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The realization of bilingual education in Singapore (overview) 

Today, when knowing languages are directly connected with economic situation, Singapore is a good exam-

ple. According to the international tests results, Singapore has ranked first place. Consequently, in this article, 

we consider what types of bilingual education are used and how schools implement them in their education 

program. As a multinational country without one official language, Singapore made all the languages of main 

nations official and chose English as a common language which is compulsory to be known by all the popula-

tion. So, schools used bilingual programs directed to make students be able to study in two languages, Eng-

lish and mother tongue. Not only schools develop bilingual programs but the government is also involved in 

realization of bilingual programs to educate children to know at least two languages at a high level. An effec-

tive realization of bilingual program made Singapore one of the best countries which have a good educational 

system. 

Keywords: education, bilingual education, Singapore, school, dual-language bilingual education, student, 

teaching, teacher. 

 

Introduction 

Based on conducted analysis of international tests results such as TIMSS, PISA, PIRLS, and global 

competitive index for the last five years there can be done next conclusion. According to the test results, 

where knowledge of mathematics, reading, and science was estimated, Singapore having taken the first and 

second place, showed the best results. Hence, we studied the education system of the given country. 

According to the results of the international monitoring, Singapore, the country with the highest results 

for the last five years is a small, multinational insular state (633 sq km), which borders the Southern part of 

Malaysia. In 1819, Singapore was one of the biggest commercial harbors, where different races from other 

parts of Asia were brought, which led to forming a multiracial society. Singapore was a place of settlement 

of many ethnic groups around all regions and a large trade harbor from the moment of its establishment. As a 

result, its racial composition was changed [1]. 

Three main ethnic groups of Singapore: Chinese, Malays and Indians, have been living there since in-

dependence. In this regard, the government announced that the mother tongue of each ethnic group is its of-

ficial language. Thus, the official mother tongue of Malays is Malay, mandarin language is Chinese’s and 

Tamil of Indians. In order to provide linguistic and cultural acknowledgment of mono-ethnic population all 

the given three languages were given the status of official languages. However, the main official language of 

Singapore is English language. 

Experimental 

Generally, in Singapore, linguistic planning is closely connected to economic development and state-

building [2]. 

Bilingualism is the basis of Singapore’s linguistic policy from the moment of electing the People’s Ac-

tion Party (PAP) (1959) to the authority. According to the politics, the emphasis is done on the use of Eng-

lish and mother tongue, in particular to the languages of main ethnic groups living in the territory of Singa-

pore. 

Bilingual education is being realized in Singapore schools since 1966 and is the basis of Singapore lan-

guage policy. According to this policy, English as one of the four official languages is taught as first and is 

the main language of instruction at schools. The three other official languages, i.e., Chinese, Malay, and 

Tamil, the mother tongue of ethnic groups, are taught as a second language. The policy of bilingual educa-

tion is that each child should learn English and mother tongue, which are considered as a foundation of Sin-



L.S. Syrymbetova, G.N. Akbayeva, A.K. Zhuman 

148 Вестник Карагандинского университета 

gapore’s education system. Although the choice of language is done by parents, teachers also can help in 

teaching children, making school environment rich in languages. The results about relation between language 

activities and level of children language proficiency demonstrated some mechanisms, allowing to adapt vari-

ous learning needs of children in studying language out of home with the help of different types of activities 

and resources [2]. 

Bilingual education begins in pre-school education. So, based on the program at the kindergarten there 

are two educators during the day, one of them is a native speaker, the second is a teacher of the English lan-

guage [3]. 

As in other countries in Singapore, primary compulsory education begins at the age of seven [4]. As so, 

the language of each ethnic group is official, consequently, according to the curriculum students study two 

languages, mother tongue and English language [5]. 

In primary school, many programs suggest a structured and systematic course of English language, 

where the main attention is paid to the sound skills, development of reading, understanding, and creative 

writing. Thus, the main part of the language program is directed to the development of formal literacy skills. 

Although primary school curriculum places equal emphasis on such subjects as English language, 

mother tongue, mathematics and scientific knowledge (from the 3 grade), the demand for the English lan-

guage is high since it influences the academic performance of students. As a result, it has led to the gradual, 

but meaningful transition to the English language, where social and communicative aspects of transmission 

teaching mother tongue from generation to generation are gradually losing. 

According to the Colin Baker classification, there are four main forms of bilingual education, which are 

directed at form making bilinguals (Figure 1): [6] 

 

 

Figure 1. Types of bilingual education 

Figure 1 illustrates that, in Singapore, the program of bilingual education and approaches differ: some 

suggest immersion bilingual education, while others the coeducational lessons and daily Chinese language 

lessons, and also Dual language (or two-way) bilingual education. 

The notion of language immersion or immersion in linguistic environment is general term, as so in the 

frame of the given experience there are many programs (in Canada, Spain and Ireland) which are differed 

according to the next aspects: 

 The age when a child begins to study can be in kindergarten or primary school (early immersion); at 

the age of 9–10 (late or middle immersion) or in middle school (late immersion); 
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 Time for immersion. Immersion begins from 100 % immersion into the second language. After two-

three years, it reduced to 80 % per week during three-four years and then student finishes primary 

school with 50 % of immersion into the second language. 

In 3–4th grades, this proportion is 60 % / 40 %. The number of subjects in mother tongue has de-

creased, while in English language lessons have become more. In 4–5th grades, number of subjects in mother 

tongue and in foreign language becomes equal 50 % / 50 %. 

In Singapore, immersion into the language environment begins from pre-school age, i.e. from kinder-

garten. As for teaching at schools, during the use of immersion programs, two languages, English language 

and mother tongue, are used. For example, for the children whose first language is the Chinese language, in 

the first grade, 75 % of all subjects are taught in Chinese language (mathematics, science, linguistic art), and 

25 % of the subject in English language (such subjects as English language, music, art, and PE). 

As we mentioned above, in Singapore two types of bilingual education are used, one of them is a dual 

language (or two-way) bilingual education, the second is a model of two teachers (50:50). It assures, that 

students communicate with their teachers in both languages and not only in that language which is conven-

ient for them. The lesson is conducted with two qualified teachers in one room (one is a native speaker of the 

English language, the other of Chinese language). Such kinds of lessons suggest similar immersion in both 

languages; about 30 % of students in each group are Chinese, which allows the English-speaking students to 

learn from groupmates as from the teachers. 

Regarding the duration of subjects per week, at schools 2–4 hours are given for teaching mother tongue, 

while 4–5 hours are given to the English language. In teaching language, big attention is given to developing 

speaking skills. So, at the primary level, the approach to teaching and educating is realized through Strategies 

in the Teaching of the English Language Learning and Reading program, on the frame of which the English 

language is taught. Students study the same content as in English so in two other languages. The given strat-

egy aims to develop all four skills of studying language: listening, speaking, reading, and writing. Besides 

developing linguistic skills, there are also opportunities for developing social skills and self-study [7]. 

According to the given strategy, students in primary school study reading through an integrated pro-

gram of the modified approach of linguistic experience (MLEA). For example, while conducting a lesson on 

the topic “Who we are” students will study parts of the body in the French language and about brain function 

in the English language. 

To stimulate effective bilingual education in 1979, the knowledge of a second language was a compul-

sory requirement. In 1980th, it also became the part of criteria for entering the university. 

Learning a language and developing the understanding of the cultural peculiarities of people speaking 

in this language go hand in hand. Consequently, cultural awareness is included in each aspect of teaching 

authentic language. So, during teaching, the emphasis is also done on the integrated culture (values, history, 

and even how to think in the corresponding language), because to speak in a language without knowledge 

and understanding of culture has its value. Students of primary and secondary school have an opportunity to 

take part in cultural and language activities. Given activities allow students to apply language skills during 

speaking, simultaneously studying more about the culture of the Chinese nation. To motivate students to be 

bilingual and bicultural, the programs focus on practical activities, immerse in language environment and 

direct to teach not only language but also the culture. 

Moreover, for students within the framework of social research and learning about important festivals, 

there can be organized the excursion to the Chinese district. There are many options for classes after school 

including calligraphy, wushu, martial arts, and even young journalists, where students publish their trilingual 

journals in English, Chinese, and Spain languages. 

So, Li considered, that Singapore needs a group of professionals, who are not only bilingual, but also 

bicultural, have a good understanding of modern Chinese, Chinese thoughts, and social culture. Such cur-

riculums with immersion into China were directed to the development of students’ deep understanding of 

history, culture, and modern events of China. 

For supporting and further promotion of state bilingual policy, mass media was also involved [8]. For 

example: 

- to evaluate interest of readers to the Chinese language twice a week “Bilingual page” was opened in 

the newspaper Straits Times passage. Later the frequency of this passage was increased to three times a week 

(1977); 

- two documentary films about bilingualism: “Bilingual Scholars in Mandarin” and “Balance of Lan-

guages in English” were broadcasted on TV (1978); 
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- in keeping with SMC’s goals, dialects used in programs, films, and advertisements on television, ra-

dio, re-distribution, and cinemas were replaced by Mandarin by the early 1980s. In 1990th government be-

gan to allow several dialect programs on Singapore Cable Vision (now known as StarHub TV) for entertain-

ing older people, who do not understand Mandarin [8]. 

For expanding the use of second language at school, several subjects are taught in the second language. 

For instance, mathematics and science are taught in English language, while civil law and history in Chinese 

language at English language schools. 

Result and Discussion 

As part of the study school, we analyzed curriculum of teaching foreign language in the frame of bilin-

gual education. 

There were chosen several schools which realize the bilingual education program. In Canadian interna-

tional school (CIS), bilingual education is implemented (Chinese-English) from the age of kindergarten till 

6th grade, and bilingual program of French–English from 1st to 3rd grade. 

The curriculum of the given bilingual program is corresponding to the program of the International 

Baccalaureate Program for Primary school [9]. 

According to the given program: 

 Students attend classes in English or Chinese/French every other day (about 10 hours per week 

(40 %); 

 Model two teachers are realized (50:50), where students communicate with their teachers in both lan-

guages and not only in that language which is more comfortable. The lesson is conducted by two 

qualified teachers in one room (one is an English native speaker, other is a Chinese native speaker). 

Such lessons suggest equal immersion in both languages; about 30 % of students in each bilingual 

class are Chinese, who give opportunity to English-speaking students to learn from classmates; 

 All new students in CIS, who want to study according to the bilingual program, have to pass language 

exams in French language or Mandarin, so language specialists at CIS can ensure that each student 

will direct into the appropriate bilingual group. 

 Classes are not big, which allows teachers to concentrate on French or mandarin as in metacognitive 

tool, not only as on communitive and linguistic tool. Students are suggested to study through practical 

classes simultaneously; 

 Do project work. Classes are equipped with modern educational tools (tablets and interactive boards); 

 Students from 1 to 6 grades follow the educational program IB PYP, which is orientated on English 

lessons and mathematics and for special classes, physical training, art, music and drama, in Chinese, 

French and Spain languages; 

 To motivate students to be bilingual, the programs focused on practical events immersed in language 

environment and directed for study not only language but also culture; 

 Students passing to the secondary school, in MYP and to the DP language subjects can be planned in 

two periods, which allow focusing more on academic content; 

 Language and literature lessons are offered in English, Chinese, and French languages while literature 

is only in English; 

 According to this program, students attend classes (with appropriate teacher) one day in English, next 

day in Chinese, providing equal proficiency in both languages; 

 All students attend Chinese lessons five times per week. These classes are taught by native speaker 

teachers and students are grouped according to the language proficiency in these classes; 

 The key peculiarity of the program is studying Chinese culture, as the research shows that speaking 

the language without understanding the culture has little real value. Also, there are support students in 

their study with the help of a wide range of resources including the collection over 8000 Chinese lit-

eral books. 

With a strong focus on languages, the World Academy GEMS curriculum includes Chinese, French and 

Spanish: 

 Students study Chinese till first grade, after which they can continue learning Chinese or choose 

Spanish or French. GEMS also offers extracurricular mother tongue lessons in French, Mandarin, 

Spanish and Japanese from 1 to 10 grades. Also, GEMS schools teach language with understanding of 

cultural aspects [10]. 
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At the One World International School (OWIS) which realizes bilingual program students receive in-

struction in two languages (Mandarin and English) equally. Bilingual program is used from 1 till 5 grade and 

the teachers are bilingual [11]. 

 The instruction is given relative to their language skills; 

 Students learn Chinese culture and literature additionally; 

 According to the program 60 % of instruction is in English and 40 % is in Mandarin.  

At EtonHouse school, there are three types of bilingual and dual-language program in English and 

Mandarin languages and immersion and mainstream bilingual program in Hindi and Japanese, which begin 

from primary school. 

Conclusions 

 In conclusion, the research of the education system of Singapore helps to identify the reason for being 

the first bilingual country around the world. Despite being a multinational country, it could make each na-

tion’s language official and find a common language for all of them. So, for Singapore nations to be literate 

in their mother tongue and English it realizes bilingual program actively. Schools try to choose the appropri-

ate method of teaching languages to master students’ knowledge. Moreover, the government also supports 

appropriate education. 
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Л.С. Сырымбетова, Г.Н. Акбаева, А.Қ. Жұман 

Сингапурдағы билингвальды білім беру жүйесінің жүзеге асырылуы 

Бүгінгі күні тілдерді білу экономикалық жағдаймен тікелей байланысты, оның дәлелі Сингапур 

мемлекеті болып табылады. Халықаралық тестердің нәтижесіне сүйенсек, Сингапур бірінші 

орындарға ие. Осыған орай осы мақалада Сингапур мемлекетінің білім беру жүйесі, атап айтқанда, 

билингвальды оқытудың қандай түрлері қолданылатындығы және мектептерінің білім беру  

бағдарламасына бұл білім түрін қалай енгізілгені қарастырылған. Белгілі бір ресми тілі жоқ көпұлтты 

ел ретінде Сингапур мемлекеті негізгі мекендейтін ұлттардың тілін ресми тіл ретінде танып және 

ағылшын тілін барлық халық білуге тиіс тіл деп таңдаған. Сондықтан, мектептерде қолданылатын 

билингвальды оқыту бағдарламасы оқушылардың екі тілде, яғни ағылшын және ана тілінде білім 
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алуына бағытталған. Мектептер ғана емес, сонымен қоса Сингапур үкіметі де билингвальды 

бағдарламаны дамытуға, оқушылардың кем дегенде екі тілді жоғары деңгейде жетік меңгеруге 

тартылған. Билингвальды бағдарламаны оңтайлы жүзеге асыру Сингапурды жақсы білім беру жүйесі 

бар беделді мемлекеттің біріне айналдырған.   

Кілт сөздер: білім беру, билингвальды оқыту, Сингапур, мектеп, екі тілді білім беру, оқушы, оқыту, 

мұғалім. 

 

Л.С. Сырымбетова, Г.Н. Акбаева, А.Қ. Жұман 

Реализация билингвального образования в Сингапуре (обзор) 

Сегодня, когда знание языков напрямую связано с экономической ситуацией, Сингапур является хо-

рошим примером. Согласно результатам международных тестов, страна занимает передовые места. В 

связи с этим в настоящей статье рассмотрена система образования, в частности, какие виды билин-

гвального обучения используются и как сингапурские школы внедряют данный вид обучения в обра-

зовательную программу. Как многонациональная страна без определенного официального языка, 

Сингапур признал языки всех проживающих основных наций официальными и выбрал английский 

язык языком, которым должно овладеть все население. Поэтому программа билингвального обучения, 

которая используется в школах, направлена на то, чтобы ученики были способны обучаться на двух 

языках, на английском и родном языке. Однако не только школы развивали билингвальную програм-

му, но и правительство было вовлечено в реализацию данной программы, обучать детей, чтобы они 

знали как минимум два языка на высшем уровне. Эффективная реализация билингвальной программы 

сделала Сингапур одним из лучших стран, которая имеет хорошую систему образования. 

Ключевые слова: образование, билингвальное обучение, Сингапур, школа, двухстороннее языковое 

обучение, ученик, обучение, учитель. 


