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Tanya 
Chua

the language to take up the Chinese Language Elective 

Programme and bicultural courses, and to enrol in more 

enrichment courses in schools, is the Education Ministry 

also looking at other ways to support students with strong 

mother tongue abilities? 

We want them to learn more deeply through various ways. For 

instance, Hwa Chong Institution has set up a satellite campus 

in Beijing. We want our students to go to China, Taiwan and 

Hong Kong for immersion. We also have special learning 

camps for Chinese language and culture, and these are all 

very good activities. The Singapore Federation of Chinese Clan 

Associations is in the midst of setting up the Singapore Chinese 

Cultural Centre, and if we can organise more meaningful 

activities in conjunction with this development, we will be 

able to create more opportunities for students to be exposed 

to the Chinese language and culture, to enable them to gain 

a deeper understanding of their roots. Our Chinese language 

teachers are also very passionate about their work and will also 

actively organise activities. If we can work more closely with the 

community to come up with projects that have a wider outreach, 

it will make our environment more conducive in the learning of 

Mandarin.

10 The Government has reiterated many times that 

bilingualism is the cornerstone of our education 

system. In recent years, the Education Ministry has also 

focused on nurturing the ability of students to listen and 

speak Mandarin. Why then is there still a need for the 

Speak Mandarin Campaign?

Our bilingual education and the Speak Mandarin Campaign 

complement each other. I talked quite a lot about the environment 

earlier. The Speak Mandarin Campaign is not only targeted at 

students but also the entire Chinese community here. At one 

time, the campaign slogan was “Mandarin Cool!”, which was 

aimed at encouraging English-speaking Chinese Singaporeans 

to speak Mandarin more often. If we could make the environment 

more conducive for using Mandarin, it will support the Ministry of 

Education in making Mandarin a living language for the students.
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especially for primary school students. If they find learning 

Mandarin a fun and enjoyable experience, it will be easier for 

them to learn. Hence, what we are doing now is to think of ways 

to make teaching materials more engaging and learning more 

fun.

In recent years, we have also been promoting bilingual education 

more widely in pre-schools and will continue to do so going 

forward. Recently, with funding from the Lee Kuan Yew Fund for 

Bilingualism, we have developed several new teaching resources 

for pre-school children. These are the results that we and the 

community have worked together to achieve, as we seek out 

better learning methods. For instance, the Chinese Newspaper 

Division of the Singapore Press Holdings has launched “Thumbs 

Up Little Junior”, which I think is a good publication. If we are 

able to help our children lay a strong foundation for Mandarin at 

a young age, I think it will make their learning of the language 

easier. 

In addition, the environment at home and in the larger society 

also play an important role. As such, we encourage parents, if 

they could, to use Mandarin more often at home. Some of the 

younger parents have a strong foundation in bilingualism, and 

they are also more mindful of the need to speak Mandarin to 

their children, as they understand the importance of bilingualism. 

Furthermore, the Speak Mandarin Campaign is also helpful in 

building an environment that is conducive to the learning and use 

of Mandarin and enable more people to participate in Chinese 

art events such as cultural exhibitions and theatre productions. 

8 The latest review committee report on mother 

tongue languages was released in 2011. From 2016, 

affected students will be entering secondary schools 

and pre-university level. So you would hope to nurture 

and sustain their interest in learning Mandarin through 

this strategy to make Mandarin a living language for the 

students?

That’s right. If we are able to give them a good foundation in 

school, it is hoped that they will have opportunities to continue 

using Mandarin later in life. We have just talked about the 

rise of China. China is making strenuous efforts in developing 

its cultural industry, so we should see more Chinese cultural 

products coming onto the market. Why are so many of our 

students learning Korean and Japanese? This is because they 

are influenced by the popular cultures of these countries. They 

are K-pop and J-pop fans. If a child finds a particular language 

interesting, and he can listen to nice music and watch good 

drama or movies in that language, it would be much easier to 

nurture a child’s passion in learning the language. 

We see that Taiwan and Hong Kong are also doing well in their 

cultural industries. And China has such a huge market, so its 

development potential is immense.

Of course, we must also make greater efforts ourselves. For 

instance, Ms Kuo Jian Hong (Artistic Director of The Theatre 

Practice) has recently produced many works, and this is a very 

positive trend. 

9 With regard to mother tongue education, the 

Education Ministry has always adopted the policy 

of helping students attain as high a standard as they 

can. Besides encouraging students who have a flair for 
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Tanya 
Chua

7 Compared with the teaching of mother tongue 

languages 10 years ago, what are the characteristics 

of teaching Mandarin now?

In recent years, we have been focusing on developing students 

to become active learners and proficient users of Mandarin 

who can communicate effectively in real-life contexts. This is 

an important policy direction. If you want the language to be 

alive, it is important to make sure that it is used in our daily lives. 

In Western Europe, the Latin language is not a living language 

unless you are a researcher in history or archaeology. The focus 

on Mandarin as a living language is to make students realise that 

this is a very meaningful and useful language and that it is very 

important to use it in their daily lives. In the past, we focused 

more on listening, speaking, reading and writing when teaching 

Mandarin, but now we are also emphasising the interactive 

aspect of the language, and how it can be used in daily life.

We are also making efforts to make teaching materials and 

learning more interesting and fun. This is very important, 

Education Minister Heng Swee Keat (third from right) at a Thumbs Up Little Junior event. The Chinese publication is catered for lower primary 
students and can be used as a teaching resource. 
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our various ethnic groups to communicate proficiently with one 

another. As for depth, I am talking about nurturing our talents 

to be strong in biculturalism. In this way, they will possess not 

only mastery of two languages but also a strong multi-cultural 

outlook.

A good example is Professor Wang Gungwu. He was born 

in Indonesia and grew up in Malaysia and Singapore, and 

later moved to Hong Kong. Professor Wang has a deep 

understanding of Chinese history and culture. And when he 

analyses issues pertaining to China, he would include Western 

and Southeast Asian perspectives. His knowledge is therefore 

deeper as well as broader than many historians. 

6 Apart from its commercial value, what is the draw 

of the Chinese language to you?

That would be the beauty of the language. Although I do not 

have time now to read literary works, I was very fond of the 

works and essays of Lu Xun when I was in school. Mandarin is 

not an easy language to translate from and the essence is often 

lost in translation. 

Schools are using fun and interactive educational materials and approaches to teach Mandarin.
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Tanya 
Chua

whether they are proficient in Mandarin, as soon it will be 

common for the Chinese to be able to communicate in 

English. Do you agree with such a view? Can you speak 

from your experience how your mastery of Mandarin has 

helped you? 

I do not agree with such a view for the following reasons:

First, while the Chinese people do possess a passion for learning 

English, the environment in the country might not be very 

conducive for that learning. We all know that the environment is 

important for learning languages. In comparison, Singapore has 

more years of experience in creating a supportive environment 

for bilingual learning. In a big country like China, no matter 

which city you are in, the dominant language is Mandarin, be 

it on television, in the newspapers and the new media. On the 

streets, wherever you go, everybody speaks Mandarin. In many 

big countries, learning another language takes tremendous 

effort, as seen in Japan and South Korea. Despite this, the elite 

in China will definitely be able to master two languages, given 

their high level of language ability and strong determination. But 

to expect most people in society to be bilingual, that’s a very 

different matter. 

 

Second, our edge lies not only in the ability to use both English 

and Mandarin, but also in the fact that we are a multi-racial, 

multi-cultural and multi-lingual society. Speaking from personal 

experience, during the time when I was with the Ministry of 

Trade and Industry and the Monetary Authority of Singapore, 

I had to negotiate free trade agreements as well as discuss 

economic and financial cooperation projects with many 

countries, including China, India and countries in ASEAN and 

the Middle East. Our officials were proficient when discussing 

with their regional counterparts on how we could cooperate 

and bring the region closer together. We were able to do this 

not only because we spoke two languages, but also because 

we had a keener appreciation of regional developments and 

cultural sensitivity. Many people also have a great deal of trust in 

Singapore, and this is an advantage that comes about because 

of our openness. Also, because of our ability to understand the 

cultural characteristics of different ethnic groups, it is easier for 

us to engage other countries.

Third, I find that in my discussions with many Chinese officials, 

they were able to speak excellent English. For instance, I once 

had a discussion with China’s central bank governor about a 

cooperation project. We spoke mostly in English, as it is an 

international language. But when talking over a meal about 

social development topics, we conversed in Mandarin instead. 

We could have conversed in English, but the sense of closeness 

would be very different. Many of our businessmen have similar 

experiences. Hence, even though there is a trend in China to 

learn English, Singapore must continue to keep its bilingual 

advantage. 

5 You mentioned the multi-cultural and multi-lingual 

characteristics of Singaporeans just now, are those 

also a result of our openness towards language?

That’s right. The mother tongue languages in our bilingual policy 

do not just refer to Mandarin, but also Malay and Tamil. This is 

crucial for maintaining the multi-cultural and multi-lingual nature 

of Singapore’s society. We are going for breadth as well as 

depth. By breadth, I meant a common language that allows 
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I was working at the Monetary Authority of Singapore (MAS) 

at that time. He happened to be in Singapore so I had the 

opportunity to meet him. I gave him a pad of sticky notes 

produced specially by the MAS in conjunction with the Speak 

Mandarin Campaign. He was surprised by it, and thought 

we were very serious about learning Mandarin and had  

even launched a campaign to promote Mandarin. I said to him: 

“That’s right, the MAS is also taking part in the campaign.”  

Mr Rogers did his own research and subsequently decided to 

move here, a place he believed to be conducive to bilingual 

learning. 

Recently, I asked him if he thought coming to Singapore 

was a right decision. He answered: “Yes, of course.” Hence, 

with regard to the effort to promote Mandarin, while some 

Singaporeans may feel that we can do more, as a whole, we 

are doing a lot compared to other countries.

2 Looking from a wider perspective at the way the 

Speak Mandarin Campaign has evolved since its 

inception, what do you think is the impact of the campaign 

on the Singapore society? 

We should approach the issue by examining why we would 

want to promote mother tongue education and Mandarin. I 

think the fundamental objective for this is to ensure that we 

stay connected to our culture, heritage and values, and identify 

with them. This is the fundamental reason. Hence, in promoting 

Mandarin, it is not just to enable students but also the entire 

Chinese community to understand the linkage between 

language and cultural values. In other words, the impact of this 

campaign on society is cultural.

3 The official narrative on learning Mandarin has 

changed with the times and with the rise of China. 

In your view, what is the value of Chinese Singaporeans 

learning Mandarin? 

The value of Chinese Singaporeans learning Mandarin is centred 

around understanding the values associated with the Chinese 

culture. Hence, whether it was 50 years ago before the rise of 

China or 50 years from now, this was and will be an enduring 

and unchanging target. Furthermore, the Chinese culture has 

a long history dating back several thousand years, so all the 

more the learning of Mandarin is important if one is to better 

understand this culture. With such a long history, Chinese 

traditions and culture are deeply rooted. The economic rise of 

China has brought new impetus to the world. Regardless of how 

it is developing, its impact on world economy and politics will be 

great. We are after all a small country and it is essential for small 

countries to grasp global trends. If we can better understand 

the way the Chinese people and their leaders think, and better 

understand the changes in their society, we will have better 

outcomes when formulating policies and developing economic 

or political ties with China. As such, having a stronger mastery of 

Mandarin will give Singapore and Singaporeans an advantage. 

Of course, while learning Mandarin does have its economic and 

commercial value, I also believe the value of possessing such a 

capability goes beyond these aspects. 

4 The world right now may be gripped by the “learn 

Mandarin” fever, but the Chinese themselves have 

never lost their passion for learning English. In fact, some 

people think that Chinese Singaporeans interested in 

venturing into China need not be unduly concerned about 
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Tanya 
Chua

1 First, can you share with us your impressions of 

the Speak Mandarin Campaign?

I remember this slogan “Speak more Mandarin, Speak less 

dialect” which was launched in the early days of the campaign, 

and my grandmother asking (in Hokkien): “Speak what? Don’t 

know what it is.” Later, there was another slogan “Mandarin is 

Chinese”, which struck me more deeply.

A few years ago, American investor Jim Rogers was 

contemplating to move his family to Singapore, Shanghai or 

Hong Kong, as he had wanted his daughters to learn Mandarin. 

Interview: Tan Leng Tuan (Lianhe Zaobao)

Photo: Douglas Ho (Lianhe Zaobao)
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He added that Singapore’s leaders, those who often speak on 

a public platform, should speak in Mandarin if they are able to. 

“These are good role models for the rest of the population,” he 

said.

Family Influence

But ultimately, those interviewed suggest that the far more 

sustainable way forward for the campaign is to focus on helping 

parents to help their children, so the children grow up with a 

good Chinese foundation.

Said Dr Tan: “Children should not feel that they have to make an 

extra effort to speak Mandarin, it should feel natural. Therefore it 

is very important for the campaign to influence the family’s usage 

of Mandarin.”

Dr Tan’s three daughters, aged seven, nine and 11, grew up 

hearing their father speak only Mandarin and their mother only 

English. “I stubbornly insisted on the ‘one parent, one language’ 

policy. They didn’t realise until they were older that I could 

actually speak English. But since they already formed the habit 

of speaking Mandarin to me, that didn’t change.”

He adds that this is particularly crucial as language acquisition is 

at its peak in a child’s early years. “The first six years of a child’s 

life is the golden age for absorption of language. Parents must 

know, through the campaign or other means that if they can 

speak Mandarin, just speak Mandarin.”

Current Campaign Chairman Mr Seow Choke Meng – who also 

feels strongly that Mandarin can be learnt and mastered if one 

starts from a young age – points out that the campaign’s key 

activities centre around a few weeks in the year.

“This momentum is best carried over into the home, so parents 

can consciously and consistently speak Mandarin at least some 

of the time to their children,” he said.

In his case, his daughter and two sons are effectively bilingual. 

“My wife and I spoke to them in English and Mandarin equally 

from when they were little,” he said.

“Parents are in fact their children’s best language teachers. In 

this regard, the campaign will serve as a reminder to parents on 

the importance of speaking Mandarin. 

“Moving forward, we will continue to involve families in the 

activities we organise, and equip parents with the tools they 

need to inspire their children to speak good Mandarin. I am 

confident that in the years to come, as parents and the wider 

community continue emphasising the need for Singaporeans to 

be effectively bilingual, our efforts will bear fruit.”
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To promote bilingualism among pre-schoolers, Minister Mentor Lee Kuan Yew set up a fund in 2011 which is dedicated to developing new 
teaching approaches that aid in building the language foundation of pre-schoolers.
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Technology can be used in teaching and learning the Chinese language. Today, resources and tools are readily available.
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She said: “Take Taiwan, for instance. If you visit, you will see many 

small streets with many small beautifully curated bookshops. 

The Beitou Public Library in Taipei was named as one of the 

most beautiful libraries in the world.

“We are attracted to elegant, sophisticated cultures. If our 

educational system starts to recognise and emphasise the 

beauty of Chinese, it will attract respect and admiration.”

Higher-level Mandarin

Instead of just focusing on functional Mandarin, some suggest 

it is time that the campaign encourages Singaporeans to speak 

higher-level Mandarin, or appreciate Chinese at a higher cultural 

level.

But if Singaporeans are already struggling with basic Mandarin, 

can they do this?

In Dr Tan’s experience with students, yes. As the saying goes, in 

reaching for the stars, one gets to the moon. 

When his students at Hwa Chong Institution were taught only 

functional Mandarin, there was little which inspired them to 

go further. But when he introduced Chinese literature and 

poetry to them – even if some translation and explanation was  

required – these made an impression.

A student told him long after he graduated that what he 

remembered from Dr Tan’s class was the Chinese poems he 

taught.

“If we keep emphasising the functional use of language, we 

forget why we appreciate the Chinese language. It’s because 

of the culture,” he said. “That is why I strongly believe in using 

literature to teach. It will enable students to like culture and the 

language.

“And even though a lot of people think that the students cannot 

handle it, that’s not true.”

Mr Kenneth Tan suggests that the presence of international 

talents from China in Singapore can also boost the level of 

spoken Mandarin.

He said: “There are a lot of native speakers now around us.  

We should take the opportunity to practice speaking Mandarin 

with them whether it be in the lifts, on the train, in the food  

court.”

Environmental Influence

Another aspect concerns the standard of Mandarin which is 

heard in the environment. In order to cultivate people who can 

speak good Mandarin, standards need to be improved.

Said Ms Lim Sau Hoong: “Media plays an important part. 

Currently the standard of Mandarin heard on television is poor, 

with some grammatical mistakes. It saddens me to watch 

these programmes because when we don’t care about quality, 

standards drop.”

Chinese radio, television and theatre personality Mr Danny Yeo 

agreed. “We should not be afraid of using deeper Mandarin 

phrases and proverbs in our mass media, the way they do in 

Taiwan.”
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At 35 years old, the Speak Mandarin Campaign is one of the 

longest-running campaigns in Singapore.

The unspoken question is this: Is it still needed?

After all, the campaign has already fulfilled its original intent of 

shifting the chosen language of the Chinese community from 

many different dialects to Mandarin. This was accomplished ten 

years after it was launched in 1979.

As former Campaign Chairman Lim Sau Hoong and Dr 

Tan Chee Lay, Deputy Executive Director of the Singapore  

Centre for Chinese Language both put it, “The day the  

campaign is deemed to have succeeded, we would no longer 

need it.”

And yet, the campaign is still very relevant today. 

More Chinese Singaporean families are speaking English at 

home. The proportion of children from Mandarin-speaking 

homes fell from 70 per cent in 1989 to 54 per cent in 1999. At 

the same time, the proportion of children from English-speaking 

homes rose from 26 per cent in 1990 to 42 per cent in 1999. 

There is still much work to be done.

Former Campaign Chairman Kenneth Tan, currently the 

Assistant Chief Executive at the Media Development Authority, 

mused: “What would happen in the absence of the campaign? 

Would people leave Chinese behind once they finish their 

Chinese examinations in junior college? At the very least, even 

if the campaign doesn’t compel you to start using Mandarin in 

your life, it serves as a trigger, a stimulus, a reminder.”

Challenges Today

The work of the campaign organisers – to get more Chinese 

Singaporeans to speak good Mandarin and get in touch with 

their cultural roots – will not get any easier.

Dr Tan Chee Lay, who is also an Assistant Professor at the 

Nanyang Technological University, echoes what many Chinese 

teachers have noticed: The spoken language of choice amongst 

even students in traditional Chinese schools is English. “Even 

students from China, unless they are speaking amongst 

themselves, speak English.”

Because young people are increasingly speaking, reading 

and thinking in English, there is a risk that they are therefore 

becoming disconnected from Chinese culture and its values. 

This creates a vicious cycle that makes Chinese language and 

culture even less attractive.

For instance, Ms Kuo Jian Hong, Artistic Director of The Theatre 

Practice, notes that young adults would rather watch Broadway 

musicals like Cats and Les Miserables than Chinese productions.

Some also note that language standards in general have fallen 

over the years. A common bugbear amongst those interviewed 

for this book is how young Singaporeans tend to mix sub-

standard English or Singlish with Mandarin. For instance, they 

might say: “Wo yao qu shopping (I want to go shopping).”

Said Ms Leong Wai Leng, Head of Business Management Unit, 

CEO’s Office at Bank of Singapore: “Most people cannot switch 

effectively. I don’t know what the problem is. It’s not a simple 

issue that can be solved by a campaign. Perhaps it comes down 

to family upbringing and school background.”
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when the children were preschoolers.

Unfortunately, their children’s spoken Chinese started 

deteriorating in school.

“I was quite perturbed to learn that hanyu pinyin is the main focal 

learning point for Chinese in the first year of primary school. I find 

it mindboggling. Sometimes, a sentence may even be partly in 

Chinese and partly in hanyu pinyin. You have to be really smart 

to toggle your mind at will. This two-step way to learning creates 

a learning hurdle for the child,” said Ing Ruen.

Both sisters feel that it is easier to pick up a language at a 

younger age. Says Ing Haan, “From the medical standpoint, 

one should learn a language before the brain completes its 

maturation process by the age of seven. This is especially so 

for a pictorial language like Chinese. The English language is 

acquired differently by the brain due to its alphabetical structure. 

It is easy to learn English even when you are older as you can 

cross reference to other languages of similar types.” 

Ing Ruen feels that learning a language need not always be 

deliberate. “Constant and sublimal exposure to both audio 

and visual renditions of the language is key to acquisition. The 

subtitling in a movie is a realtime translation of the movie’s script. 

Just by making sure that the subtitles are on, the child would be 

immersed in a truly audio-visual world of language. 

Parents can also seize learning opportunities. For instance, 

when Ing Haan’s family was preparing for a trip to Rome, she 

borrowed Chinese guide books from the library for her son to 

browse. “There is no hanyu pinyin in these guidebooks, which is 

good because otherwise he would be reading these instead of 

the Chinese characters,” she said.

“Constant and sublimal exposure to both audio and 
visual renditions of the language is key to acquisition. 
The subtitling in a movie is a realtime translation 
of the movie’s script. Just by making sure that the 
subtitles are on, the child would be immersed in a 
truly audio-visual world of language.”

– Dr Lim Ing Ruen
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two sons aged seven and eight: “Chinese classics were not 

part of Singapore’s curriculum. This blind spot in my education 

makes it even more refreshing for me to start reading these 

classics now.”

The sisters recently started immersing the family in Chinese 

classical scripts such as Di Zi Gui – Standards for being a 

Good Pupil and Child – which originated in the Qing Dynasty  

and is based on the teachings of Confucius. Or San Zi Jing 

– Three-Character Classic – which encapsulates Confucian 

values into three-character verses traditionally recited aloud by 

children.

Ing Ruen said: “We discovered an innovative way of introducing 

the Chinese classical scripts to our kids in a most engaging 

manner by simply making use of animated videos on the iPads 

and DVD audiobooks.”

Her son was particularly mesmerised. At the age of four, he 

started devouring the San Zi Jing. On watching the VCD, he 

soon memorised the verses and clamoured for more. “We felt 

strangely surprised but elated nonetheless,” said Ing Ruen. “His 

enthusiasm spread to his cousin and to all of us.”

Learning how to speak Mandarin and Chinese these days, 

they reckon, is somewhat easier because of the prevalence of 

engaging materials like VCDs, DVDs and Chinese audiobooks 

which can be downloaded onto iPads. 

In their case, they did not shy away from introducing their 

children to Chinese classics, because they do not think Chinese 

is a difficult language to learn.

“It’s like getting children to eat their vegetables. If the child 

grows up with the idea that his parents love vegetables and 

really eats them, the child will also grow to love vegetables. It’s 

the same with Chinese. If parents show that they love and speak 

Mandarin, the child will do the same,” said Ing Haan.

Both Ing Haan and Ing Ruen spoke Mandarin exclusively from 

young. Said Ing Ruen: “Speaking Mandarin comes naturally to 

us. We were simply just immersed in an exclusively Chinese 

environment.”

Their maternal grandmother, Madam Kuo Chang Ho, was 

a famous Chinese intellectual and politician with the former 

Chinese ruling party, the Kuomintang. Their father, Mr Lim Hong 

Quee, taught History and Geography in Chinese as well as 

Chinese for 40 years at the Catholic High School. Their mother, 

Chang Lu Yee, was instrumental in her daughters’ education 

and upbringing, teaching them subjects exclusively in Chinese 

and placing great emphasis on the inculcation of values and 

ideals in line with the teachings of Confucius. Says Ing Haan: 

“We still speak in perfect Mandarin, with an accent that belies 

our heritage, because of our dedicated parents.”

Because of their strong background in Mandarin, their parents 

bucked the family’s historical affiliation to Chinese-streamed 

schools and enrolled them in a missionary school – Canossa 

Convent. They later went on to the Singapore Chinese Girls’ 

School.

Similarly, for their own children, Ing Haan and Ing Ruen strive to 

balance English and Mandarin in the household. They used to 

speak only Mandarin while their husbands spoke only English 
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DR LIM ING HAAN & DR LIM ING RUEN, 42
WHO: Twins, doctors, mothers

children. Says Ing Haan, a consultant cardiologist with a nine-

year-old boy: “I feel that I need to make a conscious effort to put 

my children in touch with their cultural roots. Children should not 

just read Western literature.”

Adds Ing Ruen, a consultant ear, nose and throat surgeon with 

Growing up in the late 70s and 80s, twin sisters Dr Lim Ing Haan 

and Dr Lim Ing Ruen were proficient in Mandarin. But they did 

not go far beyond the daily semantics of the Chinese language. 

Like many, it was only when they became mothers that they 

felt the cultural imperative to dig deeper for the sake of their 
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Mr Danny Yeo feels that more can be done to encourage Chinese Singaporeans to speak Mandarin. He relates his personal experience as 
a lecturer at Ngee Ann Polytechnic, where Chinese Studies students are in greater demand than their English counterparts, as employers 
recognised their bilingual abilities.
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looked after by a Malay family after school as his parents were 

both working. “My playmates were Malays and Indians,” shared 

Mr Yeo. “I could speak Malay and could even count in Tamil.

“With my relatives, I spoke Mandarin and Cantonese. There is 

a greater sense of intimacy and warmth when one speaks in 

Cantonese. Even up till secondary school, I spoke Cantonese 

with close friends, watched Cantonese shows from Hong Kong, 

and listened to Cantonese songs.”

It was to balance his Chinese upbringing that his parents – who 

attended Chinese High and Nanyang Girls’ High, both traditional 

Chinese schools – decided to send him to Anglo-Chinese 

Primary.

“My parents had vision,” he said. “They believed in speaking 

Mandarin at home but sent me to an English school.”

His excellent Mandarin enunciation was partly honed by his 

mother who took pains to correct him. He also learnt from 

television and radio programmes. “The Chinese standards in the 

media were very high then,” he said.

In ACS, he naturally topped the class in Chinese, in every 

assessment from spelling to composition. The Chinese teachers 

were fond of him. Friends clamoured to copy his work. Defying 

the notion that Chinese speakers were looked down on, no one 

gave him any grief. “The worst they would do was to call me 

“cheena” (derogatory slang to describe a Chinese) but I regarded 

it as if they were mis-pronouncing ‘China’,” he quipped.

He honed his command of the English language when he was in 

his teens, which until then trailed behind his mastery of Chinese. 

Said Mr Yeo, who is today able to host events in perfectly-

enunciated English just as comfortably as he does in Mandarin: 

“In secondary school, I had a English literature teacher who 

inspired me. She taught me to appreciate the beauty and poetry 

of English.”

He went on to study mass communications and journalism in the 

United States.

Once he started working, however, he quickly realised that 

Mandarin was the language he felt closer to.

Over the last 15 years, he has carved a niche for himself as a 

primarily Chinese media personality who is equally versatile in 

English. A popular award-winning DJ, he has also published 

books – two in English, two in Chinese and one bilingual – and 

was a lecturer at Ngee Ann Polytechnic.

He was also a member of the Promote Mandarin Council.

On the Speak Mandarin Campaign (SMC), which was launched 

during his childhood, he said: “The greatest impact the SMC has 

had on me is how the use of dialects has been greatly reduced.” 

Mr Yeo, who can still speak fluent Cantonese, added: “I do not 

agree that a person’s ability to learn languages is limited. I have 

many friends who can master English, Chinese and dialects.”

Ask about the current or future state of Chinese in Singapore, 

however, and he is largely pessimistic.

“What I find disheartening is how many Chinese young people 
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MR DANNY YEO, 41
WHO: 	Cross-media personality, event host, columnist, writer, 
	 theatre practitioner, speech and presentation trainer

During this interview, which was conducted entirely in Mandarin, 

he said: “English has always been my first language and Chinese 

a second language, but Chinese holds a special place in my 

heart.”

As a child, his upbringing reflects Singapore’s multi-cultural 

texture. While he grew up speaking Mandarin at home, he was 

Danny Yeo is a true blue Anglo-Chinese School (ACS) boy.

Having attended what is popularly regarded as one of the most 

kantang (colloquial slang for Westernised) schools in Singapore 

at the primary, secondary and junior-college levels, it may come 

as a surprise to know that he is much at ease with speaking 

Mandarin, as with English.
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other changes all the time. It is important for the campaign to 

update itself.”

She notes that the rising number of marriages between 

Singaporeans and non-Singaporeans will cast a bigger spotlight 

on mother tongue and identity.

“Right now, I feel that it’s very important to reach out to families 

and Singaporeans who are primarily English-speaking but who 

want their children to learn Mandarin well. I feel there is a strong 

demand for resources and more help in this area,” said Ms 

Sim. She feels that currently, marketing materials – mostly in  

Chinese – do not reach this group. It’s about access and 

reaching out.” She also feels that the various groups involved in 

promoting Chinese language and culture in one way or another 

can come together to make a greater impact. “I have the 

opportunity to interact with many people and groups who are 

very interested in promoting Chinese language and culture. I see 

it as very energising, and I’m always looking for opportunities 

to bring people together so that we can bounce ideas off each 

other. We can do so much more if we combine forces and work 

together.”

Ms Sim Ann (first from right) believes that parents have a crucial role in cultivating an environment conducive for their children to explore 
Chinese and speak Mandarin. She is seen here with Minister for Education, Mr Heng Swee Keat (second from right).
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Mandarin these days, they tend to start speaking English once 

they enter pre-school, possibly negating parental efforts. 

Statistics from the Education Ministry show that the percentage 

of children entering primary school who spoke Mandarin at 

home reached a peak in 1989, then started falling to 67.9 per 

cent (1990), 66.6 per cent (1991) and 64.7 per cent (1992).

Ms Sim pondered: “It also seems very easy for Singaporean 

children to somehow develop the notion that Chinese is hard and 

it is something to be disliked. I think the parents’ role is important.

Once parents believe that it is hard and we communicate that 

directly or indirectly to the child, the child will absorb it and feel 

that Chinese is hard to learn. That creates a huge obstacle to 

learning.”

She therefore refuses to force her children to speak Mandarin, 

and believes in the carrot rather than the stick approach.

For instance, she employs what she calls “reverse psychology”.

She said: “I notice that my children love to eavesdrop on grown-up 

conversations. All our grown-up conversations are in Mandarin. 

When the kids interrupt and ask ‘What did you say?’ we’d just say 

in Mandarin, ‘Sorry, we have no intention of repeating ourselves 

in English’. But the thing is, they are following the conversation.”

Then there is the “incentive policy”.

“This is for anything related to Mandarin. For instance, we 

generally don’t let the kids eat dinner in front of the TV or stay 

up late for TV. But if it’s a Chinese programme we make an 

exception.”

Her younger sister, the “language policeman” of the family, tends 

toward the stick approach. She admonishes Ms Sim’s children 

when they speak English at home and orders them to switch 

to Mandarin. “It doesn’t work,” said Ms Sim. “They’ll switch to 

Chinese reluctantly and they’ll pull a long face.”

This applies in particular to Ms Sim’s daughter, who finds Chinese 

difficult. “If I am fierce, over time, she will just think Mandarin is 

the language she gets scolded in. It has to be something she 

herself wants to learn.

“If my girl grows up disliking Chinese, I will consider it our failing 

as parents. My goal is to ensure, minimally, that my children are 

neutral towards the language.”

Her older son had spent two years in a pre-school in China when 

Ms Sim was working there, and therefore has a better grasp of 

the language. “He is more confident, his pronunciation is better, 

his foundation is more robust. Even if it was just two years, it 

made a difference.”

Ms Sim had a strong Chinese foundation.

“The most important factor was that my family spoke Mandarin 

at home,” said Ms Sim, who has a younger sister and 

brother. “It was really the language that we used for everyday 

communication, to ask after each other, to squabble with and 

celebrate in.”

Her father is Hokkien and mother, Teochew. But at home, the 

family stuck to Mandarin. “Even though my parents used English 

at work, they never felt comfortable enough with the language to 
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MS SIM ANN, 39
WHO: 	Minister of State for the Ministry of Communications and 	
 Information & Ministry of Education, Member of Parliament for 	
 Holland-Bukit Timah GRC, bilingual politician, mother of three

She has three children aged two, seven and nine, of which the 

eldest and youngest are boys. Her eldest is proficient in Chinese, 

but her daughter is relatively resistant. Amongst themselves, the 

trio converse in English.

She acknowledges that even if parents speak to their toddlers in 

Sim Ann is the paragon of an effectively bilingual Singaporean, 

equally eloquent in her spoken English and Mandarin.

It may then come as a surprise to learn that she, like many 

Chinese Singaporean mothers, finds it challenging to inspire that 

same love for Chinese in her children.
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abilities. The Special Assistance Plan (SAP) Scholarship is  

offered by the Ministry of Education to encourage outstanding 

students, who have the interest and capacity to engage China’s 

culture and contemporary society, to pursue the Chinese 

language.

In 2013, for instance, Ms Teo went to Beijing and Shanghai for 

a month-long immersion trip for which costs were subsidised. 

She attended current affairs classes at the renowned Peking 

University and Fudan University in the mornings and toured 

Chinese cities in the afternoon. They also met up with Dunman 

High alumni who were studying in China.

She said: “Learning Chinese is not just about reaping economic 

value. If we can think about learning Chinese from a cultural 

standpoint, it is much more meaningful.”

Ms Teo feels that she is in good company. Amongst her peers 

at Dunman High, most are enthusiastic about learning the 

language. “Students no longer look down on those who speak 

or write Mandarin well, unlike in the past, perhaps. We are 

inspired by those who are effectively bilingual,” she said.

Ms Teo Tong Lin and her teammate Mr Lay Chang Yao (left) won the second prize in the Chinese Challenge TV Grand Finals in 2010. 
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school. Piqued by the questions featured on the posters, she 

went online to check it out and soon roped in her brother and 

her parents.

On the family effort, she said: “Over the weekends, my brother 

and I would conduct research online to try and answer the 

questions. Sometimes when we disagreed, we would go to our 

parents for help. The questions were very interesting, about the 

origins of proverbs for instance.”

Her efforts paid off: From a field of over 14,000 registered 

participants, she made it to the televised finals. 

Ms Teo, together with Mr Lay Chang Yao from Raffles Institution, 

played as a team against five other adult contestants who took 

part in the Open Category and emerged as first runners-up in 

the final round.

The following year, she took part again. But this time, it was her 

brother who was first runner-up.

“My understanding of Chinese culture improved after the 

competition,” she said. “I think Chinese Challenge effectively 

fulfilled its objectives as it really reached the masses, sparking 

interest in the general public and helping them to improve their 

Chinese. As for those who were already proficient, it helped 

them to understand more about Chinese culture.”

Even though Ms Teo is generally more comfortable speaking 

and writing in English, she is a proficient Mandarin speaker.

Her mother, an English and Mathematics primary school 

teacher, and her father, a management lecturer, made sure that 

Ms Teo and her younger sister and brother grew up in a bilingual 

environment.

Both English and Mandarin were spoken at home.

“I would say my parents were my greatest influence when it 

comes to Mandarin. They made it natural for us to want to master 

both languages. I wanted to be as good as they were, especially 

my father who sometimes conducts lectures in China,” she said.

Her parents also took pains to bring Ms Teo to Chinese-based 

classes. She attended Chinese drama classes run by the 

Hokkien clan association from the time she was in kindergarten, 

and a Chinese broadcasting class when she was aged 11 which 

honed her pronunciation.

Coincidentally, Gong Shang Primary School where she was 

studying then, started a broadcasting co-curricular activity at 

the same time. Teachers would help the pupils to record radio 

programmes such as cross-talks. “I remember all the fun we had 

taking part in these activities. Speaking Mandarin was hence 

something enjoyable to me.”

When she went to Dunman High, she chose to join the Chinese 

drama and calligraphy co-curricular activities.

“Taking part in all these activities made me very interested in 

Chinese culture,” said Ms Teo.

At Dunman High, she is also part of a special Bicultural Studies 

Programme which has further strengthened her linguistic  
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MS TEO TONG LIN, 18
WHO: 	Dunman High Integrated Programme Year 6 student 

online quiz was launched in 2010.

The quiz consisted of a series of questions posed over 12 

weeks on subjects including language, history, literary arts, local 

knowledge, contemporary and popular culture.

She first saw posters advertising Chinese Challenge in her 

Every year, many people come away from the Speak Mandarin 

Campaign inspired.

One of them was Teo Tong Lin.

She was aware of the Speak Mandarin Campaign, but had no 

lasting impressions of the campaign, until the Chinese Challenge 
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steeped in Chinese culture as her previous schools.  

In reaction to her culture shock, Ms Ong joined the Lianhe 

Zaobao Student Correspondents’ Club in 2008, in the hope of 

meeting people who were as fond of Chinese as she was.

“I was disappointed,” she said. “A lot of people spoke English 

too but the good thing was they did not shun Chinese.”

Her articles did make a difference in one regard: When she wrote 

about things that went on in VJC, her classmates would make 

an effort to read the Chinese text.

It is much the same now in the National University of Singapore’s 

medical faculty, where she is surrounded by peers who prefer 

to speak English. Some who find it challenging to speak to 

Mandarin-speaking patients may require assistance from a 

translator to explain complex medical terms.

Amongst her generation, she is somewhat of an anomaly. 

Why? She chafes when no one around her is willing to speak 

in Mandarin.

So much so that in 2009, in reaction to a Speak Mandarin 

Campaign which featured children of different ethnic backgrounds 

speaking fluent Mandarin, she wrote an article for Lianhe Zaobao’s 

student paper, ‘Comma’. The headline reflects her lament to her 

readers: Why won’t you speak Mandarin?  

“It’s not just a language. It helps me to express my thoughts and 

is part of my culture. It is my identity. I see students who have no 

understanding or enthusiasm for the language, and I have to ask 

myself, why?”

Warming up to the subject, Lynn mounts a passionate defence: 

“Mandarin words have background meanings. Learning Chinese 

words is also about learning Chinese culture. Moreover, East and 

West have different perspectives. The same news in the English 

and Chinese newspapers is presented differently.

“Chinese is a very important part of my life, just like my limbs and 

eyes, it is part of me. Without Chinese, Ong Lynn is incomplete.”

“It’s not just a language. It helps me to express my 
thoughts and is part of my culture. It is my identity. I see 
students who have no understanding or enthusiasm for 
the language, and I have to ask myself why?”

– Ms Ong Lynn
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In her Chinese class, her fellow classmates could order food 

in Mandarin, but had difficulties reading their textbooks or the 

newspapers. She said: “I really pitied my Chinese teacher; I had 

never seen a teacher try so hard.”

“You realise who you are when you mix with people who do not 

feel the same way. My love and passion for Chinese became 

obvious when I went to VJC.”

Unsurprisingly, her parents played a crucial role in her linguistic 

development. From the time she was born, they spoke Mandarin 

at home to her and her younger sister.

In addition, her mother, a Chinese teacher, used to tag items in 

the house with labels in English and Mandarin. Said Ms Ong: 

“I could associate Bing Xiang（冰箱 ）with ‘refrigerator’，‘fan’ 

with Feng Shan（ 风扇 ）. Picking up both languages became 

something very natural to me.”

Her father, a project manager in the engineering industry, 

who speaks both English and Mandarin, was instrumental in 

broadening her Chinese horizons. He introduced her to Chinese 

novels.

On a personal level, she was drawn to Chinese cultural 

entertainment. She watched Taiwanese dramas and television 

series based on the stories of famed Chinese-language novelist 

Jin Yong, such as Heavenly Sword and Dragon Sabre. She also 

listened to pop songs from Taiwanese pop groups like S.H.E. 

and Mayday.

She even wrote her diary entries in Chinese.

When she entered the school system, her English was worse 

than that of her peers. Her Chinese, however, was clearly 

superior.

The way Chinese was taught at Pei Chun Public School – 

where the school anthem is still sung in Mandarin – and later St 

Nicholas Girls’ School, reinforced her Chinese grounding. 

In Pei Chun Public School in particular, where Mr Chen Keng 

Juan was principal, she and her classmates competed to see 

who could memorise the most from a book of 36 Tang poems.  

“At that age, it was more about having fun,” she said. “But when 

I got older, I understood the meanings and even today, I can still 

remember the first few poems from the book.”

In Primary Four, she recalls that her entire class was told to 

recite a poem Man Jiang Hong（满江红）. The poem was 

written by Yue Fei, a famous Chinese general who lived in the 

Song Dynasty. “We memorised it, and I felt very proud when we 

recited it during assembly,” she said.

Then there were the annual Chinese book fairs at school. Her 

favourite book? “You Jin’s Ting · Qing Chun Zai Ku Qi（《听。

青春在哭泣》）left me with the deepest impression. I would 

buy one of You Jin’s book each year,” she says.

She remembers that some of her secondary school peers 

then, even those who came from English-speaking homes,  

were keen on Chinese and willingly participated in Chinese 

activities.

Then she went to VJC, which, in her opinion, was not as strongly 
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being rude or scolding the DJ. My colleagues later explained to 

me the boo-boo that I made and I felt so silly.”

These days, the effectively bilingual artiste would correctly reply –  

你太客气了 (ni tai ke qi le, which means “You’re welcome”) – 

without batting an eyelid.

Since her Taiwan venture, she has struck gold in the Chinese 

music industry. In 2012, she won the Best Mandarin Female 

Artist in Taiwan’s Golden Melody Awards for the third time, 

distinguishing herself as the first female artist to win three times 

in the category.

Contrary to those who may think she is jiak kantang (colloquial 

phrase to mean one who is Westernised), Ms Chua mostly spoke 

in Mandarin as a child. Fortuitously, she had a Chinese teacher 

from Taiwan who insisted that her pupils spoke ‘biao zhun hua 

yu’ – phonetically correct, perfectly enunciated Mandarin.

She was often asked by the teacher to make Chinese 

textbook audio recordings and even took part in poem recital 

competitions. As a result, the St Nicholas Girls’ School alumnus 

did not struggle with Chinese. She shared: “In fact, my grades 

in CL1 and CL2 were pretty good throughout my primary and 

secondary school years, much better than my English!”

What reversed the trend was when she was in her teens. In 

secondary school, she started spending more time with friends 

who were deejays. “Everyone spoke English and I felt I needed 

to fit in so I became the so-called ‘ang mor pai’ (Westernised).”

This continued at Singapore Polytechnic, where she was 

studying for a Diploma in Business Administration and spoke 

mostly English to her friends. By the time she started singing in 

pubs, she hardly spoke Mandarin. “With no practice, I completely 

‘forgot’ how to use the Mandarin language!” she said.

It was only when she became a recording artiste that she 

was obliged to polish up her rusty Mandarin. “At the time, my 

Mandarin was so rusty that I even asked the record company if 

they were sure they wanted to sign me. I really struggled with 

Mandarin in the first few years of my Mandarin singing career. 

I couldn’t communicate nor write in Mandarin! It was an awful 

feeling.”

The turning point came when she decided to move to Taiwan in 

2006 to jumpstart her career. How did she boost her Mandarin 

fluency? “Just speak it and use it,” she quipped.

Re-acquainting herself with Mandarin has since become one of 

her stepping stones to success.

“Speaking Mandarin opened up so many other opportunities for 

me, such as writing my own lyrics and expressing myself as I 

want to in all situations. That to me is really important.”

She added: “There are just some expressions in Mandarin that 

cannot be expressed well in English or any other languages.”

For a music artiste like Ms Chua, being able to speak and sing in 

Mandarin also opens up the door to the huge Chinese market.

Her parting shot: “Speak Mandarin not because it is a campaign, 

but because it is part of who we are and we should be proud 

of it.”
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MS TANYA CHUA, 39
WHO: 	Award-winning Singaporean singer-songwriter

she was in Taiwan, she said: “Once after a radio interview in 

Taiwan, the DJ gave me a quilted vest as a present to keep me 

warm. It was winter then. I was so shy and just wanted to say 

‘Oh you shouldn’t have!’  I literally translated that into Chinese 

which became 你不应该. (ni bu ying gai, which means ‘You 

shouldn’t’)

“Of course everyone looked at me funny and thought I was 

On her road to finding success as a Mandarin music artiste, local 

songbird Tanya Chua encountered a stumbling block: her rusty 

spoken Mandarin.

Better known as an English singer-songwriter at the time, she 

hardly spoke the Mandarin she learnt in school.

Recounting an embarrassing mistake she made in 2006 when 
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activities can reach the rest of Southeast Asia and even to the 

rest of the world.”

Giving his take on the evolution of the campaign, he said: “Other 

campaigns have come and gone, but the Speak Mandarin 

Campaign is still steadily carrying on.”

He said that having successfully made Mandarin the main 

language of communication in the Chinese community by its 

20th year, the campaign had gone on to focus on building up an 

appreciation of Chinese culture and tradition.

“In recent years, the Speak Mandarin Campaign has focused on 

getting a new generation of young people to use the Chinese 

language. Clearly, in a globalised world, being bilingual offers all 

kinds of cultural and economic advantages.”

The Federation works hand-in-hand with campaign organisers.

For instance, its Chinese Language and Culture Fund (CLCF), 

which was launched in 2006, funds creative projects and 

activities organised by local educational institutions, companies or 

organisations which raise the level of competence in the Chinese 

language or deepens the appreciation of Chinese culture.

CLCF also worked with SIM University to launch a scholarship 

in 2011. The scholarship funds SFCCA members who wish to 

study Chinese Language and Literature, Chinese Language 

Education, Translation and Interpretation, or Early Childhood and 

Language Education at SIM University.

“The purpose of this funding is to encourage lifelong learning 

and nurture bilingual and bicultural talents. We want to help our 

members realise their dream,” said Mr Chua.

SFCCA has also set up a scholarship to subsidise five outstanding 

undergraduates to China’s top universities every year. 

Mr Chua added: “In addition, the Federation always organises 

activities to promote Chinese.”

To those who lament the loss of dialects, Mr Chua said: “Former 

Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew has said that dialects hamper the 

implementation of bilingual education. I believe that Singaporeans 

would not want to lose out because of language issues.”

He said that while there were those who may have questioned 

the Government at the start of the campaign, once China took off 

economically, they lauded the Government for its vision.

While he agrees with Singapore’s bilingual policy, he hopes that 

Singapore can emphasise more on Chinese. “Today’s young 

people are relatively less interested in the Chinese language, 

because most of their subjects are taught in English. We should 

build up more interest in Chinese values and culture.”

 “Other campaigns have come and gone, but the 
Speak Mandarin Campaign is still steadily carrying on.”
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CLAN ASSOCIATIONS
WHO:	Mr Chua Thian Poh, President of Singapore Federation of Chinese Clans Association 

changing times. In the past, dialects were part of the clan identity. 

But with the establishment of the Federation of Chinese Clan 

Associations, the barriers have been broken down. The groups 

have since come together on a bigger platform and it is a 

transformation of identity.”

This has its advantages. “Overall, there is cohesion. As a bigger 

group, we can also go beyond Singapore to the region. Our 

In the past, there were many clan associations in Singapore, 

representing the different dialect communities.

Because of the Speak Mandarin Campaign, however, these 

associations have since come together to work together in 

partnership.

Said Mr Chua: “Clan associations should always adapt to the 
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Changing Ways of Teaching Chinese

Consequently, the way Chinese is taught in school has been re-

looked and reviewed several times over the years.

In particular, Mdm Heng was involved in an educational review in 

1996, where the Chinese Language ‘B’ syllabus was introduced 

to help students who faced exceptional difficulties with Chinese.

“At the time, at a systemic level, we had to address the fact that 

some students who did very well in other subjects, but were 

weak in their mother tongue, may opt to go overseas for their 

studies. We needed a different way to engage them and stop 

the brain drain,” she said.

School Strategies

At the school level, different schools employ different strategies 

to cope.

At Nanyang Girls’ High, teachers create a conducive environment 

where Mandarin is incorporated into daily school life. Mdm Heng, 

for instance, addresses the girls in both Mandarin and English. 

She is quick to clarify that she does not mix both languages in 

the same speech, but insists on using pure English and Mandarin 

in two separate speeches.

“I set an example, they know their principal is bilingual. I want 

them to realise that language is a communication tool,” she said.

All teachers, even those who teach subjects like Mathematics 

and Science, are encouraged to speak Mandarin when relevant.

Mdm Heng’s Chinese department, comprising teachers who 

come from Singapore, Malaysia, Taiwan and China are a strong 

team.

They have come up with innovative teaching aids over the 

years using ‘fun’ methods like movies, newspapers, learning  

songs and using technology such as iPads to teach the 

language. “The more they use the language, the better they 

become and then they become more willing to use it,” said 

Mdm Heng.

In its teaching, the school emphasises on listening, speaking, 

reading and writing as well as critical thinking. For instance, 

the teacher might present a Chinese newspaper article and ask 

the students how they would perceive the article from different 

points of view.

The school has expanded its translation module – once only 

offered to linguistically strong students – to all students in 

Secondary 1 and 2. They learn how to translate English to 

Chinese and vice versa. “We want to raise their sensitivity 

to language and learn that when it comes to translation,  

you cannot do it literally or it will be very strange,” said Mdm 

Heng.

Ultimately, she feels strongly that there is no need to be 

pessimistic and lament the current state of affairs. “As Chinese 

teachers, we should not look back. Instead we should look 

forward and think about what strategies we can use to teach 

our children so they can better grasp the language.”

Off the top of her head, she says drilling and completing one 

assessment book after another is not the way to go. “I feel 

strongly that reading aloud is most important. Because you 

can hear your own voice, you will slowly have a sense for the 

language.”
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EDUCATION
WHO:	Mdm Heng Boey Hong, Principal of Nanyang Girls’ High School 

	 Mr Goh Tong Pak, veteran educator, President of the BreadTalk Group 

“The lecture hall could accommodate 300 but more students 

ran in to listen to my class, auditorium seats were packed and 

students even sat on the stairs,” said Mr Goh with pride.

But in 1977, they were all told to teach in English. It was a dark 

moment for him.

When the bilingual education policy was introduced in the mid-

1970s, Chinese-language teachers like Mr Goh Tong Pak, 

suffered.

Between 1974 and 1976, he was teaching economics in 

Mandarin at Hwa Chong Junior College.

Speak Mandarin Book E steven khl.indd   78 2/6/14   7:29 PM



077

also lost one of their main sources of entertainment.”

She has a sentimental attachment to the dialects she once 

made her living from, and wishes the Government could have 

promoted Mandarin without banning dialects. 

“Or perhaps cut down dialects at a slower pace instead of such 

a sudden ban,” she said.

But there is a silver lining.

Because of the Speak Mandarin Campaign, Ms Lin and other 

dialect-speaking talents like Chen Shucheng eventually found 

their way to television where she is, today, a regular host and 

actress.

Well aware that she would have to speak Mandarin to find 

work in future, she attended Mandarin classes to polish up her 

enunciation in the 1980s. 

It worked to her advantage when, in 1984, she started hosting 

Chinese programmes on television. “In a way, you can say the 

campaign ultimately led to my appearing on television for without 

it, I would have stayed in Rediffusion,” she mused.

Because of her multi-lingual abilities – she can speak Hokkien, 

Cantonese, Teochew and Hainanese apart from English and 

Mandarin – she continues to be a popular host today on 

television, at events and at getai shows which are boisterous 

live stage performances held during the Hungry Ghost Festival.

Despite her sentimental attachment to dialects, the language 

medium she started out working in, she does not think it 

should be revived. “Times have changed. Many from the older 

generation who spoke it are already gone. The young do not 

speak it. We need to look ahead.”

Lin Ruping attended Mandarin classes to polish up her enunciation 
in the 1980s and eventually became a host for Chinese programmes. 
Today, she is a popular host for TV programmes, events and even 
getai shows.

Speak Mandarin Book E steven khl.indd   77 10/6/14   4:13 AM



076

Tanya 
Chua

CHINESE ENTERTAINMENT
WHO:	Ms Lin Ruping, actress and getai compere

But by 1983, in line with the phasing out of dialects, the station 

was discontinued.

Recalled Ms Lin: “Our broadcasts were very popular. We were 

all very upset; our entire group was disbanded,” she recalled. “It 

was a pity because we had been working for years. Our listeners 

When the Speak Mandarin Campaign was launched, Ms Lin 

Ruping lost a stream of income. 

At the time, the secretary was a part-time broadcaster with 

dialect radio station, Rediffusion. It was the first cable radio 

station in Singapore when it was founded in 1949.
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It puts up more accessible shows, and musicals like Lao Jiu 

which can attract a wider audience.

Its shows are drawing more students, as schools are sending 

more students to attend Chinese plays, drama and theatre to 

help spark their love for Chinese culture.

Parents, recognising that their children need to speak Mandarin, 

are doing the same.

TTP has also introduced shows for pre-schoolers – like French-

Taiwanese production La Naissance – which are as popular as 

their adult shows.

She said: “Using shows as a means to spark a love for language 

is a good tool because the children enjoy it. It brings them joy. 

No five-year-old will listen if you tell them that they have to speak 

Mandarin because China is a major world economy.”

Her hope for the Speak Mandarin Campaign, and even in 

the bigger picture for the way Chinese is taught in schools, 

is that it would take a less structured, more organic, and  

free-flowing approach to sow the seeds of the Chinese  

language.

Failure, she says, is acceptable. The way language is used need 

not follow a rigid structure. “The way a child uses language, for 

instance, may not be grammatically correct, but it should first be 

about expression.

“The love of language cannot be engineered. If you cannot 

experience the joy of language, it won’t live.”

 “Using shows as a means to spark a love for 
language is a good tool because the children enjoy 
it. It brings them joy. No five-year-old will listen 
if you tell them that they have to speak Mandarin 
because China is a major world economy.”
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English and one’s mother tongue – was introduced.

Fundamentally, she feels that language, while serving a 

functional purpose, is inextricably linked to one’s sense of 

culture and identity. 

Even today, when speaking to her sister, she uses English for 

business, for work and for logical discourse. At home, or when 

it comes to talking about matters of the heart, they converse 

in Mandarin. “Mandarin is more comfortable between us,”  

she said.

Evolution of Chinese Theatre in Singapore

Those who are above 50 may well remember the golden age of 

Chinese theatre in the 1970s and before.

At the time, Ms Kuo recalls that the 900-seat Victoria Theatre 

was packed to the brim for over 20 shows. She was then a 

young child, but as the daughter of theatre great Kuo Pao Kun 

and dancer Goh Lay Kuan, she was exposed to the arts from 

a young age.

“There were easily 20,000 to 30,000 people watching one 

production,” she said.

But as the focus slowly shifted to English, it caused what she 

calls the ‘thinning out’ of the link between language and identity. 

Chinese theatre took a beating, particularly in the mid-80s. 

This was despite the Speak Mandarin Campaign being launched 

in 1979, as the impact from the macro language policies were 

greater.

“We didn’t have enough scripts, actors, directors or audience,” 

she recalled. “Just on scripts alone: If students are not using 

Mandarin other than to pass their examinations, how do you 

have good scriptwriters? Quality suffered.”

She acknowledges that Chinese theatre may have also declined 

due to other factors, such as the early focus on sciences  

rather than the arts, and lifestyle changes, as Singapore 

developed.

But there was also a cultural shift. “If people went to the theatre, 

it was to see Western musicals like Cats and Les Miserables. 

They were not culturally connected to their own local Chinese 

productions,” she said. 

As a result, the Chinese theatre groups combined to pool their 

resources together. From what she estimates there were over 

10 groups in the early 80s. Currently, there are fewer than five 

professional Chinese theatre outfits, including Toy Factory, 

Drama Box, Nine Years Theatre and her group.

The Chinese theatre groups have fought back. In the last decade, 

following the nadir in the 1980s, audiences are slowly returning. 

This is partly due to an acknowledgement that cultural roots are 

disappearing, and efforts from the theatre groups to bring back 

the audience.

Winning Back the Audience

TTP, for instance, captions all its shows with English subtitles 

so it can be understood by audiences who are not proficient in 

Mandarin.
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CHINESE THEATRE 
WHO:	Ms Kuo Jian Hong, Artistic Director, The Theatre Practice (TTP)

policy was one of the reasons for this dramatic trajectory.

“Language is linked to who we are. When we chose English to 

be the functional language, it was not a decision based on our 

own cultural identities,” said Ms Kuo, referring to the sweeping 

language changes during the 1970s when bilingual education – 

Chinese theatre in post-independence Singapore, explains Ms 

Kuo Jian Hong, reached a peak in the 1970s, hit rock bottom 

in the mid-1980s, and then slowly made its way up to where it 

is today.

Ms Kuo Jian Hong feels that changes in Singapore’s language 
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what do you say or do when you are faced with a situation of 

bribery? Even the kind of words used in Singapore and China 

are different. In Singapore, for instance, when we eat rice we say 

‘chi fan’. But to the Chinese, ‘fan’ has connotations of bribery 

and vice. In China, you have to say, ‘chi mi fan’ to correctly 

express that you are eating rice. Such cultural nuances cannot 

be taught in school.”

In fact, Mr Chan said that in the 1980s and 1990s, many people 

who tried doing business in China lost money not because 

they could not speak the language, but because they did not 

understand how business was conducted in China.

Ms Leong brings up the need to understand the cultural or 

historical reasons behind why some decisions are made. “For 

instance, if you work with people in China who are aged above 

50, they would have experienced the Cultural Revolution. 

Understanding this cultural backdrop is useful,” she said.

Future Growth in China

From her personal observation, however, Singaporeans are 

increasingly at a disadvantage when it comes to doing business 

in China. “When it comes to the standard of Mandarin, each 

generation seems to be worse than the last,” said Ms Leong, 

without mincing her words.

She feels that businessmen currently in China, those above 40, 

started out with a better grasp of Mandarin than youths today.

She said: “The question is, what is the problem? I don’t know. 

Perhaps it has to do with family upbringing and education. We 

have invested so much into boosting the level of Mandarin and 

yet it’s getting worse.”

What riles her is how Singaporean youths mix basic English and 

Mandarin together when speaking.

“The Speak Mandarin Campaign is but one campaign. If in the 

bigger picture, more effort is not made to make Mandarin a living 

language, our future is worrying,” she said.

“Our advantage as Singaporeans, when it comes to doing 

business in China, is that we are a bridge between East and 

West. But there are many Chinese people who are studying, 

living and working outside of China. They themselves can bridge 

East and West. Can we still preserve our advantage in the next 

10 or 20 years?”

But Mr Chan is hopeful that Singaporean youths, who would at 

least have studied Chinese in school, will make the leap if they 

need to. He said: “China is a very attractive market. If there is a 

need, they will rise to the occasion.”

“The Speak Mandarin Campaign is but one campaign. 
If in the bigger picture, more effort is not made to make 
Mandarin a living language, our future is worrying,”

– Ms Leong Wai Leng
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Between 1990 and 2010, trade between Singapore and China 

soared from $5.2 billion to $95.3 billion.

According to a 2012 Straits Times article, there are currently 

about 20,000 Singaporeans living and working in China.

Recruitment experts interviewed in the article said that 

Singaporean professionals are sought after in China as they are 

bilingual and highly skilled. They tend to be employed in middle 

to senior management positions in sectors such as property 

development, financial services and manufacturing.

Bilingual Advantage

To do business in China, speaking good Mandarin is a must.

Said Mr Chan: “In China, if you are non-Chinese and can speak 

Mandarin, they will admire you. But if you are a Chinese who 

cannot speak Mandarin properly, they will look down on you.”

Ms Leong Wai Leng, who was CEO of OCBC China before she 

returned to Singapore in 2013, added: “We look like Chinese. 

We are Chinese. They expect us to speak Mandarin.”

Ms Leong, who spent 13 years in China, is effectively bilingual 

and she says Mandarin is her first language. The St Nicholas 

Girls’ School alumnus spoke to her parents in Mandarin, 

Cantonese and Hokkien.

“Chinese was a living language for me. I had a lot of  

exposure to Chinese and represented the school in speech 

competitions and inter-school debates. It was great fun,” she 

recalled.

She started her banking career in Singapore, where she spent 

12 years. In 2000, she was sent to China by her then-employer, 

Philips.

Her bilingual advantage was clear from the start as she quickly 

adjusted to working with the locals. Language challenges, if at 

all, stemmed from getting familiar with technical business terms. 

But this was overcome in several months.

Once the language bridges are established, it is usually not 

difficult for Singaporeans to gain a foothold in China. 

Said Mr Chan: “The Singapore brand is very well-regarded 

and trusted in China. For instance, if you go to Shenzhen, you 

will see that the advertisements for residential private housing 

say: ‘Singapore-style management’. The Chinese believe in 

Singapore, it’s a premium brand.”

Even for Singaporeans who were not proficient in Mandarin in 

school, Mr Chan said that three to six months of residing in 

China would do the trick. “Usually after a year they end up being 

able to speak like the native Chinese.”

Immersion in order to speak fluent Mandarin, however, is the 

easy part.

In Mr Chan’s opinion, Singaporeans still lag behind when it 

comes to writing.

Fostering Cultural Understanding

Cultural understanding is also a matter of intuition which goes 

beyond just speaking the language. Said Mr Chan: “For instance, 
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For personal and professional reasons, Mr Seow Choke 
Meng did not hesitate to say yes when asked to helm the 
Campaign.

Professionally, the Executive Vice-President of Cultural 
Industry Promotion at Singapore Press Holdings (SPH) had 
been involved in organising Chinese cultural activities and 
engaging the Chinese community for the better part of his 
three-decade-long career with the company. 

Some of the initiatives he helped to bring about included 
Singapore’s first World Chinese Book Fair in 1986, the first 
River Hongbao Chinese New Year festivities in 1987 and 
the Chinese Cultural Festival.

Mr Seow is an active Chinese community and business 
leader and was a long-time board member of the National 
Arts Council for eight years. 

As a standing committee member of Singapore Chinese 
Chamber of Commerce & Industry, he shared that SCCCI 
has been very active in the promotion of Chinese language 
and culture. Its regular council meetings are conducted in 
Mandarin and the minutes are captured in Chinese too.

Personally, he and his family members have benefited 
from the Campaign. Mr Seow, a Chinese-stream Hua Yi 
Secondary schoolboy who graduated from the former 
University of Singapore with a Bachelor of Science 
(Honours) degree in 1974, is effectively bilingual in Mandarin 
and English.

Mr Seow Choke Meng
Media Veteran

When the campaign was first launched, his daughter was 
only two and he had just started work with the former Sin 
Chew Jit Poh as an administration and personnel manager. 
Sin Chew merged with another Chinese daily, Nanyang 
Siang Pau, to become Lianhe Zaobao in 1983.

The campaign helped to provide his daughter and two 
younger sons with a good bilingual environment at home 
and in school. They were constantly reminded of the 
importance of Mandarin.

“Though they speak no Hakka, my three children could 
switch effortlessly from English to Mandarin at home and 
at work today,” he said.

“As long as we use (the language) frequently and use it 
without fear, not only will we be able to master the language 
and speak good Mandarin, we will also be able to help 
create a conducive environment for picking it up.”

Speak Mandarin Book E steven all new text khl.indd   65 11/6/14   10:28 AM



064

Tanya 
Chua

Mr Seow added that the app “is for people with difficulty finding 

the right word – in conversations it’s easy, but in business, there 

are many instances where you can find yourself at a loss for 

words.”

Users of the app have found it helpful. Finance manager Sharon 

Lee said: “I like that you would be able to get the Chinese 

translation of local schemes such as Medisave or Workfare 

Bonus at just a tap – so you can explain it to the elderly, or even 

overseas visitors when they ask.” 

Use it or Lose it

The present Campaign Chairman Mr Seow hopes that more 

Chinese Singaporeans including civil servants will continue using 

Mandarin in their daily lives, even after the dust has settled on 

the campaign’s activities.

The theme of the campaign under his leadership has been: 

“Mandarin. It Gets Better With Use.”  The slogan was chosen 

to bring across the point that there is no shortcut to learning 

Mandarin well. Said Mr Seow: “One can listen, read, speak and 

write the language, but the key is still in using it.”

A mobile application “iHuayu” was introduced during the Speak Mandarin Campaign launch in 2012, as a resource that offers users bilingual 
business and Singapore-related terms that are frequently used in media.
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programmes and listening to Chinese radio are ways of learning 

by osmosis. Reading Chinese books, newspapers and even 

comics is yet another way.”

To that end, the campaign organised its first Parent-child Talent 

Competition in July 2013. The objective was for both parents 

and children to learn, have some fun and hopefully spark a 

family-wide interest in Mandarin.

One nine-year old participant, Cherelle Phee, was encouraged 

to take part simply because her parents could accompany her. 

Her parents, who were English-educated, also benefited. Her 

mother said: “It’s not just the job of the child to learn. Parents 

also need to learn alongside their children.”

On a national level, then-Minister Mentor Lee Kuan Yew set up a 

fund to promote bilingualism among pre-schoolers in November 

2011.

Mr Lee also launched his book, My Lifelong Challenge: 

Singapore’s Bilingual Journey. Sales of signed copies of the 

book – which he described as the “most important book” he has 

ever written, as it documented his struggles adopting a bilingual 

policy in a multiracial society – went towards the fund. 

Education Minister Heng Swee Keat pointed to the importance 

of starting young when he launched the campaign at the 

Singapore Management University (SMU) in July 2012.

He described meeting a group of Singaporean students in 

Beijing, who were attending Tsinghua University and working in 

Chinese companies at the same time. 
continue on page 49...

The Singaporeans had neither taken Higher Chinese nor were 

fluent Mandarin speakers; some seldom used Mandarin in 

Singapore. But they were game to be there, working and living 

in China and being immersed in the language.

Mr Heng said: “Having planted the early seeds of bilingualism 

in our students, we’ve provided them with the latent potential 

to speak Mandarin and operate in a Chinese-speaking 

environment.”

Apart from the interactive activities which carried on from past 

campaigns, including a campaign theme song contest, a video-

clip competition, a television quiz for students and an advertising 

blitz across the print, broadcast and new media, the organisers 

focused on new technology.

Leveraging Technology

Given the popularity of smartphones, the campaign launched a 

free iPhone app in July 2012 called iHuayu. Targeted at PMEBs 

(professionals, managers, executives and businessmen) who 

were sometimes at a loss for business-related words or phrases 

in Mandarin, iHuayu featured the Chinese equivalents of 50,000 

frequently used business terms such as “hot money” and “gross 

domestic product”. It could also translate terms commonly used 

in Singapore, like “Electronic Road Pricing” and “void deck”, into 

Chinese.

An Android phone version was later developed.

Referring to the app when launching the campaign, Mr Heng 

said: “Technology is a great leveller, and can be used to great 

effect in levelling up linguistic competencies.”
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2011-present: 
Moving into the Future

Holdings (SPH), strongly believes that parents play a critical 

role in helping their offspring learn and master Mandarin from a 

young age.

When Minister for Transport and Second Minister for Foreign 

Affairs Lui Tuck Yew launched the campaign on July 4, 2011, 

he said: “When your attitude to Chinese language, culture and 

history is one of fun, discovery and adventure, your children will 

also see the Chinese language and culture in the same light. 

For those who want to learn or encourage our children to use 

Mandarin in their daily lives, exposing them to Chinese television 

As the campaign moved beyond its 30th year, it embraced new 

technology in order to reach out to more young people. 

At the same time, the spotlight returned to the critical role played 

by parents. Increasing numbers of children who turned up in 

Primary 1 were growing up in homes where only English was 

spoken.

Parents Teaching Children

Campaign Chairman Mr Seow Choke Meng, Executive Vice-

President of Cultural Industry Promotion at Singapore Press 

Minister for Information, Communication and the Arts Lui Tuck Yew and Senior Minister of State, in the Ministry of Information, Communications 
and the Arts, and the Ministry of the Environment and Water Resources Grace Fu at the launch of the Speak Mandarin Campaign in 2011 with 
Promote Mandarin Council members.
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In the interview for this book, Ms Lim Sau Hoong elected 
to speak in Mandarin, liberally peppered with idioms and 
poetic turns of phrase which young working Singaporeans 
might have already left behind in their school textbooks.

“When people are unable to use language effectively to 
express the subtleties and complexities of their thoughts, 
they become culturally shallow,” said Ms Lim.

“Language is a weapon. If Singaporeans do not have this 
weapon, they cannot, in a manner of speaking, access the 
world.”

Learning Mandarin from the age of five, Ms Lim spent 
her primary school years winning inter-school Chinese 
oratorical and storytelling competitions. She was exposed 
to a diet of classic Chinese novels like Romance of the 
Three Kingdoms and English fare from Enid Blyton.

Graduating with a degree in Chinese Studies from the 
National University of Singapore, she was a Chinese 
Language teacher at Anglo-Chinese Junior College for a 
year before diving into the advertising world which proved 
to be the perfect platform for her talents.

What the Executive Creative Director at advertising agency 
10AM Communications brought to the campaign was 
years of award-winning advertising experience. She was 
responsible for the Guinness “Word of Wisdom” campaign 
which ran from 1989 to 1994 (featuring Hong Kong celebrity 
George Lam), and she received the President’s Design 

Ms Lim Sau Hoong
A Bilingual Advertising Veteran

Award in 2007. Her clients have included McDonald’s, 
Sony Ericsson, Sony, CapitaLand and China’s national TV 
station CCTV. Her work for the Bank of China has reaped 
more than 70 international awards.

She is recognised as a woman who has overcame 
discrimination in a male-dominated ad world to top 
the game. Her eloquence in Mandarin and English has 
undoubtedly helped pave her way into the huge Chinese 
market.

The mother of two sons tries to imbue the same love 
for all things Chinese in her children, by exposing them 
to Mandarin songs, television programmes and even to 
her work, with varying success. She mused: “I feel that 
this cannot be forced. The more you force, the more they 
reject.”
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A television advertisement, which for the first time featured 

non-Chinese people speaking Mandarin, made an immediate 

impact – both good and bad. The ad showed a United Nations 

of children from Singapore, France, Norway, Congo and Russia, 

as young as two years old, rattling off Chinese nursery rhymes 

and describing their hobbies in Beijing-accented Mandarin. The 

stars included the two young daughters of famed investor Jim 

Rogers, Happy and Bee.

For the featured children, Mandarin was their second or third 

language.

“I talked to their parents and they really felt that Chinese would 

be very important. They wanted their kids to compete with the 

Chinese,” recalled Ms Lim.

She made special mention of these children in her speech during 

the 2008 campaign launch: “These kids are all diligently learning 

Mandarin, yet Singapore parents feel that Mandarin is repulsive. 

But in 30 years’ time, when these kids and our kids are competing 

on the same world stage, will your kids be able to win?”

Viewers were suitably impressed: If even foreigners are taking 

Mandarin seriously and their children can speak it so perfectly, 

what about us? 

Others disapproved: They felt that the ads scoffed at Chinese 

Singaporeans who were unable to speak Mandarin. 

Chinese Challenge

Ms Lim and her team came up with other ways to engage its 

target audience.

Chinese Challenge was a 12-week online competition where 12 

questions were posted every week, in English and Mandarin, on 

the campaign website.

The multiple-choice questions covered a wide range of topics 

from culture and history to geography. The exercise of coming up 

with the questions proved to be a social event as many people 

gave feedback to the organisers. “Some old Nantah graduates 

even came up to say, I can do volunteer work for you to come 

up with questions!” said Ms Lim.

Instead of the expected 5,000 participants, Chinese Challenge 

drew 15,000 faithful followers. Through Chinese Challenge, they 

learnt for instance that the Internet phrase “wai lou” – a tilted 

building in Chinese – is often used by forum netizens to describe 

a chat that has veered off the topic of the original posting. Or 

that the phrase “mao shan”, as in “mao shan wang” durians, is 

derived from the Malay word musang, or civet cat.

At the end of 12 weeks, the competitors with the highest scores 

were invited to attend an audition where six finalists battled it out 

in a televised final. In 2009, nearly a million viewers tuned in to 

the final and the programme clinched the Best Variety Special at 

MediaCorp’s Star Awards 2009.

The televised finals also memorably featured politicians Lim 

Swee Say and Gan Kim Yong amongst many others, and Teo 

Ser Luck hamming it up as Bruce Lee. For the two years the 

show was televised, about ten politicians were featured in each  

show. Said Ms Lim: “Since the politicians were extremely 

supportive, it would be great to have them play cameos for  

the show.”
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In 2009, the campaign produced a series of television advertisements featuring non-Chinese children speaking Mandarin. 
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2008-2010: 
Making an Impact

If there’s one thing people remember from the campaign 

under Ms Lim Sau Hoong’s leadership, it’s a striking television 

advertisement. 

Featuring young children who were anything but Chinese 

speaking impeccable Beijing-accented Mandarin, it was the first 

time the campaign had showed speakers of Mandarin who were 

not ethnically Chinese. It drew both praises and disapprovals, 

but the sight and sound of blonde toddlers reciting Chinese 

poetry struck a chord.

Up until then, the campaign had always carefully and politely 

focused only on ethnic Chinese.

The impact of the ad was a reflection of Ms Lim’s grasp of the 

medium: The campaign’s only female Chairman to date was 

lauded a “bi-cultural ad wizard” in a June 1, 2008 Straits Times 

article introducing the advertising veteran as the new face of the 

campaign.

Recruiting an Advertising Guru

It was a job she did not want at first. The hunt for a new Chairman 

started when Mr Kenneth Tan joined the Media Development 

Authority. He could no longer assume the Chairman’s role as 

there was a conflict of interest. 

Ms Lim’s name topped the selection list. On her CV was the 

stand-out fact that the Executive Creative Director at advertising 

agency 10AM Communications – a company which she founded 

–  was the only Singaporean roped in to help Chinese film director 

Zhang Yimou orchestrate the beginning of the Beijing Olympics. 

Asked for her initial thoughts when asked to head the campaign, 

she said: “In my heart, I know that the campaign cannot change 

the mind-set of Singaporeans. It can only create a ripple. Or 

perhaps, my small contribution can inspire some people to 

embrace Mandarin. Singapore’s language policy cannot be 

reversed. But as a true blue Singaporean, I felt that I could do 

this small thing for Singapore.”

The advertising veteran added: “I’m also a media and advertising 

person. From a creative perspective, I thought it might be good 

to re-consider the whole campaign and give it a different spin.”

Campaign Challenges

Even though the campaign had been humming along for nearly 

30 years by the time Ms Lim took the hot seat, there was no 

letting up.

When then-Minister Mentor Lee Kuan Yew launched the 2009 

campaign on 17 March, he once again appealed to parents 

who were bilingual to speak to their children in Mandarin. He 

re-emphasised: “Nobody’s brain is 1,000 gigabytes. The most 

you have is 5 gigabytes. If you want your children to master 

Mandarin speak to them in Mandarin. Don’t worry about them 

learning English. They will pick it up in schools, they will meet 

Speak Mandarin Book E steven khl.indd   56 2/6/14   7:28 PM



055

Mr Kenneth Tan was involved in the campaign for 14 
years, starting from the time in 1994 when then-Chairman 
Ho Kwon Ping, tasked to target English-educated 
Singaporeans, approached him to join the committee by 
saying: “Kenneth, you are our target audience. Please join 
me.”

Therefore, when Mr Tan took over as Chairman in 2006, he 
had already helped to organise more than 10 campaigns. 

He strongly believed that sparking a desire to speak 
Mandarin had to be done via “fun” avenues such as films 
and songs. This was no doubt due to his background. Mr 
Tan, who became the Chairman of the Film Society when 
he was just 19, spent his career in films and media: He 
was Managing Director for movie chain Golden Village, 
Chairman of the Singapore Film Society and is currently 
an Assistant Chief Executive at the Media Development 
Authority.

The effectively bilingual Nanyang Primary alumnus credits 
his Chinese school background for his strong Mandarin 
foundation. In his day, all his subjects were taught in 
Chinese except the English language subject. To this 
day, he recites his mathematics multiplication tables in 
Mandarin.

On a personal level, chairing the campaign gave Mr Tan a 
valuable glimpse into how Government thinking translated 
into action on the ground. “In the process, my own 
Mandarin improved and till this day, I am still very close to 
many members of the Promote Mandarin Council.”

Mr Kenneth Tan
Campaign Veteran who Championed Film and Media
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Said Mr Tan: “We wanted to convert those who thought Chinese 

was ‘uncool’.”

In 2008, a Yang Sheng series of weekly English and Chinese 

talks, by Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM) practitioners who 

spoke on topics based on the Chinese philosophy of wellness, 

was launched. The speakers were also featured in a dedicated 

Yang Sheng series on Razor TV and MyPaper to reach out to 

both English and Mandarin-speaking audiences.

Capitalising on the fact that the Olympics in Beijing was  

around the corner in 2008, events were organised to put  

the spotlight on the fact that the biggest sporting event in the 

world was held in a Mandarin-speaking nation. In the lead-

up to the Olympics, campaign organisers teamed up with the  

Straits Times and Singapore Sports Council to run a  

sports-themed video series called “On Your Marc, Get Set, 

Go!”, where Straits Times Sports Correspondent Marc Lim was  

shown learning how to speak better Mandarin from national 

athletes whilst learning the sport. The video series was 

produced and shown on Razor TV. He also penned a  

weekly column in The Sunday Times on his efforts to learn 

and use Mandarin in a fun way. By the time he covered the 

Beijing Olympics, his standard of Mandarin had improved  

significantly.

The 2008 campaign launch was organised at an indoor football 

facility, The Cage, involving local sports stars like basketballer 

Michael Wong, shooter Vanessa Yong, footballer Shi Jia Yi, 

sailor Roy Tay and bowler Jazreel Tan.

Campaign Chairman Kenneth Tan’s “Music, Movies, Metaphors” strategy tapped on the wide appeal of Chinese pop culture. Zhao Wei Films 
produced a two-and-a-half minute MTV to encourage Chinese Singaporeans to learn Chinese. (Front row, from left) Producers Gary Goh, Tan 
Fong Cheng, actresses Yeo Yann Yann and Mindee Ong, songwriter Xiaohan and Eric Ng (back row).
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Campaign’s 3 Ms

While he was Chairman, Mr Tan explained that his strategy 

centred on what he called the 3 Ms: Movies, Music and 

Metaphors.

For instance, the 2006 campaign was launched with much 

fanfare when the theme song of the movie 881 – a Singaporean 

musical-comedy-drama about the Getai scene – was performed 

at the Golden Village cinema in VivoCity. The movie was later 

screened in theatres and became the top grossing locally-

produced movie in 2007. “We were working with our partners 

to engage our audience in their daily lives: For example, tapping 

into the wide appeal of Mandarin songs and movies, as well as 

attracting their interest with the beauty of idioms and metaphors.”

Some of these partners included Golden Village, the Singapore 

Media Academy, Eric Khoo’s Zhao Wei Films, song sheet 

producer Music Net, Eduplus Language Centre and MediaCorp 

Radio.

Karaoke fans could even sing Mandarin songs at karaoke outlet 

K Box at a discount during the campaign.

Mr Tan also added, “We learn best by osmosis and absorption. 

Music or singing is more participative. I personally know of 

people who don’t even understand what the lyrics of a song 

mean, but they can mouth almost phonetically perfectly the 

entire song. Imagine how potent that would be if you combine it 

with understanding.”

The former Managing Director of movie chain Golden Village, 

also championed Chinese movie screenings which were a hit 

with both young and old. He had organised these movie events 

in the 90s, even before he became Chairman, when he was a 

committee member.

He said: “Movies are great because they use language in 

context. It’s a conducive leisure activity. Although most people 

don’t watch movies to pick up the language, they pick it up 

anyway. It doesn’t take big or high-brow things to get people to 

be interested in the campaign. Language is fun and it should be 

campaigned that way.

 

“All we want is to put across a tone and manner that will make 

our target audience take a second look and say: ‘Hey, this is 

something different’.”

He however added a note of caution: “In re-positioning, we did 

not want to go totally to the other extreme, such that it becomes 

fun but frivolous. It’s fun, it’s upbeat, it’s relevant, it’s enjoyable. 

But it also has depth, it also has its roots.”

Other programmes included a story-telling competition for 

parents judged by children, a Huayu Cool songbook with hanyu 

pinyin lyrics, a Mandarin advertising slogan contest, a carnival 

and a Chinese digital film fest.

Design, Lifestyle and the Olympics

The following year in 2007, Mr Tan expanded his focus beyond 

movies and music to include design and lifestyle.

For instance, people could harness their artistic flair to design 

Chinese idioms on T-shirts in a contest. These would then be 

printed on the shirts by hip retail outlet, 77th Street, and Night 

and Day, a gallery-cum-bar in Selegie Road.
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2006-2007: 
Refreshing the Campaign

Night at a Boat Quay jazz club, Jazz@Southbridge. During 

the event, which was launched by then-Deputy Prime Minister 

Wong Kan Seng, Jacintha Abisheganaden belted out jazz tunes 

in Mandarin.

In his speech, Mr Wong urged Singaporeans to use Mandarin 

not in place of English, but in addition to it.

To Mr Kenneth Tan, Campaign Chairman in 2006 and 2007, 

his greatest challenge was keeping the campaign fresh for 

Singaporeans who had already gotten used to the annual event.

Programmes were geared toward engaging the young and 

English-educated. 

In 2006, for instance, the campaign launched Chinese Jazz 

Then-Deputy Prime Minister Wong Kan Seng singing at the finale during the launch of the Speak Mandarin Campaign at GV VivoCity in 2006.
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Educated in English at the then Dryburgh English School 
and Presbyterian Boy’s School, Professor Wee Chow Hou 
struggled to learn Chinese.

The Professor of Strategy and Marketing now teaches at 
the Nanyang Business School, Nanyang Technological 
University. He also writes and consults on Asian business 
practices. Prof Wee brushed up his Mandarin on his own 
when he was a PhD student at the University of Western 
Ontario in Canada, and later at the National University 
of Singapore where he started an MBA programme and 
various executive development programmes in Chinese.

Following his 10-year stint as campaign chief, he is 
convinced that when it comes to speaking Mandarin, 
parents play the most important role. “We must recognise 
the importance of parents when it comes to learning 
languages. If we give our children an easy way out, they 
will never try.”

Interestingly, Prof Wee is best known for distilling the 
wisdom of Sun Tzu’s Art of War, a Chinese military classic, 
into management principles and practices for modern 
corporate warriors. He is a world-renowned expert on this 
subject.

His two children, now aged 34 and 32, grew up in Canada 

Professor Wee Chow Hou 
An English-educated Academic Turned Mandarin Champion

but once back in Singapore, were sent to Chinese-
speaking kindergartens. The house was stocked with 
Chinese books and magazines, so the children could 
painlessly learn the language. 

Both went on to study Higher Chinese at primary and 
secondary schools and scored distinctions in them. They 
did so without private tuition but only under the watchful 
eyes of their mother who was also educated in English.
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foreign language in Singapore in 30-50 years’ time.

In 2002, the Chinese press submitted a proposal to the 

Government on how to arrest falling standards of Mandarin. The 

editors from Lianhe Zaobao, Lianhe Wanbao and Shin Min Daily 

gave recommendations on how to get young people interested 

in the language.

The campaign was also set against a larger backdrop of several 

major educational reviews, as the Government and teachers 

struggled to find the best way to “teach” Chinese. 

From increasing the difficulty and cultural content of textbooks 

to simplifying the Chinese syllabus so that Chinese words might 

be taught in English, getting young Chinese Singaporeans to be 

engaged with their mother tongue continues to be a conundrum 

tied to a multiplicity of influencing factors, even today.

Looking back, Professor Wee is most proud of how the campaign, 

during his tenure, adapted to the times. “We successfully gave a 

‘futuristic twist’ to our approach. We tried to bring an awareness 

of the importance of speaking Mandarin and learning Chinese, 

and I think we succeeded.”

PM Lee Hsien Loong at the launch of the Speak Mandarin Campaign on November 5, 2005. A bilingual feature, Cool Speak was introduced in the 
Straits Times, and a pocket-sized Cool Speak Chinese-English guidebook presented to guests at the event.
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knowledge of Mandarin has become an economic asset and 

this has provided the added advantage and urgency for English-

speaking PMEs (professionals, managers and executives) to 

take learning Mandarin more seriously.”

In 2005, the 172-page Mandarin pocket dictionary titled 

Cool Speak: Your personal guide to speaking Mandarin, was 

published by The Straits Times.

Dialect Revival

Interestingly, it was during this time that dialects quietly re-

entered Singapore society. In the late 90s, the authorities started 

allowing piecemeal dialect programmes on cable television. In 

local 1998 movie, Money No Enough, Hokkien features in its 

dialogue 80 per cent of the time. Director Jack Neo said at 

the time that the movie – which revolved around three friends 

who had no money and who started a business together – was 

mostly in Hokkien as that was how the lower-income groups 

spoke. It was a huge hit.

The chairman, Prof Wee, did not see this as a challenge, 

unlike some he termed “over-enthusiasts”. “They were 

so concerned about the speak Mandarin theme that they 

became very worried when dialect started creeping in. I felt 

that in response, we should show that we had arrived and 

that we should be confident and magnanimous enough to  

accept dialects without thinking that it would compromise 

Mandarin.”

Continuing Challenge

Despite the campaign’s best efforts, however, the bigger 

persistent challenge was that for the younger generation of 

Chinese Singaporeans, English continued to rise in dominance.

Children from Mandarin-speaking homes fell from 70 per cent 

in 1989 to 54 per cent in 1999. At the same time, children from 

English-speaking homes rose from 26 per cent in 1990 to 42 

per cent in 1999. 

During these years, heavy-weight politicians spoke out often 

and passionately about the subject.

In 1997, at his National Day Rally speech, then-Prime Minister 

Goh Chok Tong spoke of the need to reproduce a core group 

of Chinese Singaporeans steeped in Chinese culture, history, 

literature and the arts. He emphasised that a Chinese language 

elite was necessary to keep alive the country’s heritage: “The 

sense of rootedness and identity, the social instinct to work 

together and help the less successful, the self-confidence of 

belonging to an ancient civilisation, have helped Singapore to 

hold together socially and politically.”

In 1998, then-Minister for Information and the Arts George Yeo, 

in his speech to launch the campaign, said: “If the majority of 

Chinese Singaporeans use Chinese, not as the mother tongue 

but as a second language, not used at home but taught only 

in school, the nature of our society will change and it will be 

for the worse. Therefore, the objective of the Speak Mandarin 

Campaign today is not only to establish Mandarin as the 

preferred language over dialects, but also as a high language for 

Chinese Singaporeans.”

In 2000, two Chinese language experts interviewed in The 

Straits Times even suggested that Chinese may become a 
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Said Prof Wee: “The challenge was not in getting people to 

speak Mandarin. The greater challenge was in getting them to 

speak good Mandarin and by that I mean 100 per cent Mandarin 

in one sentence. Not a mixture of Mandarin, Malay, dialects and 

English.”

The campaign also went deeper into the cultural angle. Even 

though this had been touched on in previous years, the campaign 

embraced it more fully from 2001. The slogan was: “Mandarin. 

Window to Chinese Culture”. Said Prof Wee at the time: “Culture 

can bring a deeper appreciation of the language. So if you are 

able to appreciate Chinese culture, you will be challenged to 

broaden your vocabulary.”

Launching the campaign that year, then-Information and Arts 

Minister Lee Yock Suan said: “Our common working language 

is English but our mother tongue provides us with vital links to 

our roots and identity. It gives us a world-view that complements 

the perspective of the English-speaking world. Proficiency in 

Chinese will also enable us to absorb the richness of the original 

Chinese stories and literary works which are lost in translation. 

It will help us appreciate more deeply our cultural heritage and 

values.”

 

The economic value of Mandarin became more pronounced 

as China grew in prominence. In 2003, the Promote Mandarin 

Council said in a statement: “With the emergence of China, the 

Then-Minister for Information, Communications and the Arts Dr Lee Boon Yang (centre) at the launch of the Speak Mandarin Campaign in 2003 
at MOX bar. 

Speak Mandarin Book E steven khl.indd   48 2/6/14   7:27 PM



047

Then-Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong noted in his 1999 National 

Day Rally address that Singaporeans were speaking a form 

of bastardised Mandarin. “I notice that a form of Singapore 

Mandarin is creeping in. I call this chap chye Mandarin. This is 

Singlish’s counterpart. It is a mixture of dialects and Mandarin 

with English words thrown in.”

In 1998, the campaign’s first Chairman Ow Chin Hock noted 

that the standard of written Mandarin had fallen over 20 years. 

In 1999, there was even talk of getting the young to read 

Chinese newspapers. Then-Minister for Education Teo Chee 

Hean cited sobering figures from Lianhe Zaobao – the proportion 

of its readers under the age of 30 had plunged from 35 per 

cent in 1989, to 20 per cent in 1999. He said that creating an 

environment where Chinese Singaporeans spoke Mandarin was 

not enough. They had to be encouraged to also read Chinese 

materials.

With mounting concern over the quality of spoken Mandarin, the 

2001 campaign focused not only on the need to speak Mandarin, 

but also the need to speak good Mandarin. This marked the first 

time the campaign put the spotlight on the quality of spoken 

Mandarin.

Then-Minister for Information and the Arts George Yeo, with Chairman of Promote Mandarin Council Prof Wee Chow Hou visiting the “Window to 
Mandarin” (Hua Zong Wang) exhibition held in conjunction with the launch of 1998 Speak Mandarin Campaign at Suntec City.
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featuring 24 animated Chinese fables and parables. The 

campaign’s online outreach efforts won it an Outstanding 

Applications award from the National Computer Board in June 

1998.

Several months later, when then-Minister for Information and 

the Arts George Yeo launched the year’s campaign, he unveiled 

Hua Zong Wang, a one-stop gateway to a world of Chinese 

Internet resources. Those who wanted to access it would get a 

free Chinese starter CD kit, which included a Chinese viewer and 

which allowed for hanyu pinyin input. Once plugged in, users 

could visit a virtual “comic café” for comics lovers, a “media 

stand” offering hourly updates from international wire agencies 

and even a “wedding court” which allowed brides to book their 

wedding gowns online. It was also linked to 12,000 overseas 

Chinese websites.

In 2002, the campaign, capitalising on the growing gaming 

culture, even launched an online multi-player strategy game 

called Century of Three Kingdoms.

The website, offering regularly refreshed content and online 

contests, also helped the campaign to move beyond its 

traditional one-month, once-a-year timeframe. Speaking to the 

Straits Times in a 1999 interview, Campaign Chairman Prof 

Wee said that “the Speak Mandarin Campaign is no longer a  

one-month event every September. We want to give the public 

a constant reminder all year round.”

Quantity to Quality

Beyond just speaking basic Mandarin, the spotlight was widened 

to focus on other aspects. 

centres and music. We have to make learning Mandarin a 

pleasure, not a chore.”

Prof Wee, in a recent interview, said: “Speaking Mandarin was 

deemed to be archaic and old-fashioned. So we moved out of 

our comfort zone, changed the logos and programmes, made it 

more trendy and modern.”

Efforts were also made to reach out to parents. In 2006, they 

could undergo training in story-telling at national libraries, and 

then take part in a family storytelling competition.

Riding the Internet Wave

With growing Internet penetration rates, the campaign 

significantly stepped up its online presence during this time.

While a website for the campaign was first set up in 1995, the 

Internet was the main theme of the 1997 campaign. Its focus 

was on getting English-educated Chinese Singaporeans to surf 

Chinese websites, so they would not only speak Mandarin but 

read it. The logo that year was designed to resemble a computer 

icon, with a cursor pointing at it. On television, celebrities James 

Lye and Wong Li-Lin were shown in advertisements surfing 

Chinese Internet websites at a cybercafé.

Said Prof Wee in an interview then: “When we think of Chinese, 

we think of the calligraphy brush. We should move away from 

that and think of modern, exciting ways of learning Chinese. We 

are going into a very exciting era of trying to learn Mandarin in an 

‘upmarket’ and modern IT environment.”

The website became more interactive and interesting, even 
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Pagar Road. The choice of venue was significant as organisers 

wanted to send the signal that speaking Mandarin was trendy.

In his speech, Dr Lee said: “Being able to speak Mandarin is 

fast becoming a necessity for Chinese Singaporeans. A good 

command of Mandarin will enhance communication between 

fellow Chinese Singaporeans and improve appreciation of the 

Chinese arts, culture and heritage. It can also help to open up 

opportunities in the rapidly expanding Chinese economy. It 

is thus of vital economic and social importance that Chinese 

Singaporeans make the effort to brush up on Mandarin, and to 

use it as often as possible in order not to lose it.”

Movies continued to feature strongly in the campaign, testament 

to then-committee member Kenneth Tan’s unwavering belief 

that it was easier to fall in love with a language via entertainment. 

Every year, the campaign featured either a movie festival or a 

headlining family-friendly movie (usually a Disney cartoon) in 

Mandarin.

A Chinese exhibition was also organised for several years, 

from 1998. These two-day “Window to Mandarin” exhibitions 

featured vendors who offered Chinese language classes, sold 

Chinese books, Chinese educational CD-ROMs, Chinese 

computer software and other resources, to pique an interest in 

all things Chinese. The objective was “to shift the direction of 

the campaign to providing practical support,” as Professor Wee 

Chow Hou, who was then Campaign Chairman, pointed out in 

an interview.

Much effort was made to engage English-speaking Chinese 

Singaporeans.

In 2004, for the first time since the campaign was launched, a 

bilingual slogan was used: Hua Yu cool (华语 Cool; Mandarin 

is cool), which sought to convey the message that Mandarin 

was a part of every day life rather than a difficult language to 

learn. Singapore artist Tan Swie Hian supported the campaign 

by creating a 华语 Cool image which incorporated the campaign 

slogan against a Chinese painting of red flowers.

To appeal to young English readers, a new bilingual feature 

called Cool Speak was introduced in the Straits Times, the most 

widely-read English newspaper in Singapore. Appearing once 

a week, it explained Chinese phrases culled from sports and 

entertainment events, local and foreign news as well as lyrics of 

popular songs, and informed readers on how to pronounce and 

use them. 

The feature evolved to a weekly human-interest interview on 

English-speaking Singaporeans who were motivated by their 

hobbies, work or interest in Chinese culture to use Mandarin 

in their lives. Cool Speak was well-received by Straits Times 

readers and continued for several years. A 172-page pocket-

sized Chinese-English guidebook was also published.

It was also a first when English news anchor Melissa Hyak  

surprised audiences by reading the first segment of the Channel 

NewsAsia 9.30pm news in Mandarin on the day the 2003 

campaign was launched.

On the approach to engage its target audience, a spokesman for 

the Promote Mandarin Council explained in 2000: “Nowadays, 

people are a lot more outgoing. To reach them, we have to use 

creative means like movies, webchats, activities at shopping 
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1997-2006: 
Engaging the People

Engagement Efforts

During this period, campaign activities included xinyao concerts, 

story-telling competitions, the launching of Mandarin music CDs, 

a pop concert which featured William Soh and other singers, 

and a four-part gameshow featuring artistes like Sharon Au 

and Allan Wu. In 2005, organisers even managed to “sneak” in 

15-minute sets of Chinese music into night clubs so party-goers 

could groove to Chinese music.

In 2003, the campaign was launched by then-Minister for 

Communications, Information and the Arts Dr Lee Boon Yang at a 

hip-and-happening night spot, the MOX Bar and Cafe in Tanjong 

As the campaign continued to appeal to the growing numbers 

of English-educated Chinese Singaporeans to speak Mandarin, 

it became increasingly accessible and friendly.

The campaign’s celebrity ambassadors did not only speak 

Mandarin. They often admitted to how they once used to speak 

Mandarin badly, and how they successfully got up to scratch.

Programmes were designed to be interactive and fun, to 

hopefully spark a self-directed passion for the language. These 

were also increasingly tailored towards the young, many of 

whom were now growing up speaking English at home.

Local singer, Joi Chua and Chinese rap-rock band Chou Pi Jiang were the ambassadors for the Speak Mandarin Campaign in 2004.
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counterparts if they fumble while using the language. Help them.

A Soft-Sell Approach

Well-aware that the target audience had a different mind-set 

from an earlier generation of Singaporeans, the committee took 

a different tack with its messaging. It wanted the campaign to be 

light-hearted, humorous and fun.

Said Mr Ho: “For the modern professional class of English-

speaking Singaporeans, we cannot use heavy, exhortative 

messages which smack of ‘propaganda’ but instead we have 

to ‘soft-sell’ our message, like sophisticated advertising. There 

must be an element of ‘fun’ in the campaign.”

“We must not scare off our audience by making the hurdle too 

high. We should attract them to access Chinese culture – and 

Mandarin in the process – through easy-to-digest things like 

Chinese TV shows and movies, and so forth.”

The “new” campaign stamped its identity from the day of the 

launch when, for the first time, it was held in the form of a charity 

gala dinner at the Shangri-La Hotel. Previously, the campaign 

launches had been held at the Singapore Conference Hall. 

The head of the 1994 campaign launch committee Ms Pang 

Cheng Lian said that the “formal atmosphere” of the Singapore 

Conference Hall was not attractive to the English-educated. The 

Shangri-La dinner, which was sponsored by the hotel, aimed 

to raise $150,000 from the dinner proceeds to fund Chinese 

cultural activities.

An advertising agency was also roped in to design the 

campaign’s messages. After a four-way pitch, Leo Burnett, a 

top international ad agency, won the account.

The overall theme during Mr Ho’s chairmanship was one of 

balance. This was conveyed in witty ways. One poster, for 

instance, showed a floral umbrella and Chinese paper umbrella 

with the words “Widen your coverage”. Another showed half 

a Chinese drum spliced against half a Western drum with the 

tagline, “Drum up opportunities”.

For the first time, the campaign’s message was also printed on 

50,000 stored-value MRT farecards.

Well aware that one of the most effective means of language 

exposure is through entertainment, the organisers brought in 

many Chinese movies, a practice which continued in later years. 

In 1994, a Mandarin film week was held at cinema multiplex 

Yishun 10, featuring films like Judou and Return to a Better 

Tomorrow. The Mandarin version of Disney cartoon The Lion 

King was also screened in Singapore before it was shown in 

China and Taiwan. The next year, the campaign was launched at 

the Golden Village Marina cineplex, featuring the world premiere 

of The Story of Ajin by acclaimed Hong Kong film director  

Ann Hui.

Mr Kenneth Tan, who was then a member of the committee but 

who would later step up to the Chairman post, said: “Cinema-

going is a painless way of exposing oneself to a language.” 

The campaign went online for the first time in 1995, in response 

to the soaring Internet penetration rate and to better engage 

its target audience. Campaign organisers also hoped that 

Speak Mandarin Book E steven khl.indd   41 10/6/14   4:17 AM



040

Tanya 
Chua

educated Chinese Singaporeans to use more Mandarin.”

He lauded the Chinese-educated Singaporeans who went 

out of their way to promote Mandarin without offending other 

Singaporeans.

And then there was the appointment of Mr Ho Kwon Ping, 

a high-profile businessman who had until then conducted 

his media interviews in English because he had insisted his 

Mandarin was not up to par. In his two years of service as the 

Council’s chairman, he became something of a poster boy 

for the campaign as his outspoken views and fresh approach 

earned him reams of newspaper coverage.

Shifting the Target

Under Mr Ho’s leadership, the campaign had two objectives: 

To encourage English-educated Singaporeans to speak more 

Mandarin, and to convince them that they had to master their 

own language to understand their culture well.

The message which consequently emerged to the English-

educated Chinese was: Don’t be shy to speak Mandarin.

At the same time, the message to those who were already 

fluent in Mandarin was: Do not laugh at your English-educated 

The Speak Mandarin Campaign reached out to English-educated Chinese Singaporeans from 1994 to 1996, during which Mr Ho Kwon Ping 
(seated) was the Campaign Chairman.
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1994-1996: 
A Transformation

In 1994, the Speak Mandarin Campaign underwent perhaps its 

most dramatic transformation in its 35-year history. 

The thinking behind the 1994 campaign, its target audience, 

the demographic of the organisers, the approach and even 

its programmes were a marked departure from the preceding  

15 years.

Why was there a need for change?

Increasingly, the language being used by Chinese Singaporean 

at home and at work, was English, and not Mandarin.

While the campaign had succeeded brilliantly in persuading 

Singaporeans to avoid dialects, those who were eschewing their 

The slogan for the Speak Mandarin Campaign in 1994 was “Mandarin, Use It Or Lose It.”
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Mr Ho Kah Leong, a politician and artist, led the campaign 
for 11 years. He was the campaign’s longest-running 
Chairman.

Mr Ho started his career as a teacher at Nan Chiau High 
School in 1965, then became a Member of Parliament for 
Jurong in 1966.

The accomplished painter has also served as Parliamentary 
Secretary in various ministries.  

In what is perhaps an indication of the mettle of the man, 
he once said: “A campaign that is done quietly is not a 
campaign and will never be effective as one.”

In a 1989 Straits Times interview which labeled him “Mr 
Mandarin” for his role in fronting the campaign, Mr Ho, 
when asked on what impact the campaign has made 
under his tenure, said: “The campaign has removed the 
psychological barrier involved in using the language, 
particularly over the Government service counter.”

But his ending note was that there could be no letting up in 
the campaign’s efforts to encourage Chinese Singaporeans 
to speak Mandarin. “Our ultimate aim is to make Mandarin 
the common language in the Chinese community,” said Mr 
Ho, who memorably kicked off the campaign’s Mandarin 
Karaoke Championships in 1992 with a slow Mandarin 
number.

Mr Ho Kah Leong 
The Campaign’s Longest-running Chairman
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Then-Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong had to step in to assure 

Singaporeans that English was still the working language of the 

nation, and Acting Minister for Information and the Arts George 

Yeo promised that the next year’s campaign would be less 

“tense” and “more fun and lively”.

It was. The theme for 1991 – “Mandarin for Chinese Singaporeans: 

More than a language” – was supported by a beauty contest, 

karaoke competition and cross-talk events.

But 1990 was not the only speed bump in the campaign’s 

history. A greater challenge loomed on the horizon.

The Rising Challenge

After the 1980s, a new breed of English-educated Chinese 

Singaporeans emerged, who, while not speaking the dialects 

they may have encountered in their childhood, were not 

speaking Mandarin either. Instead, they were most comfortable 

with English, the main working language both of the nation and 

the world.

Indeed, statistics from the Education Ministry showed that the 

percentage of children entering primary school who spoke 

Mandarin at home reached a peak in 1989, then started falling 

to 67.9 per cent (1990), 66.6 per cent (1991) and 64.7 per cent 

(1992).

Conversely, the percentage of those who spoke English at home 

was steadily rising: from a low 9 per cent in 1980, it leapt to 26.3 

per cent in 1990, 28.6 per cent (1991) and 31.1 per cent (1992).

In response, the campaign shifted its focus from the hawker 

centre communities and public transport workers that were the 

target groups of previous years, to white-collar workers after 

1988.

When then-Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew launched the campaign 

in 1989, he appealed to Chinese professionals, businessmen, 

industrialists and senior civil servants to use more Mandarin in 

order to raise the social status of the language. 

On a television programme in October 1989, he made his 

appeal on sentimental grounds. He said the campaign has to 

get people “emotionally attached” to Mandarin. “So we go back 

to our roots – more than 4,000 years of history. This is a part of 

us.”

A Turning Point

In 1992, when then-Deputy Prime Minister Ong Teng Cheong 

launched the campaign, he acknowledged that it was at a turning 

point. It would henceforth focus on English-speaking rather than 

dialect-speaking members of the Chinese community.

Referring to the rising rate of English usage in the average 

Chinese Singaporean household, he said: “If this trend continues, 

Mandarin may one day lose its influence in society. This means 

that Chinese children will use English when they grow up. Their 

understanding of the mother tongue will either be limited or 

totally absent.”

Since then, English-speaking Chinese Singaporeans have 

remained the key focus of the campaign. It has remained so for 

the past 23 years.
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In response to all these attempts to make Mandarin more 

accessible, there was some concern that cultural values and 

roots were being diluted.

But then-Campaign Chairman Mr Ho Kah Leong, addressing 

Parliament in his capacity as the Senior Parliamentary Secretary 

for Education, responded that these moves had helped students 

to learn Mandarin better and faster.

Economic Imperative

Another impetus which underscored the campaign’s relevance 

emerged in the mid-80s. As it became apparent that China would 

soon shape up to be one of the world’s economic superpowers, 

it became economically attractive to speak Mandarin.

When then-Second Deputy Prime Minister Ong Teng Cheong 

launched the campaign on September 29, 1985, he spoke not 

only about the cultural value of Mandarin, but of its economic 

value. “With further development in China, the economic value 

of Mandarin will increase,” said Mr Ong.

He then cited examples of multi-national companies which were 

looking to employ people who were bilingual in English and 

Mandarin, to undertake negotiations in China.

In 1988, then-Minister for Trade and Industry and Second 

Minister for Defence Lee Hsien Loong reiterated the same 

point when he launched the campaign. Mandarin, he said, was 

becoming more useful as a business language.

From then on, China’s economic liberalisation would become a 

source of motivation for Singaporeans to learn Mandarin.

A Glowing 10-year Report

By 1990, it was clear that the campaign had achieved its aim 

of replacing dialects with Mandarin: The population census 

showed that between 1980 and 1990, Chinese households 

using Mandarin as the predominant household language rose 

from 13 per cent to 30 per cent. Households using dialects fell 

from 76 per cent to 48 per cent. 

In market and hawker centres, those using Mandarin rose from 

1.2 per cent in 1979 to 21.9 per cent in 1989, which was the 

campaign’s 10th anniversary.

That year, news reports on the campaign lauded its stunning 

success in shifting the spoken language of the average Chinese 

Singaporean from dialects to Mandarin.

An editorial by Deputy Chief Editor of Lianhe Zaobao, Goh  

Nguen Wah, published on September 30, 1990, stated: 

“Judging from the results of the campaign, Chinese 

Singaporeans are realistic and have the spirit of innovation. 

They do not cling to their old ways but are prepared to adapt to 

changing times and environments…Most accept that the Speak  

Mandarin Campaign is a far-sighted and innovative social 

campaign.”

Challenges remained. The campaign’s organisers were given a 

stinging reminder of the emotional connection that people have 

with language, when its 1990 campaign was met with anger 

and derision in some quarters. Specifically, its slogan – “If you’re 

Chinese, make a statement in Mandarin” – offended ethnic 

minorities and the English-educated Chinese, whose protests 

then drew the ire of the Chinese community.

Speak Mandarin Book E steven khl.indd   35 10/6/14   4:17 AM



034

Tanya 
Chua

Hanyu pinyin – English phonetic transcriptions of Chinese 

characters – made it easier for many to start speaking Mandarin.

The Rise of Hanyu Pinyin

In an October 1982 Straits Times article titled “Campaign was 

turning point in clerk’s life”, Susan Gwee, a clerk, said hanyu 

pinyin had helped her to read Chinese. Even though she had 

studied Chinese in Primary One and Two, she came from a non-

Chinese speaking background and eventually studied Malay in 

school.

In the 1980s, hanyu pinyin, which had already found its way into 

schools, was progressively integrated into mainstream society.

Chinese businessmen were encouraged to register the names 

of their businesses in hanyu pinyin, even though the Registry 

of Companies and Businesses made it clear that it would not 

“compel” them to do so as they might do business with other 

ethnic communities or with companies in other countries.

In daily life, hanyu pinyin names replaced dialect transliterations 

in many areas, from the description of food items on signboards 

to the names of new companies, HDB new towns, streets and 

buildings. For instance, Tekka Market became Zhujiao Market.

In 1982, in conjunction with the campaign, it became compulsory 

for Chinese Singaporeans to register their children’s names in 

hanyu pinyin: Teo Geok Boey was known as Zhang Yumei in 

school, for instance. 

This continued to cause controversy years down the line as 

some parents were not comfortable with “changing” their 

dialect family surnames which linked them to their ancestral 

roots. But it has inadvertently led to a generation of Chinese 

Singaporean children growing up with two or three names, 

and whose identity cards reflect their hanyu pinyin names in 

brackets behind their dialect names. Chinese script was also 

simplified.

In 1990, the campaign slogan “If you’re Chinese, make a statement in Mandarin” offended some ethnic minorities. Then-Prime Minister Goh 
Chok Tong, seen here at the launch of the Speak Mandarin Campaign at the Singapore Conference Hall in 1993, reassured Singaporeans that 
English was still the nation’s working language.
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memorable Speak Mandarin Campaign slogans, television 

commercials and song filmlets. A whole generation of 

Singaporeans grew up with catchy Speak Mandarin Campaign 

jingles such as “Da jia shuo hua yu”, which continue to ring in 

their memories even today.

In 1986, pop culture was woven into the campaign for the first 

time as xinyao singers such as Liang Wenfu and Huang Huizhen 

were roped in to boost the appeal of Mandarin through their 

folksy tunes. In 1988, local English-educated television stars 

like Chen Xiuhuan, Zheng Wanling and Li Nanxing revealed in 

the press that they had initial reservations about using Mandarin 

during filming, but subsequently overcame it with constant 

practice.

Mass media proved to be an effective avenue to reach out 

to Singaporeans. Mandarin lessons were broadcast on 

television and radio. In 1982, the then-Singapore Broadcasting 

Corporation (SBC) came up with five-minute blocks of simple 

conversational Mandarin lessons interspersed with programmes 

called Everyday Mandarin. 

In 1989, on the 10th anniversary of the campaign, the SBC roped 

in children from 10 top schools to film a 10-episode television 

series Fun with Mandarin, screened on Saturdays at 3pm. The 

objective was for the young to teach the young: the children 

sang songs, performed sketches and recited poetry.

Dr Gwee Yee Hean, a management consultant and leading 

Chinese intellectual, gave his opinion on how the campaign 

had evolved in a August 29, 1992 Straits Times article: “It was 

a less confrontational, more coaxing approach. The message 

was ‘look at what you stand to gain instead of what you stand 

to lose’. That made the campaign more appealing to a new 

generation of Singaporeans.”

But the results achieved in the campaign’s first decade were not 

only due to canny messaging and creative outreach.

Mandarin was promoted in government departments like the Registry of Companies and Business in the 1980s.
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1982-1993: 
Growing Success

As the campaign gathered momentum in the early 1980s, it 

focused on different segments of the Singapore population each 

year.

This included hawkers and customers of markets and food 

centres, public transport workers, and later patrons and service 

staff in restaurants and shopping centres.

Civic groups and other organisations joined hands with the 

campaign organisers to reinforce the message.  The campaign’s 

theme for 1982 was “Speak Mandarin at your Workplace”, and it 

was jointly organised by the committee and the National Trades 

Union Congress.

Government ministries and some private sector organisations 

also ran their own in-house Speak Mandarin drives in conjunction 

with the campaign. These included the Housing and Development 

Board and Public Utilities Board – in 1988, both agencies provided 

90-minute Mandarin classes during office hours for their staff, 

who had to pass an examination at the end of the year. Those 

who failed had to reimburse the cost of the course.

During the campaign months, volunteers, Members of Parliament 

and grassroots workers distributed publicity materials by hand all 

over the island to homes, markets, food centres and shops.

Mr Ho Kah Leong, who was Campaign Chairman from 1982 

to 1993, said in an interview that the success of the campaign 

during his tenure was due to grassroots support, which had 

helped to spread the campaign beyond the civil service to the 

rest of the community.

Creative Messaging

Beyond pamphlets, the campaign began to explore more creative 

channels of communication during this decade.

Promotional initiatives became more interactive. Instead of a one-

way top-down approach where the Government was perceived 

to be doling out propaganda, members of the community were 

involved in story-telling, singing, and oratorical contests, as well 

as debates and talent shows.

The technology of the day was used to help Singaporeans learn 

Mandarin. Conversational Mandarin lessons were developed by 

the campaign secretariat and the Ministry of Education in 1979, 

accessible by telephone or through cassette tapes available 

for purchase. Between 1980 and 1989, over 83,000 sets of 

Mandarin lessons on cassette tapes were sold.

The response to a 24-hour Dial-for-Mandarin service, launched 

on May 24, 1983, was overwhelming: many people who dialled 

3395577, the hotline number, could not get through on the first 

day. Six years later in 1989, the hotline reached a record 50,000 

calls a day.

These years also saw the beginnings of some of the most 
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108 people signed off on a petition letter dated October 26, 

1979, which argued: “Many of the witty exchanges in Cantonese 

cannot be well-expressed in Mandarin. In the end, the whole 

show will not be as spicy.”

The last dialect drama to be shown on Singapore television was 

the Cantonese drama serial, The Brothers. It attracted over a 

million viewers over the age of 15 according to research data, 

and it ended its run in January 1982.

On the overall tone of the letters, Dr Ow recalled: “People 

rebuked the Government, saying that the entertainment value of 

the serials would decline after dubbing. Some even said that it 

amounted to robbing the older generation of their entertainment.”

Along with television programmes, there was a ban on dialect 

programmes and commercials on the radio and in the cinema. 

Local radio stations and Rediffusion – which featured master 

Cantonese storyteller Lee Dai Sor’s programme – ceased all 

dialect programmes by the end of 1982.

However, phasing out dialects in the mass media was a key 

enabler of the campaign, for it allowed Mandarin to penetrate 

the homes. At the time, according to the 1980 census, there 

was a television set in 90 per cent of Singapore homes and 65 

per cent watched television every day.

“Television was a very influential medium with which to create 

a Mandarin-speaking environment and we could not let dialect 

programmes get in the way,” said Mr Lee Kuan Yew. “Our 

decision was criticised as cruel and lacking in compassion for 

elderly viewers, but it was the correct thing to do, as otherwise the  

Speak Mandarin Campaign could not penetrate homes. I am 

therefore grateful to the many older Singaporeans for their 

sacrifice.”

The campaign faced opposition from some, but there were others, like these members of the Parent-Teacher Association of St Michael’s School, 
who voluntarily met twice weekly to learn basic Mandarin.
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Said another Singaporean: “Since the campaign was started, I 

have more courage now to use Mandarin in these places.”

Targeting Civil Servants

In order to help conversations begin in Mandarin, the Government 

asked civil servants to be role models.

Two weeks after the campaign was launched, Head of Civil 

Service Mr Sim Kee Boon sent out a circular instructing Chinese 

staff to refrain from using dialects during office hours, and to use 

Mandarin instead when speaking with Chinese members of the 

public. Even if the response was in dialect, they were to persist 

in speaking Mandarin. 

These civil servants wore badges saying “I can speak Mandarin”. 

In 1981, 50,000 such badges were given out. 

Internally, all the government ministries formed their own 

committees to promote Mandarin. Classes in conversational 

Mandarin were started for ethnic Chinese civil servants who were 

not proficient and wanted to learn the language. By 1989, over 

4,000 civil servants had taken these classes. Passing Mandarin 

proficiency tests became a condition for promotion.

Civil servants were also asked to speak Mandarin in a social 

setting, in order to seed a Mandarin-speaking environment in 

the wider community.

The Government, however, was mindful to avoid too heavy-

handed an approach. Mr Sim, in a Straits Times article on 

September 25, 1979, said: “When dealing with the public, 

our objective must be to encourage, not compel, the use of 

Mandarin. Courtesy and common sense must prevail.”

Teething Pains

Initially, as with anything new, some found the campaign a bitter 

pill to swallow.

According to Dr Ow Chin Hock, who led the campaign from 1979 

to 1981, three main groups were opposed to the campaign:

•	 Older Chinese Singaporeans who were emotionally attached 

	 to the dialects which they used in their daily lives, and who  

	 believed it would be difficult to learn a new language.

•	 English-educated Chinese Singaporeans who thought  

	 English was superior and considered Mandarin a lower-class  

	 language.

•	N on-Chinese who were worried that the campaign would  

	 push them to the sidelines.

Mr Lee Kuan Yew, in his book My Lifelong Challenge:  

Singapore’s Bilingual Journey, also noted that the Chinese clan 

associations were initially resistant as their organisations were 

dialect-based. 

On the ground, the change which probably raised the greatest 

outcry in the initial months was the dubbing of Hong Kong 

drama serials from Cantonese into Mandarin.

Specifically at the point of the campaign launch, the hugely 

popular TV series Heaven Sword and Dragon Sabre was being 

screened weekly. Passionate letters arguing for a repeal of the 

dubbing policy were sent in to both the English and Chinese 

newspapers.
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1979-1981: 
The Early Years

Once the gong was sounded, the national machinery was swiftly 

activated to welcome the Speak Mandarin Campaign.

The annual campaign would take the form of an intensive  

month-long publicity blitz, supported by materials such as 

posters, banners and pamphlets.

First-year Mission

The mission in the first and early years of the campaign was 

clear: Get Chinese Singaporeans who could already speak 

Mandarin, but who were more comfortable with speaking the 

other Chinese dialects, to switch to Mandarin instead.

Interestingly, news articles at the time suggested that many 

could in fact speak Mandarin but were actually too shy to initiate 

a Mandarin conversation. Said one bilingual Singaporean, 

interviewed in October 1979, who went to a Chinese stream 

school: “I feel very uncomfortable to be the first to use  

Mandarin when I don’t know whether I can be understood or 

not.”

Campaign posters were displayed in hawker centres and food centres during the first few years of the Speak Mandarin Campaign to promote the 
use of the language.

Speak Mandarin Book E steven khl.indd   28 10/6/14   4:18 AM



S p e a k  M a n d a r i n  C a m p a i g n

M i l e s t o n e s2

Speak Mandarin Book E steven khl.indd   27 2/6/14   7:27 PM



Speak Mandarin Book E steven khl.indd   26 2/6/14   7:27 PM



025

is very important. We must be able to use Mandarin in formal 

occasions, and at work, for instance, when holding discussions 

with Chinese businessmen in China or Singapore. But we must 

also be able to read articles and Weibo or sing pop songs in 

Chinese.  

We must keep up with the times and adapt to new environments. 

When teaching Chinese, we should use new technologies and 

tools. Today, you can find all sorts of things on the Internet. 

You click on a word, you can hear its pronunciation or check 

its translation, all in an instant. If you need any information, you 

can find the articles. You can even find Chinese classics such 

as The Twenty-Four Histories. You only need to look it up; if you 

are interested in reading it, you can access it immediately. You 

do not even need to go a bookshop to buy or order the book. 

We should make use of technology and we can certainly use 

technology when learning languages.  

In addition, we must grasp new breakthroughs in linguistics, 

understand how students learn languages and how they start 

learning. Do they learn to listen and speak first, then learn 

reading and writing? If that is the case, how should they learn 

to listen and speak? Do they need to practise their spelling? Do 

they need to write from memory? Do they need spelling and 

dictation tests? These are all our traditional methods. That was 

how Chinese was taught for the past few thousand years. But 

today, we should have better methods, and we should try them. 

We should not resist them. We must continue to seek new ways 

because technology is advancing every day. Those who want to 

learn Mandarin face the same problem: they have to start from 

scratch. Some people say that you only need to find a certain 

secret method for you to learn 10 Chinese characters in 10 

minutes, but it is not that simple.   

23 I sense that you are quite optimistic about the 

ability of Singaporeans to master Mandarin. But 

there are still some people who express worry from time 

to time about the trend of falling standards in Mandarin 

and mother tongues, and there are also people who worry 

that we are becoming a monolingual society that speaks 

only English. How do you see such a concern and worry? 

I can understand the concerns of these people. Many of them are 

leaders of the Chinese community who are Chinese educated. 

They see the Chinese standard today as being very different 

from that of the early years. This is undeniable. But will we be 

facing the end of the world because our Mandarin standards 

are falling? I don’t think so. Within the limits of what we can do, 

we can achieve roughly 95 per cent of the desired outcome. Of 

course, there is room for improvement, but we have to concede 

that we have already put in tremendous effort (to obtain this 

outcome).

From the standpoint of a person steeped in Chinese culture, he 

may hope that (by mastering Mandarin) we can write articles, 

compose poems, write lyrics, speak eloquently and express 

everything in Mandarin, as well as transmit many things in society 

through Mandarin, but such an aspiration is difficult to achieve. 

We want to do more but we must also know our limitations. 

Ours is a multi-racial society. We cannot become a society in 

which Mandarin is the main language. We have to maintain the 

social environment in which English is the working language. In 

such an environment, whatever we can do (for mother tongues), 

we will do our best to achieve it.
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that children should learn Mandarin. Nobody is saying that it is 

a waste of time. People know that if you do not learn Mandarin, 

you will definitely regret it later in life.

21 You mentioned at the Zaobao Forum that many 

Westerners are also starting to learn Mandarin 

and have learned it well too. If such a trend were to 

continue, would it pose competition to our bilingual 

edge?

There would definitely be competition, but we are different from 

other countries in that we have maintained our bilingual ability 

as a society. In the West, not everybody learns Mandarin. Only a 

small group of people are interested in learning Mandarin. It is a 

small group, but they have learned it really well. But as a whole, 

the proportion of people who are able to speak Mandarin in 

these societies will never be big. 

22 What are your expectations and hopes for 

Singaporeans learning the Chinese language? 

How should we continue to encourage Singaporeans to 

speak Mandarin in the future?

I hope we can continue to adjust the pedagogy and our way 

of using Mandarin, as technology and society change, so that 

Mandarin continues to be a living language, and not a dead 

language. We want to apply it. After learning Mandarin, we must 

be able to read, speak, listen to and enjoy the language. This 

Those learning Chinese must be able to speak, read, listen to and enjoy the language after learning it. 
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is helpful to getting a job in China later in life and become 

motivated to learn the language, then let us go with the flow and 

utilise this motivation. After a student has mastered Mandarin, 

he will naturally absorb the many values, as well as cultural and 

general knowledge, pertaining to the Chinese culture. This is 

what we hope to see, and we will, as a matter of course, reap 

the results. Take Sanskrit as an example. It is a very important 

form of cultural heritage in India. However, the country may have 

Sanskrit experts but the numbers are very small. Very few people 

learn the language as not everybody has the time to learn.

20 The rise of China has provided us with an 

opportune time to learn Mandarin. From your 

observations, how effective has this been? 

The effect is already quite apparent. Without the rise of China 

and if China were not what it is today, it would definitely be more 

difficult for schools to get students and parents to accept the 

bilingual policy. Basically, parents today have accepted that 

there is value in learning Mandarin. They may have issue with the 

pedagogy or the curriculum, but they have basically accepted 

PM Lee Hsien Loong at the Zaobao Forum in 2013. He opined that Singapore has a competitive edge over Western societies in that we have 
bilingual ability as a society.
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are your views on those who feel that we should relook 

our dialect policy?

I can understand how they feel. But to be honest, it is not 

possible to go back to how things were, nor should we do so. 

Today, Singaporeans are able to speak Mandarin because we 

put a lot of effort into the Speak Mandarin Campaign. If we 

were to preserve all sorts of different dialects, not only would 

Singaporeans today not be able to speak Mandarin, I think it 

would be very difficult to maintain the standard of dialects as 

well.

Actually, the dialect situation here is more complex than with 

Mandarin. People can generally speak Mandarin. But there 

are so many dialects here. How is it possible to preserve all 

these dialects – and what’s more, to be able to interact in these 

dialects? It is impossible. Now, some people are saying that 

we should preserve the dialects, bring them back. I feel that if 

people want to sing dialect songs or operas, this is possible. 

They can learn dialect as a third language. But if we were to 

use dialects in a prevalent manner, say at a hawker centre, 

which dialect should we use to speak to the stallholders? Do 

we speak Hainanese when buying Hainanese chicken rice, or 

speak Teochew when buying Teochew porridge, or Hokkien 

when buying Hokkien mee? This is a rather romantic view of 

things. It is not quite possible to do that in real life. We should not 

mistakenly underestimate the importance and achievements of 

the Speak Mandarin Campaign. Speaking more Mandarin and 

less dialect is the right thing to do.

18 You just said that only about 5 per cent of young 

people nowadays speak dialects. Considering 

the fact that this group has grown smaller, what are 

the Government’s considerations in responding to the 

call to relook or relax the broadcast policy pertaining to 

dialects?

I think we should not send out the wrong signal. Our main 

direction must be to maintain and strengthen the environment 

for speaking Mandarin. This is the most important thing. I do not 

think that in maintaining an environment for speaking Mandarin, 

we can also create another environment for speaking Hokkien, 

Teochew, Hainanese and Hakka. This is not workable. In fact, the 

Hokkien, Teochew or even Hainanese spoken by Singaporeans 

is already not quite the same as those spoken in the provinces of 

Fujian, Guangdong and Hainan in China. The dialects here also 

have absorbed Malay and English influences, as well as all sorts 

of Singaporean lingo. Our phrases, sentences and grammar are 

also not of the original dialect. Dialects in China are still very 

pure. You would know if you listen to the songs of Teresa Teng. 

Her Hokkien and our Hokkien are different.

19 You are of the view that the rise of China is helpful 

to our learning Mandarin. Some Singaporeans 

nowadays are also looking at Mandarin with the same 

pragmatic perspective, and believe that learning Mandarin 

is important. But besides pragmatic considerations, do 

you think Mandarin also has its other attractions?

Pragmatic considerations have their value too. If China were a 

backward country today, we can talk about the cultural value 

of Mandarin, we can talk about its long history and philosophy, 

but it would definitely be more difficult to encourage students to 

learn Mandarin. If students today think that learning Mandarin 
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13 Do you feel that a bilingual education and  

an understanding of Chinese culture is an edge 

at work?

There is definitely an edge. Chinese culture still has strong 

roots in our society. If you want to understand the mindset of 

Singaporeans, you must be able to understand their language 

and views - this is a precious asset. This is because if you want 

people to identify with you, to accept you, then they must feel 

that you are just like them.

Additionally, during international meetings, being able to interact 

directly in Mandarin with leaders from China or other countries and 

regions is not only more convenient, but also makes for a warmer 

atmosphere. We can also talk about issues that might be difficult to 

discuss through interpretation. In official meetings, we will of course 

still use English, as it is a working meeting. We are Singapore, 

not China or Taiwan. We want to avoid any misunderstanding 

that we are part of China. We are not Chinese citizens. We are 

Singaporeans and there are non-Chinese in our team. 

During meetings, other leaders may use Mandarin; I will sometimes 

listen and reply directly in English. Interpretation is one way – 

from English to Chinese. This is a more practical approach. But 

when interacting over a meal, we are able to discuss world affairs 

with our counterparts directly in Mandarin. The other side will 

feel comfortable, relaxed and willing to share their real thoughts. 

Interpretation would not only slow down the process, but will also 

make the interaction stiff. The feeling would be very different. 

14 Should we have the same expectations of 

political leaders’ linguistic abilities in this 

current term or even the next term?

I think we need to have some people in the political leadership 

who are good in Mandarin. But to expect every leader to be 

fluently bilingual, this expectation is too high and may not be 

attainable.

15 You said the expectation is too high, is it because 

of the environment nowadays?

Not every student from the previous generation is proficient in 

two languages. Some spoke mostly English while some spoke 

mainly Mandarin. Those who spoke Mandarin then are likely 

to be quite well-versed in English now, but those who spoke 

English may not be fluent in Mandarin today. Of course, if they 

have entered politics, their Mandarin will have improved because 

they now use it more. So when it comes to the next slate of 

political leaders, I think it would already be quite good if we can 

maintain the current situation.

16 You mentioned just now that when talking to 

leaders of other countries, it is an edge to be 

able to converse in Mandarin. Are you worried that we 

might perhaps lose such an edge?

Everyone has their strengths and weaknesses. We cannot 

expect people to have it all. We must accept this reality.

17 Some Singaporeans, including young people, 

are calling on the Government to preserve 

dialects and they are worried that dialects might die out. 

Do you think that such a worry is understandable? What 
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get a sense of the expressions and terminology, as well as the 

tone of these articles, so as to understand the thinking behind 

them more accurately. Of course, I also read the newspapers. I 

read Zaobao every day. It is a must.

11Mr Lee Kuan Yew often encourages Singaporean 

parents to start exposing their children to 

Mandarin from pre-school, and even encourages them to 

send their children to bilingual kindergartens. What is your 

view on this? As a parent, do you also nudge your children 

in the hope that they can improve their proficiency in 

Chinese?

This approach is in line with scientific principles. Scientists 

researching languages found that a child’s ability to learn 

languages is strongest when he is very young, that is, during 

the few years before he goes to primary school. So it is best to 

let your child start young if you want him to master Mandarin. 

And it is not just the pronunciation, but also the grammar  

and structure. If they start learning at the age of 2 or 3, or are 

accustomed to hearing and speaking Mandarin from an early  

age, it will benefit them for life. They will remember the language 

and not forget it. When it comes to learning Mandarin – or for that 

matter, any language – if you do not use it as an adult, you will 

lose it very quickly. When a child learns a language, it stays with 

him for life. So I think this is in line with the scientific approach.

Still, every child is different. Some children are strong in their 

linguistic abilities, and others are less so. Even among siblings, 

not every one is the same. We can encourage the child, support 

him, help him, but we cannot force him. If we apply too much 

pressure, the child will rebel, and this will be counter-productive.

12 Do you converse with your children in Mandarin 

at home?

I have four children. My eldest daughter Xiuqi has no problem with 

learning languages. When she was in school, she did not need 

Chinese tuition, and took up Higher Chinese. She continued to 

take Chinese as a subject in pre-university. It was her choice. She 

has strong linguistic ability.

My eldest son Yipeng has Asperger’s Syndrome. His linguistic 

ability was affected by autism. English is not a problem for him, 

but Chinese is a different matter. My other sons are also not 

strong in their language abilities. One (Hongyi) studied Chinese 

B. He tried his best but I think his dyslexia has affected his ability 

to learn languages. My youngest son (Haoyi) is able to manage 

Chinese. I asked him if he wanted tuition, he said no, so I let him 

learn on his own. As he is younger, there were more online tools 

at his disposal when he was learning Mandarin. He was able to 

use online dictionaries, as well as translation and pronunciation 

tools when reading articles. He did not need to check physical 

dictionaries, so that saved him a lot of effort. Hence he was 

willing to continue to take up Chinese. I forgot what his Chinese 

results were but he passed. And he has kept up his interest in 

Chinese. After serving National Service, there was a period of 

time in which he was waiting to enter university. He made use of 

that time to attend Chinese tuition. He got a friend from China to 

tutor him. During that time, we did our best to use Mandarin in 

our conversations. He later went to university and read computer 

science. We then talked a lot about computers. As we had to use 

a lot of computer terms, we switched back to English. One day, 

when he has children, perhaps he will find another opportunity to 

use Mandarin.  
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Four, I could still manage, but when I was in pre-university, I had 

tuition for a period of time. At that time, the Chinese subject was 

called Comprehension and Writing, equivalent to the General 

Paper nowadays. I did not do well in spite of my efforts, and 

almost failed the subject. Nonetheless, I managed to pass. 

In learning languages, it is not always a question of willingness - 

talent counts too. We can all try our best and still attain differing 

levels of proficiency. We must accept this reality. This is my 

view. I feel that my ability to learn languages is decent, but it is 

definitely not the strongest. But if I work hard at it, I can attain a 

good standard, definitely good enough to use.   

After leaving school, I had fewer opportunities to use Mandarin. I 

used to speak Mandarin a lot in the army, because many officers 

and soldiers in those days were Chinese-educated and I would 

use Mandarin when interacting with them or instructing them. 

After I joined politics, I would also speak Mandarin very often 

when conducting meet-the-people sessions or engaging the 

residents. But in the official or professional context, I mainly 

use English. Hence, if I do not practise or use Mandarin for a 

period of time, I can feel my Mandarin getting rusty. This is how 

language works: If you do not use it, you will slowly lose your 

ability to express yourself in it. Reading and listening are less of 

a problem, but speaking is more difficult, and of course, writing 

is even more difficult. 

10 Do you try to keep in touch with Mandarin 

frequently? Do you read Chinese books? 

I have too few opportunities to read Chinese books. Now that you 

ask this question, I recall the last time I read a Chinese book was 

some years back. Lung Ying-tai wrote a book called Big River, 

Big Sea. I read the book from cover to cover. It was very riveting 

and left a deep impression on me. Later on, Singaporean writer 

Choo Lian Liang wrote a book called Chasing The Rainbow. I 

read that too and could relate to her experiences. In her book, 

she wrote about her forefathers who left China to settle in this 

region during the early years. They grew up in the Johor state 

of Malaya, and later went through the war. After the war, her 

parents were sent back to China and she went with them.  

But she came back to Singapore subsequently and grew up 

here.

 

This is her life experience. She wrote about it in Chinese. Her 

daughter Sim Ann (People’s Action Party member and Minister 

of State, Ministry of Education & Ministry of Communications 

and Information) translated the book into English. I am aware of 

Ann’s linguistic ability and believe she has done a good job, but 

still, I would like to read Lian Liang’s works in her own words. 

I am able to read Chinese books, and this is one big benefit of 

mastering a language. 

Actually, I have fewer opportunities now for reading books 

generally, which is a bit of a pity for me. One problem is time, but 

it is mostly because I am always spending time thinking about 

work. You must be able to put work aside if you want to read, 

so that you can focus on the content of the book, from the first 

chapter to the last. You can do this during vacation, but if you are 

not on vacation, your mind will not be oriented towards this, and 

it will be more difficult to do so. But I do read a lot of materials 

in Chinese. I often read articles in their original form, especially 

those that have to do with China or Singapore. One reason is so 

that I can practise the language. Another reason is so that I can 
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kindergarten to primary and secondary school, I had always felt 

very comfortable. When I was little, about four or five right up 

to primary school, we had a Chinese tutor for my brother, my 

sister and me. But the Mandarin that I learned was mostly from 

school. I did not feel there was any difference between me and 

the other students. Of course, I came from an English-speaking 

family. My parents primarily spoke English, and at the time, most 

of the students at Nanyang Primary School were from Chinese-

speaking families. This was the difference between us, but it was 

not a problem at all. 

Later, when I reached Secondary Four and pre-university, I began 

to feel that although I had no problem with comprehension, I 

was less able to express myself in Chinese compared to my 

classmates, particularly when writing compositions. My ability 

to speak, however, was not an issue. When I was in Secondary 

PM Lee Hsien Loong, with his mother Kwa Geok Choo and brother Lee Hsien Yang, when he graduated from Nanyang Girls’ High School’s 
primary school (the primary section subsequently became Nanyang Primary School) in 1963. Although he came from an English-speaking home 
environment, he did not feel he had problems learning Mandarin in school.
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content into another language, perhaps Chinese. And while 

Google Translate is not perfectly accurate and even contains 

grammatical errors, about 80 or 90 per cent of the translation 

is passable. I think we can use Google Translate. We cannot 

possibly look for a professional translator every time we see a 

new webpage, and I would not have the expertise to translate it 

myself. Hence, Google does have its use. Technology advances 

all the time, and while Google Translate cannot compare to a 

real-life translator with professional training, it can be used 

anytime. Translators, however, are not always accessible.  

7 But the Government has decided to set up the 

National Translation Committee?

We must still raise our translation standard. We can tap the 

experience and expertise of those members of the Chinese 

community who have strong translation capabilities. They can 

help us do better.

8 You mentioned the challenges brought about by 

our multi-racial and multi-lingual environment. 

English is a common language for all the races here and 

the Government has frequently talked about expanding 

the common space. Do you think expanding the common 

space and encouraging people to speak more Mandarin 

are two contradictory goals? How should we obtain 

balance?

I do not see a contradiction, but rather there is a tension 

between the goals. We want to maintain a common space where 

everybody uses English and feels comfortable. At the same time, 

every race wants to preserve its own tradition, culture and use of 

its own language. And it is not just the Chinese – it is even more 

so for the Indians and the Malays. The thing is, we have to find 

suitable platforms to use our mother tongues appropriately. Only 

then can we maintain a balance between the two goals.  

Of course, we must accept certain trade-offs. I think in learning 

languages, the language capability of a person learning only one 

language will be stronger than someone who has to learn multiple 

languages. China, Hong Kong and Taiwan, as well as Britain and 

America, are monolingual societies. The Chinese and Taiwanese 

speak Mandarin, and the Hong Kongers speak Cantonese, and 

we can never speak as fluently and as fast as them. This cannot 

be helped. Similarly, we cannot be as fast as the British and the 

Americans when speaking English. They have only one set of 

software in their brains, and are therefore quick with their words. 

Unlike them, we have two sets of software, and have to toggle 

between modes all the time, so we will always be a tad slower. 

If you look at it this way, there is indeed a trade-off. We must be 

bilingual and our standard in the two languages cannot be 100 

per cent. On the other hand, we could say that because we are 

bilingual, we have a richer view and understanding of the world 

than theirs. There are definitely benefits to bilingualism. 

9 Your father, founding Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew, 

once talked about the reasons for sending you and 

your siblings to Chinese schools. Can you share with us 

your experience learning Mandarin as a young person?

We did not talk about whether I should go to an English school 

or a Chinese school. My parents made the decision. They sent 

me to Nanyang Primary School and I readily accepted their 

decision. I did not face any problems at that time. In school, from 
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that there is still a possibility of the campaign shifting 

paradigms next? How should it press on with its mission?

I think the objective of the campaign will not change in the short 

term. But we do have to seek new modes of expression and 

new narratives for the campaign every year. We need fresh 

approaches to attract the public’s interest, and to encourage 

people to support this campaign. This is something we must do 

continually.

4 Would you be concerned that with time, the 

implementation of the bilingual language policy 

might slowly weaken the effects of the campaign?

There is still value in the campaign. We must press on with it. 

We must not give up. There are not many societies like ours, 

where there is one main language (English), while another 

(mother tongues) is still widely used as a daily language, and 

as a language that transmits culture. Not in China, Hong Kong 

or Taiwan. In the West, an example of a bilingual country is 

Canada. In Canada, the working language is English, but 

some Canadians speak French and identify strongly with the 

language. If you listen to the speeches of their leaders, they will 

often break into a few sentences of French before resuming 

in English again. This is very natural to the Canadians, but 

we would find it strange – what are they talking about, all of 

a sudden? Then again, English and French are not starkly 

different languages, unlike English and Mandarin. In Singapore, 

we are able to maintain a certain standard in both languages. 

Our English is good. Our Mandarin is not bad either. I would 

consider this quite a feat already. This is what we must continue 

to work towards.      

5 If a young bilingual professional were to express 

hopes of seeing a more multi-lingual environment 

taking root here in the future, how would you respond? 

I would say that in Singapore, all the mother tongues will always 

exist. But to hope that all will attain the same level of mastery 

in their mother tongues, and that there will be equally abundant 

platforms for the use of all the mother tongues – now that would 

be very difficult. For example, the 28-member European Union 

has 24 official and working languages. They have to translate 

every document into 24 languages. Their translators are really 

busy. This way of doing things is not very practical, but they have 

to do it because of political considerations. If we were to do the 

same thing here and translate every document, every circular 

and every piece of official literature into four languages, I think 

our efficiency would plummet. This is not doable. 

6 But is this concern a form of motivation, or a 

hindrance for the Speak Mandarin Campaign?

If the attitude is positive, then it should be a motivation. But if 

the attitude is negative, pessimistic or resistant, then of course 

it would become a hindrance. I worry sometimes that in seeking 

a perfect language solution or environment, we resist solutions 

that may be imperfect but are feasible and deal specifically 

with the problem. For example, I know many in the Chinese 

community think that Google Translate is not a tool that can 

be used, that it gives word-for-word, mechanical translations 

and therefore does not provide any value. But I think Google 

Translate does have its value. If you want to understand what 

a particular webpage is saying, or need to very quickly grasp 

the main thrust of a passage, you will need to translate the 
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campaign was to unify the language: Speak less dialect, speak 

more Mandarin.  

As I see it, this objective has largely been achieved. Very few 

young people today speak dialect. We did a survey – there are 

only about five per cent of them. The majority of young people 

nowadays can speak Mandarin. As for older Singaporeans, we 

have seen good results too. Nowadays, many of the elderly 

understand Mandarin, although they may not speak it fluently 

and find it easier to express themselves in dialect. I often meet 

such people when I conduct meet-the-people sessions or talk 

to residents. They understand what I am saying when I speak to 

them in Mandarin, but prefer to speak in dialect, such as Hokkien, 

Teochew or Hainanese, when explaining their problems. So we 

have seen results. Of course, we cannot expect the elderly to 

completely change their way of life and their language habits, 

and switch to using Mandarin exclusively.

But the environment has indeed changed over the past 35 

years. Many of today’s parents graduated from schools with 

English as the sole medium of instruction. Their working 

language is English. The main language that they use at home is 

also English. Our objective today is no longer just to “speak less 

dialect, speak more Mandarin”. The aim now is to encourage 

people to practise Mandarin as much as possible in an English-

speaking environment, so as to keep Mandarin a living language 

as well as a thriving language; a language through which we can 

express our spirit, our ideas and our desires. We still need to do 

more in this respect.  

2 Founding Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew gave his 

assessment of the campaign in an interview on 

the 20th anniversary of the Speak Mandarin Campaign. 

He said the work to promote Mandarin then was only 

“half-way through”. You had mentioned earlier that in an 

English-speaking environment, it remains challenging 

to encourage more Chinese Singaporeans to speak 

Mandarin. Do you think there has been progress since the 

20th anniversary of the campaign?  

Fifteen years have passed since the campaign’s 20th anniversary. 

The way I see it, our society has changed since then, and 

more people now speak Mandarin. Today, most of the children 

entering Primary One come from English-speaking families – or 

at least, they say they come from English-speaking families – 

but I believe many of them are quite familiar with Mandarin and 

converse frequently in Mandarin. The language environment is 

constantly changing. 

Another important factor is the rise of China. China’s international 

status today is different than it was 15 years ago. How Singapore 

engages with China then and now is also different. Today, many 

Singaporeans go to China for business or work, and some even 

study there. This is a very big incentive for Chinese Singaporeans 

to use Mandarin.  

3 You spoke earlier about the development of 

the Speak Mandarin Campaign. The campaign 

has adopted different aims at different stages of its 

development, and has also targeted different audiences. 

In 1979, its main target was the dialect-speaking groups. 

By 1991, it was about getting people to speak Mandarin 

in an English-speaking environment. Now, the campaign 

is reminding people to use more Mandarin. Do you think 
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Practising Mandarin in an  
English-speaking environment 
– An interview with Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong

1 It has been 35 years since the launch of the Speak 

Mandarin Campaign. How do you see its progress? 

The original objective of the campaign was to encourage 

Chinese Singaporeans to speak more Mandarin and less dialect. 

This objective was clear. Back then, many young people spoke 

dialect as a first language. For some it had to do with education 

levels, while for others it was a matter of their family environments. 

(Founding Prime Minister) Lee Kuan Yew felt this situation could 

not continue. For people to learn English, Mandarin and dialects 

– and not one but a range of dialects at the same time – it would 

be quite impossible. Hence, the priority at the beginning of the 

Interview: Ng Wai Mun (Lianhe Zaobao)

Photo: Thong Kah Hoong (Lianhe Zaobao)
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attributes. These values will provide cultural ballast to our people 

as we adjust to a fast-changing world.”

Mandarin would thus serve as the “emotionally acceptable” 

language, in Mr Lee’s words, for Chinese Singaporeans.

The Campaign Launch

And so, on September 7, 1979, the Speak Mandarin Campaign 

was launched with great fanfare.

First known as the “Promote the Use of Mandarin” campaign, 

it was then-organised by the Singapore Chinese Chamber of 

Commerce and Industry.

At this launch, Mr Lee took the stage at the Singapore Conference 

Hall, and addressed an audience of Government officials and 

community leaders in English, Mandarin and Hokkien. He made 

repeated pleas to Chinese parents to drop the use of dialects at 

home and speak Mandarin instead.

“Logically, the decision is obvious. Emotionally, I know it is 

painful,” he said, “but as rational parents, I have little doubt that 

given some time, the right choice will be made.”

Outside the venue, Singaporeans all over the island diligently 

tuned in to the 8.30pm live telecast of Mr Lee’s speech. 

A certain Mr Cheong Ah Keong even took a bus from his Chin 

Swee Road home to a community centre at Hong Lim to watch 

the live telecast, even though he already had a TV set at home. 

“My home is too noisy for me to concentrate on such a serious 

programme,” he told a Straits Times reporter.

Clearly, the gravitas of this campaign was not lost on  

Singaporeans. The music of this young nation was about to 

change forever.

Then-Deputy Prime Minister and Education Minister, Dr Goh Keng Swee (right), presented the “Report on the Ministry of Education 1978”, also 
known as the “Goh Keng Swee Report”, in 1979. It is popularly regarded as a milestone in Singapore’s bilingual policy.
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well as their mother tongue. Speaking to an audience of 10,000 

educators at the Gay World Stadium, he said: “If we do nothing 

about (this), we shall produce citizens who can only communicate 

with those in their own language stream.”

However, it was what happened downstream, as a result of this 

switch to a bilingual system, that made the Speak Mandarin 

Campaign necessary.

As bilingual education took root in the 1960s and 70s, fewer 

and fewer Chinese Singaporeans sent their children to Chinese 

schools. In 1975, Nanyang University switched to English as its 

medium of teaching. In 1978, 30 formerly all-Chinese schools 

started English-language streams to meet growing demand. By 

1979, 90 per cent of Chinese students were enrolled in English 

schools. 

This shift towards teaching in English was indicative of a 

larger problem: Bilingual education was failing because of the 

prevalence of dialects. 

Dr Goh Keng Swee, the then-Deputy Prime Minister and Minister 

for Education, highlighted the sweeping changes needed for 

Singapore’s education system in the landmark “Report on 

the Ministry of Education 1978”: “It has not occurred to many 

Singaporeans how unnatural the present school system is. 

Most schoolchildren are taught in two languages – English and 

Mandarin. 85 per cent of them do not speak either of these 

languages at home.”

Mr Lee, who also realised that the brain tends towards one 

dominant language, said in his speech at the launch of the 

Speak Mandarin Campaign in 1979: “After 20 years of bilingual 

schooling, we know that very few children can cope with two 

languages plus one dialect.”

Evidence seemed to reflect this theory: A 1980 survey by the 

Ministry of Education found that children from English and 

Mandarin-speaking homes fared much better academically, 

compared to those who came from dialect-speaking households.

The survey, conducted on 34,155 Primary Three pupils from 309 

schools, found that the average marks for English and Chinese 

for those raised in a dialect-speaking environment were 40.4 per 

cent and 43.5 per cent respectively. Students raised in English 

and Mandarin-speaking families, on the other hand, scored 64.4 

per cent and 60.1 per cent respectively for their English and 

Chinese tests.

Cultural Imperative

At the time, China had not yet become an economic powerhouse. 

One easy option for Singapore’s education system might have 

been to do away with Mandarin altogether, and let people stick 

to English and dialects.

But Mr Lee believed that language was not just about words – it 

also transmitted values.

In his book, My Lifelong Challenge: Singapore’s Bilingual Journey 

(2011), he wrote: “Learning the Chinese language means 

imbibing the core items of Chinese history, tradition and culture. 

The Confucianist values of loyalty, honour, discipline, filial piety, 

emphasis on family, respect for authority – all vital for nation-

building and for cultivating citizens with honourable personal 

Speak Mandarin Book E steven khl.indd   12 10/6/14   4:19 AM



011

But how and why did this campaign first come about?

Singing the Same Tune

In the 1970s, the ethnic Chinese community in Singapore spoke 

many different Chinese dialects. There were more than 12 

Chinese dialects spoken here, reflecting the different regions of  

China from which Singapore’s original Chinese immigrants hailed. 

Although more than a century has elapsed since the first wave of 

Chinese immigration, each dialect group in Singapore still largely 

communicated in the regional languages of their forefathers. 

There were also distinct geographical clusters for different dialect 

groups: Amoy Street for the Hokkiens, Tew Chew Street for the 

Teochews, Kreta Ayer for the Cantonese and Hylam Street for 

the Hainanese.

In 1979, this is what a visitor to Singapore’s Chinese community 

would have heard:

•	 On buses, three out of four conversations were conducted in  

	 Hokkien.

•	 In hawker centres, eight out of nine conversations were  

	 conducted in Chinese dialects.

Even in the hallowed chambers of Parliament, some politicians 

spoke in Chinese dialects.

The prevalence of Chinese dialects in everyday life, even for non-

Chinese Singaporeans, is reflected in a 1979 Straits Times report 

which stated that 1.5 per cent of Malay passengers on the bus 

spoke in Hokkien to their Indian bus conductors. 

The need for a common language within the Chinese community 

was necessary not only for economic fluency. A rapidly developing 

nation could not afford to ignore the potential problems that 

might arise if citizens stuck only to their own dialect communities. 

Singaporeans were then moving into their new homes in 

communal Housing and Development Board (HDB) estates. If a 

Cantonese family was tucked between a Hokkien family on one 

side and a Teochew family on the other, they all had to be able to 

talk to one another. 

Significantly, then-Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew’s last dialect 

speech – in Hokkien – was made in 1979. Thereafter, he 

addressed the Chinese community in Mandarin.

Supporting Bilingual Education

Another pressing concern at the time was the need to groom 

Singaporean Chinese who were effectively bilingual in English 

and Mandarin.

The People’s Action Party (PAP) became Singapore’s ruling 

party in 1959, inheriting an education system that favoured the 

English-speaking. Students in other language streams were very 

much left to their own devices.

At the time, 51 per cent of Singapore’s 320,000 school-goers 

were enrolled in English schools, 43.5 per cent in Chinese schools, 

5 per cent in Malay schools and 0.5 per cent in Tamil schools. 

Essentially, these students would learn just one language.

On December 8, 1959, Mr Lee unveiled the bilingual education 

policy that would become a cornerstone of the PAP’s nation-

building efforts: Students would now have to learn English as 
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The music of a nation is composed of the voices of its people.

Its melodies can be heard in millions of conversations taking 

place every day – on the streets, in schools, shops, offices, and 

homes. Its harmonies consist of the sounds of people chatting 

with colleagues and classmates, bonding with friends and family, 

and expressing their most intimate feelings.

In multi-racial Singapore – particularly within the ethnic Chinese 

community – this music has changed dramatically over the last 

few decades.

In just two generations, the resident Chinese population has 

gone from only speaking their native dialects, to embracing 

English and Mandarin under a bilingual education system, to 

relinquishing dialects in order to speak better Mandarin.

Many of these changes were Government-led, nation-building 

necessities. The Speak Mandarin Campaign – one of the 

longest running and most influential campaigns in Singapore's 

history – is an important case in point. Launched in 1979, it has 

fundamentally changed how the nation’s ethnic Chinese citizens 

communicate with one another. 

This annual campaign has been running for 34 years, and is 

still going strong. Many Singaporeans grew up with it. Many  

of its annual theme songs still reverberate in the collective 

memory.

 

Then-Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew speaking at the launch of the inaugural Speak Mandarin Campaign in 1979.
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Language is more than just a tool for daily communication and 

business exchanges. It helps to transmit knowledge and values 

from generation to generation.  It is also a dynamic and evolving 

part of our culture.

Our language reflects our belief systems, our thoughts and the 

spirit of our community. Understanding its nuances and cultural 

connotations allows us to express ourselves, identify with one 

another, and build emotional connections with one another. 

Most Singaporeans today are bilingual. Chinese Singaporeans 

have learned English as their first language and Mandarin as 

their mother tongue. Our ability to speak Mandarin allows us to 

access the rich philosophies, perspectives and traditions of the 

Chinese. It also provides a bridge to the heritage and roots of 

our ancestors. At the same time, we are part of a modern and 

multi-racial culture, open to changes and diverse influences.  

Indeed, being bilingual has enriched us as individuals, as we 

are better able to appreciate the different cultures from the East 

Message

and the West, and have the mobility in interacting and moving 

between them. It is a unique, cosmopolitan quality that not many 

around the world may have.  This is an asset for our country, and 

we must work hard to preserve it.

The Speak Mandarin Campaign has come a long way since 

its inception. This is only possible with the support and hard 

work of the Promote Mandarin Council and their partners in the 

Chinese community.  

I congratulate the campaign on its 35th anniversary, and wish 

them every success in encouraging the use of Mandarin as a 

living language in Singapore.   
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