
Raising a 
Multilinguist

Wo de shu bao!
My bag!

Meine Tasche, bitte!
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It’s a common pitfall parents 
across Singapore wish to 
overcome: raising a bilingual 
child to achieve fluency in one 
language without sacrificing 
fluency in the other.

Words Jenna Chan

A
s evidenced by the speak 

Good English Movement 

and speak Mandarin 

Campaign, teaching our 

children to be effectively multilingual 

without succumbing to broken and 

improper English and singlish is a 

challenge, and one that all parents can 

relate to.

 Wendy, 34, grew up in a Hokkien- 

and Mandarin-speaking home. While 

attending a sAP secondary school, 

she had to bring her English proficiency 

up to speed all on her own, speaking 

aloud to herself just to hear how the 

language sounds. 

 Now with a German husband, 

a three-year-old son in singapore, 

Wendy has a new problem: How 

can she teach little Konstantin to be 

equally fluent in German, English and 

Mandarin, and not just in speaking but 

in reading and writing as well? 

Isn’t One Language 
Enough?
speaking singlish to your English 

teacher probably won’t win you any 

sympathy when you show up late for 

class… or with your employer when 

you’re late for work! Here are four more 

excellent reasons for your child to gain 

proficiency in two languages:

Benefits in Literacy Skills

dr Xiao Lan Curdt-Christiansen, 

associate professor at NIE, 

offers this insight into our brain 

function: “When facing two languages, 

our brains will constantly identify the 

similarities and compare the differences 

between the two languages. Therefore, 

bilingual children tend to develop a 

deeper understanding of the structure 

of language, which is an important skill 

for their future literacy development.”

 Furthermore, children who divide 

their time between two languages are 

not necessarily at a disadvantaged 

compared to those who grew up 

speaking one language. In fact, 

when bilingual children are properly 

immersed in an environment that 
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Two working parents and a full day at school means that 
three-year-old Konstantin has limited time to work on all three 
tongues and, admittedly, his weakest language is Mandarin. 
Mum Wendy shares her tips for working on his weakness:

1. spend weekends with his Mandarin-speaking 
 grandparents

2. send him to a school with a dedicated 
 Chinese teacher and Chinese sessions

3. Have him respond in Mandarin to his 
 mum and German to his dad

Short on time?
CheCk out Wendy’S tipS!

Starting them young
The teachers at Lexuan Chinese 

Education call the age range of zero to 

six years the “golden period” to pick 

up a new language.  “This is because 

the child’s mouth and tongue muscles 

are not yet fully developed, and so 

young children can learn the correct 

pronunciation of any new language. The 

languages learned and spoken fluently 

before the age of three could become 

the main languages used throughout 

one’s entire life.”

 on the flip side, following any hard-

and-fast rule may have unintended 

consequences. dr Yang explains: 

“some children are very shy. They 

often choose to wait and observe their 

context until they understand the rule, 

master it, and finally feel confident. For 

these children in particular, introducing 

a second language too early may do 

more harm, making the child more self-

conscious, anxious and stressful.” In 

this case, it may be better to follow the 

pace of development of your child and 

observe him closely.
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allows them to use both languages, the 

difference in the vocabulary between 

them and monolingual children is 

largely confined to words used in 

a home context. dr Yang Hwajin, 

Assistant Professor of Psychology at 

sMU, adds, “The vocabulary deficit for 

home words in the bilingual children 

is almost certainly filled by knowledge 

of those words in the other language, 

making it likely that the total vocabulary 

for bilingual children is in fact greater 

than that of monolinguals. Taken 

together, these results suggest that 

bilingual children are not typically 

disadvantaged in academic and 

literacy achievement.”

A Boost for the Brain

“Every time we speak,” says  

dr Curdt-Christiansen, “the two 

languages will pop up, and our brains 

have to figure out and focus on what 

is relevant and ignore the distractions. 

Hence, this regular extra use of the 

brain will give bilinguals a boost in 

mental prowess.”

 Learning a second language can 

give a boost to what some regard as 

the most crucial cognitive achievement 

in early childhood: executive function. 

Among research literature, dr Yang has 

consistent found that is that bilingual 

children significantly outperform 

monolingual peers in a wide range 

of cognitive tasks that access the 

executive function. (Executive 

function skills refer to the abilities 

to control attention, inhibit 

distraction, monitor stimuli, 

expand working memory, and 

shift between tasks.)

Language = Culture

Language is not just a 

means of communication; 

English is more than the language 

of business, and our Mother Tongue 

is more than a means to get along with 

our elders. Language is an important 

aspect of our culture through which we 

preserve our values and identity, shape 

our cultural confidence, and understand 

different worldviews.

Singapore’s unique 

Bilingual Context

In school, our children receive 

formal education in two languages; 

outside school, they have opportunities 

to hear, see and use both languages. 

singapore’s educational system 

coupled with our melting-pot culture 

means that children are immersed in 

an excellent language environment: 

It would behoove parents to take 

advantage of the opportunities to learn, 

practice and perfect their children’s 

Mother Tongue as well as English.
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What can you do?
read with your child in 

both languages

Choose age-appropriate books 

in both languages and read them 

with your children (time permitting, 

of course!) Make sure to spend 

equal time in reading books in both 

languages, or more time in the books 

written in the weaker language. 

Lexuan teachers recommend that 

when reading aloud, you take a minute 

to comment on what you have just read 

in the same language. 

try to use both languages 

regularly

Language proficiency is best 

raised through active and frequent use. 

Young children do not learn a language 

- they acquire it by immersion, and 

they learn words and their meanings 

from familial interactions. dr Curdt-

Christiansen stresses that it is vital 

to provide your child with maximum 

exposure to the two languages in 

spoken form. 

 “If the parents are strong in both 

languages, it would be good to try to 

give equal weight in the amount of time 

speaking the two languages. Parents 

who are strong in one language can 

make use of other media such as TV 

and music to provide high quality input 

in the weaker language.”

monitor your children’s 

development in the two 

languages closely

The journey to become an effective 

bilingual is long and gradual; therefore 

parents need to monitor their 

children’s progress closely and identify 

difficulties early. Wendy draws from her 

own experiences growing up as well 

as raising her son, and advises other 

parents, “Even though your child might 

be weak in a certain language now, it 

does not rule out the possibility that he 

will be proficient in it one day.”

don’t forget to enjoy the little successes from time to time, just like Wendy 

and her husband:

“Konstantin was brought to the reception area by his Chinese teacher, and he 

tugged at his bag which the teacher was carrying and insisted on carrying the 

bag on his own by saying, ‘Wo de shu bao, wo de shu bao’ (‘My bag, my bag!’ in 

Mandarin). As soon as he reached his father, he grabbed his bag and held it up to 

his father and said, ‘Meine Tasche, bitte!’ (‘Here, my bag please!’ in German).” 

DO NOT use two languages in one sentence.
your child is easily influenced by the language patterns 
you use. Parents should be careful not to inadvertently 

teach improper meanings and grammar.

DO NOT compare the importance or value of the two 
languages. avoid valuing one language above the other or 

risk dampening the child’s interest for the “lower” language. 
It is vital that you show a keen interest in his 

language education.

DO NOT compare your child’s results with others.
 It is very important to build your child’s confidence. 

Being too eager in seeing good results or 
blindly scolding for him for bad 

results can backfire. 

WHaT not TO DO

mAke
LeArning Fun!

Zhang laoshi from Chatsworth Kindergarten says children 

learn language best through a multi-sensory and play-

based approach. “such approaches include reading 

Mandarin rhymes, vivid storytelling, watching animated 

movies, singing songs with music and movements, flash 

cards, and playing games. Through these activities, we can 

develop their strong interest and passion in 

learning the language.”

 at home, try nursery rhymes, language 

games, and children’s television shows and DVDs 

in your child’s second (or third!) language to 

engage him in learning!
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