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Outline of Session 

 The Multilingual Context in Singapore 

 Frith’s Causal Modeling Framework 

 A Brief Description of the Chinese, Malay and 

Tamil Languages 

 Difficulties Dyslexic learners face with learning a 

second language / English 

 The Impact of Singlish  

 Implications on Specialist Support for Dyslexic 

Learners in a multilingual environment 

Multilingualism 

 Multilingual learners “live in an environment 

in which they are exposed to, or need to use, 

two or more languages at home and at school” 

(Foo et al., 2003) 

 These learners may not be fluent in any of 

these languages  

 Dyslexic learners’ difficulties are compounded 

by the fact that English may actually be an 

additional language for them 
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 Census of Population (2010) for residents (3.77mil):  

 74.1% Chinese 

 13.4% Malay 

 9.2% Indian  

 3.3% Others 

 Bahasa Melayu: Official national language 

 English: Main medium for instruction 

 Mandarin: Unifying oral/written medium of 

communication for the different Chinese dialects 

 Tamil: Most widely used language of the Indians 

The multilingual context in S’pore  
– Language Policies  

 Policy of Bilingualism since 1960s. i.e. Education 

conducted mainly in English with class periods set 

aside for 2nd language learning in Mandarin, 

Malay and Tamil 

 English – working language (“lingua franca”) of 

the Singapore resident population. From 1990-

2000, literacy in English increased from 63%-71% 

among the literate population aged 15 and above 

The multilingual context in S’pore  
– Language Policies  

 Code Selection – choosing the appropriate code 

for the right occasion 

 Code Mixing – the use of one or more languages 

for the consistent transfer of linguistic units from 

one language to another 

 Code Switching – the alternate use of 2 or more 

languages in distinct functional contexts, 

prompted by a particular function, image or 

identity speaker wishes to portray 

The multilingual context in S’pore  
– Code Selection, mixing, switching 
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Frith’s Causal Modelling Framework 

 Frith’s (1995; 2002) model is useful as a 

framework of reference but some adaptation is 

necessary for multilingual societies like 

Singapore and Malaysia 

 Furthermore, even though British English is 

used, American English also has a very strong 

influence  

 Impacts spelling and vocabulary 

Frith’s Causal Modelling Framework 
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processing  
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From Frith (1999). 
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Adapted from Frith (1999). 
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Frith’s Causal Modelling Framework 

Suggested by Foo et al. (2003) 

Environment 
 

Quantity & 
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Transparency of 
the language 

Usage/value of 

importance 
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Language  
acquisition 
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memory 
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Poor 
vocabulary 

Literacy 
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Frith’s Causal Modelling Framework 

 Modified model is not comprehensive and can 

be further expanded 

 Concepts like grammar and emotion (e.g. 

motivation, frustration) have not been 

referenced here 

 Thinking time: What does this show you about 

a learner in a multilingual environment? 

 Mandarin is most widely spoken 

 Tonal Language (4) 

 Non-alphabetic script; each Chinese character is 

made of up different strokes 

 Chinese characters have been labelled as 

logograms, ideograms and pictograms; 

comprising semantic and phonetic radicals 

 Semantic radical – signifies the semantic cues 

 Phonetic radical – provides sound cues  

The Chinese Language  华语 
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 Pictograms -山 (mountain), 田 (farm/field), 人 

(person) 

 Simple ideograms -  

 

 
 

 

 Semantic / phonetic radicals 

 Phonetic radical is usually an unreliable guide to its 

pronunciation – predictive accuracy only 26% 

 Semantic radical is stronger than the phonological 

cueing function 

 Not possible to read aloud a character by decoding its 

component parts 

 Firstly, same radicals could appear in different sizes at 
different locations of different characters, and hence 

different words 

 Secondly, a radical’s role is not fixed – semantic radical 

in one and a phonetic radical in another 

The Chinese Language  华语 - 
Difficulties in decoding 

 Alphabetic; similar orthography as the English 

language 

 Non-tonal 

 More transparent language  

 Written normally using the Roman Alphabet, 

although the Arabic script called Jawi also exists 

 6 pure vowels and 19 consonants 

 Existence of vowel teams e.g. pulau (open 

syllables) or as VV pattern – baik, laut 

The Malay Language  بهاس ملايو   
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 Agglutinative language i.e. the meaning of the 
words can be changed by adding the necessary 
prefixes or suffixes 

 E.g.:  

 Masak (to cook) 

 Memasak (cooks, is cooking…etc) 

 Memasakkan (cooks, is cooking, etc) 

 Dimasak (cooked, passive) 

 Pemasak (cook-person) 

 Masakan (cooking, cookery) 

The Malay Language  بهاس ملايو   

 Many initial consonants undergo mutation when 

prefixes are added:  

E.g.:  

Panggil (to call)             Memanggil (calls, is calling) 

Tapis (sieve)        Menapis (sieves, is sieving) 

 Many words are borrowed from Arabic (many 

religious terms), Sanskrit, Portuguese, Dutch, 

certain Chinese dialects and more recently, 

English (e.g. scientific and technological terms) 

The Malay Language  بهاس ملايو   

Where Bahasa Melayu has borrowed from: 

Bangku – stool (from Portuguese banco) 

Misai – moustache (from Tamil meesai) 

Loteng – attic (from Hokkien lau teng) 

Waktu – time (from Arabic waqt) 

Kaunter – (from English counter) 

Buku – book 

Terapi – therapy 

The Malay Language  بهاس ملايو   
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 Tamil is one of the 4 official languages in 

Singapore, but since 1989 non-Tamil speakers of 

Indian origin can pick 5 other Indian languages 

as their mother tongue (e.g. Urdu and Gujarati) 

 Many of the Indian languages are based on the 

Brahmi script and use syllables as the basic 

linguistic unit (syllabographic). The syllabic 

writing in Indic scripts is based on phonetic 

sounds [e.g. அ (a) ரி (ri) சி (ci)] (Joshi, Shroff & 

Mudur, 2003) 

The Tamil Language  தமிழ்   

 Most Indian orthographies can be considered 

transparent, but Tamil is more opaque 

 Limited research on Tamil and dyslexia 

The Tamil Language  தமிழ்   

 In 2011, researchers from De Montfort University 

and the DAS collaborated on a paper looking at 

dyslexic learners in primary school and how they 

expressed their thoughts about learning via 

metaphors 

 One aspect was entitled ‘learning a second 

language’ and based on 21 metaphors. 12 of these 

were classified as ‘very negative’. Examples include 

– “brain damage, it’s difficult”; “climbing tree, it is 

hard”; “going to heaven, like dying, very hard”. 

Difficulties Dyslexic learners 
face with learning a second language 
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 It is important to note that “bilingualism does not 

make dyslexia worse, but acquiring biliteracy skills 

means more time at the challenging tasks that 

may be overwhelming burden in just one language, 

let alone in two or more” (Tokuhama-Espinosa, 

2003, p. 5). 

 Several students seek accommodations to drop 

Mandarin in order to be able to focus more on 

English, which is the main medium of instruction 

in Singapore schools. 

Difficulties Dyslexic learners 
face with learning a second language 

 Confusion over Letter-Sound Correspondence 

E.g.:  

‘ai’ says /ā/ as in ‘rain’ but 

‘ai’ says ai (Tone 4) (love) in Mandarin 

 Confusion over Grammar and Syntax: 

Chinese does not have tenses but markers; there 

are no affixes such as ‘ed’ or ‘ing’ in Mandarin to 

indicate changes in the tense of verbs 

Difficulties Dyslexic Chinese children  
may be facing with English 

 The nouns in Mandarin have no inflectional 

endings to indicate changes in number unlike 

English 

 There are also no articles like ‘the’  and ‘a’ that 

occur in English 

 There is no subject-verb agreement in Mandarin 

unlike English. Hence, the verb is the same 

irrespective of the whether there is a singular or 

plural subject 

Difficulties Dyslexic Chinese children  
may be facing with English 
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 In Mandarin, prepositional phrases are placed 

directly before the verb unlike those in English that 

are placed after the verb  

 Example: 
 Mandarin    English 

 Ma Li zai chu fang chi  Mary eats her lunch 

ta de wu can   in the kitchen 

 Mary in kitchen eat her lunch 

(ungrammatical)    (grammatical) 

Difficulties Dyslexic Chinese children  
may be facing with English 

 Confusion over Letter-Sound Correspondence 

 In Malay, letter [c] is pronounced as /ch/ as in 

‘cepat’ or ‘campur’ 

 In English, letter [c] can be pronounced as /k/ as in 

‘cat’ or /s/ as in ‘city’ 

 Confusion over Spelling System 

 Malay language has “borrowed” many words from 

the English language (e.g. sains, sistem and 

komputer) 

 air (English) vs. air (Bahasa Melayu) 

Difficulties Dyslexic Malay children  
may be facing with English 

 Confusion over Grammar and Syntax 

 Tenses are non-obligatory in Malay 

 The pronouns ‘he’ and ‘she’ are not present in 

the Malay language 

 Repetition is a grammatical feature in Malay 

but absent in English (e.g. gula vs. gula gula, 

jalan vs. jalan jalan) 

Difficulties Dyslexic Malay children  
may be facing with English 
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 Confusion over Grammar and Syntax 

 Unlike English, the word “the” is non-existent  

 Tamil has a Subject-Object-Verb structure 

compared to a Subject-Verb-Object (SVO) 

structure in English 

E.g.: 

The girl (S) sang (V) a song (O) [English] 

The girl (S) a song (O) sang (V) [Tamil] 

(…) பெண் ஒரு ொடல் ொடினார் 

Difficulties Dyslexic Indian children  
may be facing with English 

 Confusion over Spelling 

 /w/ is non-existent, as such “wet” becomes 

/vet/ 

 Substituting [k] for [g] – e.g. ago  ako as 

Tamil phonology does not account for /g/ 

(Aaron & Joshi, 2006) 

Difficulties Dyslexic Indian children  
may be facing with English 

 Refers to the localised vernacular (colloquial form) 
of Standard English 

 Contains non-standard features of English and 
borrowings from other languages spoken in 
Singapore 

 It is the language of everyday conversations and 
informal settings 

 Less educated and economically disadvantaged 
tend to be confined to having Singlish as their 
working language (Deterding et al., 2003) 

Singapore English –  
The impact of Singlish 
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 Marking plurals and past tenses is optional - 

 For example: 

 What happened yesterday? I was fined.  

[Standard English] 

 Yesterday what happen? Kenah fine lah. [Singlish] 

 

 How many rooms are there in the hotel? 

[Standard English]  

 This hotel got how many room ah? [Singlish] 

Singapore English – The impact of  
Singlish: Grammar and Syntax 

 In Singlish, prepositions can function as verbs - 

For example 

Switch on/off the light. [Standard English] 
On/off the light. [Singlish] 

 There is an omission of verb-to-be - 

 For example 

 He is so fat. [Standard English] 
He so fat. [Singlish] 

 Why are you so late? [Standard English] 
Why you so late? [Singlish] 

Singapore English – The impact of  
Singlish: Grammar and Syntax 

 The subject is omitted more often in Singlish than 

in Standard English, usually with the context 

making the meaning clear. 

 For example 

 I/He/She has finished. [Standard English] 

Finish already. [Singlish] 

 I/He/She doesn’t want any. [Standard English] 

Don’t want. [Singlish] 

Singapore English – The impact of  
Singlish: Grammar and Syntax 
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 Singlish contain words from other languages 

spoken in Singapore including Malay, Mandarin 

and Hokkien 

 For example 

 cheem – difficult 

tzai / seh – to be cool / have flair 

chope – to reserve or lay claim to something 

bak chew tak stamp – to be blind 

buay ta han – To not tolerate 

Singapore English – The impact of  
Singlish: Vocabulary 

 Weak awareness of grammatical errors they make 

when Standard English is used 

 The child must switch from a weaker word lexicon 

to a more advanced word lexicon on starting 

school (informal vs. formal usage) 

 Difficult to break habit of using Singlish in more 

formal situations as it is the “easier” language but 

this is not acceptable 

Singapore English – The impact of  
Singlish: Learning 

 Geva (2000) states that “children from ethnic and 

linguistic minorities were over-represented in 

programmes for slow learners or for the learning-

disabled” (p. 22). 

 Ganchow & Sparks (2000) also purport that “the 

multilingual picture is complicated further by 

difficulties in distinguishing between errors due to 

dyslexia from those related to lower levels of 

proficiency” (cited in Lindgrén, 2012, p. 20). 

 Language assessments can be culturally/ linguistically 

biased 

The impact of multilingualism on diagnosis 
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Implications on Specialist Support for  
Dyslexic Learners Learning English in a Multilingual 
Environment 

Dyslexic learners learning English in a multilingual 
environment need to be explicitly taught: 

 Word attack skills (e.g. phonics/morphology) 

 Grammar 

 Vocabulary 
 

 The National Reading Panel (2000) has highlighted 
phonics & vocabulary as two of the five core 
building blocks of Reading Instruction (NICHD, 
2000). 

Implications on Specialist Support for  

Dyslexic Learners Learning English in a Multilingual 
Environment – Need for direct & explicit phonics inst. 

 Ehri, Nunes, Stahl & Willows (2001) state that 

“systematic phonics instruction proved effective and 

should be implemented as part of literacy programs to 

teach beginning reading as well as to prevent and 

remediate reading difficulties” (p. 393). 

 Research by Muter & Diethelm (2011) on 55 

multilingual children showed that “phonological 

segmentation ability and letter knowledge proved 

significant predictors of both concurrent and later 

reading achievement” (p. 187). 

Implications on Specialist Support for  
Dyslexic Learners Learning English in a Multilingual 
Environment – Need for Grammar/Vocab Instruction 

 Most primary school teachers prefer to teach grammar 

rules explicitly as they believe students internalise 

rules better (Chia, 2003). 

 Vocabulary plays an important role in reading 

comprehension and in students’ overall academic 

success (Hiebert & Kamil, 2005). 

 Explicit vocabulary instruction (e.g. subject-specific 

vocab) can make it easier for children to categorize 

words they hear. This will improve word learning and 

expand vocabulary knowledge. 
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Implications on Specialist Support for  
Dyslexic Learners Learning English in a Multilingual 
Environment – Suggestion for Grammar Instruction 

 Use of Project Read to try and rectify grammatical 

errors caused by direct translations and 

Singlish/Manglish 

 Builds sentences “graphic symbols that explain 

sentence structure in a concrete manner” 

(www.projectread.com) 

 

 

 

 Thinking time: Is it on the bus or in the bus? 

Implications on Specialist Support for  
Dyslexic Learners Learning English in a 
Multilingual Environment 

 Children with dyslexia who take English as an Additional 

Language (EAL) may be less likely to respond to methods 

that have been developed to support dyslexic learners, as 

compared to monolingual children with dyslexia (Fawcett 

& Lynch, 2000) 

 Teachers need to acknowledge the cultural diversity in 

their classrooms and recognize that every student should 

connect with the subject matter and the work they are 

asked to do through “culturally sensitive instructional 

methods and materials” (Montgomery, 2001, pp. 5). 

Implications on Specialist Support for  
Dyslexic Learners Learning English in a 
Multilingual Environment 

 Multilingual children need explicit instruction and 

continuous  support because they are burdened with 

sorting out several phonologies, arriving at school with 

limited literacy exposure and limited experience in the 

[English] language (Hus, 2005) 

 The cognitive load of multilingual children increases 

significantly as they have to manage instruction provided 

in English, which is not their first language, and one that 

has a deep orthography (Goswami, 2002, in Hus 2005) 
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In Summary… 

 We need to recognize the struggles that multilingual 

learners face 

 Explicit, direct, structured, and culturally sensitive 

instruction in phonics, vocabulary and grammar can 

be useful to these learners 

 Educators must know their learners (every learner is 

different) giving them time and a safe environment 

to succeed in 

 We need to manage our expectations, and try and 

be the best models to our learners 
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