the
younger generations can get a
sense of where they come from
and where they belong.”
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Teck Whye Secondary School students Keerthana (centre), 13, and Jerusha Rathi, 12, rehearsing their presentation for a
Tamil-language tour of the Civic District Trail with teacher Baskaran Ganga. ST PHOTO: NG SOR LUAN

The trail traces Singapore’s colonial history through about a dozen sites, such as
Victoria Theatre (above) and Old Supreme Court. ST FILE PHOTO
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Language has always been
an integral part of culture,
shaped by our customs,
practices and beliefs. The
relationship between
language and culture is
thus deeply entrenched,
passed on from generation
to generation.

– A National Heritage Board
spokesman

 

History of
Singapore’s
language drives

Language promotion bodies take
new tack after joining Heritage Board

Heritage tour for Tamil festival
L The Speak Mandarin
Campaign was launched in
1979 by then-Prime
Minister Lee Kuan Yew to
unify the various Chinese
dialect groups through a
common language. Over the
years the campaign has
evolved to target
English-educated Chinese
Singaporeans to get them to
stay in touch with their
culture and language.

L The Malay Language
Council, established in
1981, started a Malay
Language Month campaign
seven years later to
encourage the Malay
community to embrace the
language in their daily lives.
The campaign used to be
held every two years but
became an annual event in
2010.

L The Speak Good English
Movement was launched in
2000 by then-Prime
Minister Goh Chok Tong
amid mounting concern
that Singlish was becoming
the norm among
Singaporeans. He said that
poor English will hurt
Singapore’s aim to establish
itself as a First World
economy.

L The same year, the
Government set up a Tamil
Language Council to
promote the use of Tamil
among Singapore’s
Tamil-speaking Indians,
particularly among the
young.
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