
T
he designated Speak Mandarin
Day on Sundays in Mr Foo Shiang
Peow’s family was scrapped after
four months. Everyone, including
his four-year-old son Keith, for

whose benefit he had implemented the
Chinese language-only day, found it diffi-
cult to stick to the rule.

Mr Foo, 41, a director at an investment
and corporate advisory company, realised
after trips to China how important proficien-
cy in the Chinese language would be for
Keith, his only child, when he grows up.

“People in China are learning English,
which will give them an advantage over us.
If we don’t speak Mandarin, we have a prob-
lem,” he says. Both he and his investment
adviser wife came from dialect-speaking
backgrounds and speak to Keith in English.

“My son refused to communicate in
Mandarin even though we sent him for
Chinese enrichment class. I saw that he was
lagging behind in Chinese,” he adds.

On the Speak Mandarin Day, he says:
“We forced ourselves to speak the language.
We tried very hard but couldn’t sustain it.”

Then they started reading the boy stories
in the language. The couple now spend two
hours every evening reading to Keith – an
hour each on English and Chinese books.

What proved helpful was also switching
him to a Chinese immersion preschool
programme introduced by EtonHouse.

So when he was in nursery last year, Keith
spent much of the day in a Chinese environ-
ment when he attended school from 8.30am
to 3.30pm. There, teachers used only Manda-
rin to communicate with the children in
everything from school curriculum to play
activities and casual conversation.

“He ate and breathed in the Chinese
environment – that increased his interest in
Chinese,” says Mr Foo.

EtonHouse started a pilot Mandarin Early
Childhood Programme at nursery level last
year. At kindergarten levels, the programme
is conducted in English and Mandarin.

Mr Foo is not alone in his one-man Speak
Mandarin campaign efforts. More parents in
Singapore are like him, trying all sorts of
ways to make sure their kids are bilingual.

Apart from depending on schools, some
try to create an environment at home condu-

cive to learning and loving the mother
tongue, even if it is an uphill task.

Engineer Mohamed Fauzi Taib, 39, who
has three children aged six to 11 with his
freelance writer wife, says they speak to the
children in Malay and English since they
were young and buy them Malay story-
books. “We have to force them to read
Malay storybooks. They still prefer English
ones. It requires a lot of effort on our part to
get them to like Malay,” he says.

Housewife Serene Ching, 38, who speaks
to her daughter Nikole, four, in English,
turns to the goggle box for help to get her
child to be attuned to Mandarin. “Every
evening at home, the television is switched
on to either Channel 8 or Channel U,” she
says, but her efforts were to no avail.

“Her grandfather speaks to her in Manda-
rin but she answers in English,” adds Ms
Ching. But after she enrolled her daughter at
a Mandarin-focused kindergarten, Nikole
was able to read a Chinese storybook on her
own after three months and also enjoys sing-
ing Mandarin songs.

Parents such as Madam Lynette Tan agree
that there is no substitute for an immersive
learning environment. The 30-year-old
manager says her son Evan, five, could
understand basic Mandarin and recognise
some words but refused to speak it at home
as he could not express himself confidently.
Her family, including her husband, are
primarily English-speaking.

Two years ago, she signed Evan up for
weekly Chinese speech and drama classes
hoping that he would learn to enjoy the lan-
guage. “There was some improvement but he
still would not converse in Mandarin beyond
five sentences,” she says.

Her next gambit: enrol him and his sister
Estelle Goh, three, at Mandarin-focused pre-
school, Two By Two Schoolhouse, last year.

A few months after her children started
going to Two By Two, which conducts 75
per cent of its lessons in Mandarin, she
noticed an improvement. “I overheard them
speaking Mandarin to each other at home.”

Mrs Angeline Sperl, 36, a Singaporean
service manager married to a 41-year-old
project manager from Germany, wanted
their son Sebastian to pick up Mandarin in a
natural environment. Hence she signed him
up for EtonHouse’s immersive Mandarin
programme so “he would be ‘living’ it
through the entire day’s activities and not
like in a formal classroom environment”.

Early childhood educators agree that chil-
dren pick up a language easily when they are
immersed in that environment.

Mrs Ng Gim Choo, group managing
director of EtonHouse, says: “By the time the
child is in kindergarten, he has either
developed a love of the language or a com-
plete disdain and indifference towards it. If
there is no interest in the language, it
becomes a struggle henceforth.”

Ms Li-Anne Sia, 35, director of Two By
Two Schoolhouse, started the establishment
because her daughter, now seven, had little
interest in Chinese. The preschool uses the
play approach to teach Chinese.

“Chinese lessons to my daughter were
dry and boring. It killed her interest in the
subject. She didn’t like it when I switched
the language on the TV channel Playhouse
Disney from English to Mandarin,” she says.

Sixty per cent of the 20 students in Two
By Two are from local Chinese families who
speak English at home.

Language experts from the National
Institute of Education recommend that par-
ents ensure that the home environment is
conducive to the learning of the language.

Dr Zhang Dongbo, who researches on
second-language acquisition and bilingual
children’s literacy acquisition, suggests that
parents stock a substantial amount of Chi-
nese print materials at home, such as age-
appropriate storybooks. If possible, they
should read and write in that language as
well as read together with their children.

Associate professor Lawrence Zhang also
suggests that parents use only one language
in one sentence, instead of using a smatter-
ing of English vocabulary when speaking in
Mandarin – this would slow down the
child’s ability to learn the language.

He adds that the practice of having one
parent speak one language exclusively to a
child would work if the parents are profi-
cient in their respective language. “If the
parents don’t speak good English yet
attempt to do so, it would not be a good start-
ing point. It would be difficult for the child
to unlearn the wrong English grammar.”
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After Ms Serene Ching and Mr Nick Law enrolled their daughter Nikole (above) at Two By Two Schoolhouse, the four-year-old can now read a
Chinese storybook on her own. The preschool exposes children to Mandarin (below) by conducting 75 per cent of its lessons in the language.

Parents pull out the stops to
nurture a love of the mother
tongue in their children

Q Are milk powder allergies com-
mon and what are their symp-
toms? In what age group are they

most commonly found? Is it possible
for milk powder to cause constipation
and what would the solution be?

A The main source of the fresh milk in
paediatric milk formulas is usually
cow’s milk but soy milk and goat’s milk

are also commonly used. Therefore, allergy
to milk powder is most commonly due to
allergy to cow’s milk.

Allergy to cow’s milk-based powders is
usually due to allergy to the proteins in the

milk, namely whey or casein. It affects 2 to
15 per cent of the population. It is most com-
mon in infants and occurs less frequently as
a child grows up.

Cow’s milk allergy usually manifests with
symptoms such as eczema, hives, vomiting,
diarrhoea, colic and sometimes constipa-
tion. In rare cases, it could cause severe symp-
toms including breathing difficulties and
loss of consciousness.

Constipation in formula-fed babies is com-
mon, although only a small percentage of
these cases are due to cow’s milk allergy. For-
mula milk is harder to digest than breastmilk,
so the stool of a formula-fed baby is usually
harder than that of a breastmilk-fed baby.

If your child is constipated, try the follow-
ing:
L Ensure that the correct amount of water is

being added to the formula. Milk powder that
is too concentrated can cause constipation.
L If the child is older than four to six
months and has started eating solid food,
feed him high-fibre foods such as fruit and
vegetables.
L If the constipation is severe, consult a
doctor to see if the cause of constipation is
an allergy, intolerance to the milk or other
medical problems. If these have been ruled
out, then laxatives may be prescribed.

Dr Dawn Lim, who answered this
question, is a paediatrician specialising in
helping children with allergic conditions.
She is based at the Kinder Clinic and
the author of Childhood Allergies.

Have a parenting question? E-mail
stlife@sph.com.sg with the subject
header, “Parenting 101”.
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EtonHouse’s Mandarin immersion programme for children in nursery (above) offers the
regular curriculum, such as art, drama and Chinese culture, conducted in Mandarin.
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Milk powder allergy most common in infants

“He would be ‘living’ it through the entire day’s activities
and not like in a formal classroom environment.”
MRS ANGELINE SPERL on enrolling her son in an immersive Mandarin programme
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