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Bilingual education policy in Singapore:
Evolution and new opportunities

Goh Yeng Seng
National Institute of Education, Nanyang Technological University, Singapore
E-mail: yengseng.goh@nie.edu.sg

ABSTRACT : This paper, comprising of eight sections, offers an in-depth discussion on the evolution, challenges
and opportunities of the bilingual education policy in Singapore. Section 1 provides a historical overview of the
sociolinguistic profile and bilingual education policy of Singapore. Section 2 analyses the sociolinguistic status of
English language (EL) and Chinese language (CL) through a detailed discussion on the official, administrative and
ethnic languages in Singapore. An analysis of the educational status of EL and CL from the linguistic
(L1/L2/FL/MT) and pedagogical (curriculum design; language medium of instruction) perspectives is presented in
Section 3. Section 4 investigates the 2 phases of the ongoing massive language shift in the Chinese community.
Section 5 looks at the achievements and future prospects of the “Speak Mandarin Campaign” through reviewing
the objective, scope and target audience during various phases of the campaign. Section 6 gives an account of the 3
major CL pedagogical reforms, led respectively by Ong Teng Cheong (1992), Lee Hsien Loong (1999) and Wee
Heng Tin (2004), and ongoing changes made to the Special Assistance Plan (SAP) schools and the Chinese
Language “B” (CL B) syllabus. Section 7 explores the future direction of the teaching of CL in Singapore by
looking at the implementation of new initiatives by the Ministry of Education including the Bilingual Approach
(BA) and the Bicultural Studies Programme (Chinese). The final section discusses the role of CL in the Singapore
context, its challenges and opportunities from a global language perspective.

KEYWORDS : language policy, bilingual education, medium of instruction, global language
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