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While many of his schoolmates fall 
silent when the pledge is recited in 
Tamil  on  Thursdays,  Tanabordee  
Pansook Lim says the words clearly 
and confidently. 

The  10-year-old,  born  in  Thai-
land’s Korat province, moved to Sin-
gapore five years ago speaking not 
one word of English. Now, he has ac-
complished a rare feat: learning the 
pledge by heart in the four official 
languages. 

The skills he picked up have al-
lowed him to grasp complex con-
cepts in other subjects as numerous 
studies point to the positive effects 
that  multilingualism  has  on  a  
child’s cognitive abilities. 

The World Economic Forum says 
language plays a crucial role in the 
formation and development of con-
cepts, including in the teaching of 
science and mathematics.

Tanabordee, a Primary 5 pupil at 
Punggol  Primary  School,  now  
speaks English and Mandarin with 
ease.

For the National Pledge, he spent 
months listening intently as it was 
recited in Malay, English, Mandarin 
and Tamil during the morning as-
sembly, after he joined the school 
two years ago.

“I had nothing to do when they 
were saying the pledge, so I started 
to  memorise  it,”  the  soft-spoken  
boy told The Straits Times at the 
family’s Sengkang flat. “When I first 
heard it, I didn’t understand any-
thing. I  actually  thought it  was a  
rap. I even put my fist on the wrong 
side of my chest.”

Tanabordee  even  watched  
YouTube videos of the pledge being 
recited in different languages and 
practised saying it in the different 
languages before he went to bed. 

“It’s about how no matter what 
race we are of, we are the same – we 
are all Singaporeans,” said Tanabor-
dee, when asked what the pledge 
means to him. 

Tanabordee, who became a Singa-
pore citizen in April this year, has 
come a long way since he moved 
here five years ago, unable to speak 
English. 

Mandarin was even more alien to 
the boy, who is now fluent in both 
languages and is conversant in Thai 
with his mother, who is a Thai na-
tive. 

Tanabordee moved to the Repub-
lic in 2014 after his parents sepa-
rated and his mother remarried a 
Singaporean. Said his mother, Mrs 
Wanwisa Lim, 33: “When he first 
came, I had to speak Thai to him, and 
then speak English to the father. I 
had to keep translating like that.”

The  housewife  added  that  in  

about a month, the boy could under-
stand simple English.

Tanabordee  was  homeschooled  
for  more  than  two  years.  His  
mother taught him simple English 
words and phrases. Her husband, 
Mr Lim Li Shan, 29, an IT security 
executive, taught the boy to recog-
nise and write Chinese characters.

Having  each  parent  modelling  
one language is an effective tech-
nique to raise a bilingual child, say 
experts. Here, families are also en-
couraged not to mix the languages, 
but to adopt a “one person, one lan-
guage” approach, so that the child 
can distinguish the different speech 
and expressions for the languages. 

Under volunteer tutor Tan Jia Min, 
Tanabordee saw his grasp of English 
improve by leaps and bounds. 

The 27-year-old Ms Tan, who is 
currently  doing  a  postgraduate  
diploma at the National Institute of 
Education, was introduced to the 
family through a friend who ran a 
volunteer programme called Read-
Able, which runs reading and lan-
guage classes for children. 

Ms  Tan  recalled  that  the  boy  
could write only the letters of the al-
phabet  when  she  first  met  him  
when he was eight. 

He  struggled  with  spelling  and  
spoke in broken English – aided by 
“bits and pieces” of simple vocabu-
lary, said Ms Tan. 

He also shied away from speaking 
the language because he lacked con-
fidence. To help him improve, Ms 

Tan  encouraged  Tanabordee  to  
speak up often and provided read-
ing materials on topics that caught 
his fancy. 

It took both pupil and teacher al-
most a year of hard work before the 
effort  paid  off:  A  placement  test  
qualified Tanabordee for a Primary 
3 class at Punggol Primary School – 
the right level for his age.

“We were expecting him to start 
at  a  lower  level,  but  surprisingly  
(the  school)  gave  him  the  green  
light to start at Primary 3,” said Ms 
Tan. “I was worried at first how he 
was going to catch up, but he man-
aged  to  pull  through.  I’m  quite  
proud of him.”

Tanabordee placed fifth in class 
for his year-end examinations, tak-
ing his family and tutor by surprise 

again. The following year, he was 
placed third.

Asked if he had difficulties follow-
ing the lessons at the beginning, he 
said that he was able to catch up in 
all the lessons except Chinese. 

“I couldn’t really understand the 
Chinese teacher in class at first, but 
now I can. Recognising the charac-
ters is the most difficult. They have 
so many strokes and look almost 
the same.” 

Tanabordee, who turns 11 in No-
vember, says that mathematics is 
his  favourite  subject  because  he  
“loves to think”.

An animal lover, he spends most 
of  his  free time  watching animal  
documentaries.  He  also  enjoys  
building Lego models and reading 
about science experiments.

At home, he is the role model for 
his two younger brothers – Brook-
lyn, five, and Barry, three, who have 
also taken an interest in Lego mod-
els like their older brother. 

Asked what he would like to be 
when  he  grows  up,  Tanabordee  
said: “I want to become a pilot so 
that I can travel around the world. 

But Singapore already has a per-
manent place in his heart.

“There are many cool things here. 
My favourite is Marina Bay Sands, 
with the ‘boat’ on top of the build-
ings. I hope to go up there, so that I 
can swim in the pool and see the 
city from above.”
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A newly minted 
Singapore citizen, 
Thai-born 
Tanabordee 
Pansook Lim speaks 
English, Mandarin 
and Thai, and taught 
himself to recite the 
pledge in all four 
official languages. 
With National Day 
just round the 
corner, Vanessa Liu 
meets the 
10-year-old to find 
out his motivation 
for doing so and 
looks at why learning 
new languages is 
good for the brain.

Studies  have  shown  that  being  
adept in more than one language 
has profound effects  on  a  child’s  
brain development. 

Children  like  Tanabordee  Pan-
sook Lim who are exposed to multi-
ple languages tend to demonstrate 
greater cognitive flexibility. 

They are likely to have more flexi-
ble and agile minds, and perform 
better across a range of cognitive 
tasks, such as having better mem-
ory and visual-spatial skills and be-
ing more creative.

In fact,  they may enjoy  advan-
tages for life.

For  one  thing,  studies  suggest  
that the more languages a person 
knows,  the  later  the  onset  of  
Alzheimer’s  disease  and  other  
forms of dementia. Knowing more 

languages helps the brain to build 
up cognitive reserves.

Said Associate Professor Ng Bee 
Chin of Nanyang Technological Uni-
versity’s  school  of  humanities:  
“Right from birth and all through 
the lifespan, speaking and learning 
more than one language has always 
been  shown  to  be  an  excellent  
source of ‘brain food’.”

Prof Ng pointed out that some-
one who is multilingual is also less 
likely to judge other cultures using 
his own yardstick. 

This is because such individuals 
have a higher tolerance towards am-
biguous stimuli or situations. 

Tolerance of ambiguity refers to 
the ability  to  accept  that  though 
world views may not necessarily be 
the same or compatible, they are all 

legitimate, said Prof Ng. 
Those who measure high on toler-

ance of ambiguity are less likely to 
be  ethnocentric  compared  with  
those who rank low. 

Although there are no figures on 
the number of children who grow 
up multilingual, it is believed that 
more than half of the world’s popu-
lation are bilingual. 

Prof Ng added that there are also 
many  multilingual  households  in  
Singapore because of intercultural 
marriages. 

A  Malay-Chinese  marriage  is  
likely  to  create  an  environment  
where a child is exposed to Malay, 
Mandarin,  other  Chinese  dialects  
and English, for instance.

“Many Singaporeans are multilin-
gual  by  definition  if  you  include  

other languages they speak apart  
from  the  four  official  languages,  
such  as  Hokkien,  Teochew,  Can-
tonese or Hindi,” said Prof Ng.

“There is also a growing number 
of young adults who are fluent in 
other foreign languages such as Ko-
rean, Japanese or French.”

When it comes to acquiring a new 
language, starting early helps, ac-
cording to the Early Childhood De-
velopment Agency.

And studies have found that chil-
dren who begin to learn a second 
language through everyday life rou-
tines and experiences at an early 
age are usually  able  to  achieve a  
first  language-like  proficiency  by  
adulthood.
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Pansook Lim, 
who was born in 
Thailand’s Korat 
province and 
moved to 
Singapore five 
years ago, went 
from knowing 
not a single 
word of English 
to now speaking 
English and 
Mandarin with 
ease. The 
10-year-old, who 
became a 
Singapore 
citizen in April, 
has also learnt 
the pledge by 
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Numerous studies point to 
the positive effects that 
multilingualism has on a 
child’s cognitive abilities. 
Tanabordee, who turns 11 in 
November, says that 
mathematics is his 
favourite subject because 
he “loves to think”.
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Thai boy recites pledge 
in four languages

Children like Tanabordee (seen here with his mother Wanwisa Lim) who are ex-
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