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Introduction
Singapore has been a confluence of immigrants long before it became an independent micro-state. Its high performance in international benchmarking tests of reading and math was surprising to those who found out that the tests were conducted in English, which is the language-of-instruction in government schools, but not the home language of many of the students (Dixon, 2005). In the new millennium, a second wave of immigrants from India, China, and Philippines to Singapore has brought new challenges to the bilingual education model that was developed in the 1960-70s. New immigrant children will find that the English used in Singapore exhibits diglossia (discussed in Gupta, 1991, p.119), whereby a native-born Singaporean may speak “standard” internationally-intelligible English in a more formal setting or choose to speak colloquial Singapore English (Singlish) among close friends, which is unintelligible for visitors and new immigrants. Various racial groups also learn their heritage languages as a compulsory subject in school. This creates a highly complex language environment for any immigrant child entering a Singapore school. This essay overviews the evidence for a sensitive period in second language learning, describes its implications for education in the Singaporean context, and makes recommendations for policy and practice.


Literature review
Definitional issues
	The definition for “sensitive period”. The optimal age at which language learning should begin has been debatable. This concept has been termed critical period which is “a temporal span during which an organism displays a heightened sensitivity to certain environmental stimuli, the presence of which is required to trigger a developmental event” (Birdsong, 2005, p.111). Other studies use “sensitive” and “critical” interchangeably (e.g. Flege et al., 1999), while Bialystok (1997) preferred “sensitive period”. She argued that “critical” connotes “crucial”, which called for the elusive proof of causality between young age and enhanced L2 learning (p.118). In this essay, we will use a broader concept of “sensitive period” as “a time or stage in a person’s development when they are more responsive to certain stimuli and quicker to learn particular skills.” (Oxford dictionary, 2015)
The definition for “first language”. In language acquisition literature, first language is often defined as a native language, mother tongue, or a language learned since birth (reviewed in Lee, 2005). However, with increasing globalization and international migration, earlier definitions of “first language” may no longer be relevant. In fact, children who are transplanted to a locality different than one where s/he is born, either through migration or adoption, may acquire a language that can replace language first learned since birth, through more frequent use of the later-acquired language (Lee, 2005, p.155). This is the case for Singapore, where many immigrant children are attending school using English as language-of-instruction, for work, or for interracial communication, while heritage languages are believed to be gradually eroded (Davies, 2008, p. 439). Here, “first language (L1)” refers to English used as the dominant language of work, study, and interracial communication.
The definition for “second language” and “heritage language”. In Singapore, most children learn heritage languages as “second languages” in schools, known as “mother tongue languages”. This conflicts with certain definitions whereby heritage languages are regarded as first languages. It also conflicts with one definition of heritage languages, which mean “languages other than the dominant language (or languages) in a given social context” (Kelleher, 2010). In Singapore, the mother tongue languages are given equal status as official languages and are used widely among members of ethnic communities in less formal settings, even though English dominates professional communications. In this essay, we will reserve the use of “second language (L2)” for English learnt by newly immigrant children. “Mother tongue languages” will be treated as heritage languages.
The socio-historical context of Singapore’s language landscape
Extreme language (and dialect) diversity led to a loose bilingual policy where different schools operated with different media of instruction, depending on which community it served (Hornberger & Vaish, 2009). In Singapore, English is now regarded as the “first language”, even though it is a foreign language imported during the British colonial era, and a second language for those who attended school during 1960s to early 1980s. Policymakers gradually introduced English as the language-of-instruction because it was race-neutral and globally-accessible. Reviewed in Dixon (2005, p.28), all schools were required to teach math and science in English starting with Primary 1 in 1966. Schools that did not use English as medium of instruction stopped accepting students over time (Tamil-medium schools: 1975; Malay-medium schools: 1983). It was further announced in 1983 that all content would be taught in English by 1987, with Chinese, Malay, or Tamil taught as required “mother tongue languages” for all students depending on ethnicity (Pakir, 2004, p.118).
The impact of Singapore’s recent liberal immigrant policies has been underestimated. Scholars have discussed the social issues but omitted educational implications (e.g. Yeoh & Lin, 2012). Also, there is a paucity of education research on the learning experience of new immigrant children in Singapore schools (perhaps only Mackey & Silver, 2005). As a classroom practitioner, I know new immigrant children are struggling with learning content and language of instruction despite that there are after-class language support programs for math and English at the lower primary levels (MOE, 2015c).
An overview of some theories behind second language acquisition
A study on the acquisition of English as a foreign language in the Basque Autonomous Region of Spain compared the rate of English acquisition among Primary 5 (mean age 10.1 years), Secondary 2 (mean age 12.9 years), and Secondary 5 (mean age 16.3 years) students, who had each received 600 hours of English classes (Cenoz, 2003). It was found that (1) older students learned English more quickly than younger children, (2) younger children presented more positive attitudes to learning English, and (3) younger children did not code-mix English with the native language more often than older children. This suggests that older children may have a better academic and cognitive capacity to learn a new language compared to younger children. This could be explained by the interdependence theory, where Cummins (1991, p.83) suggested that the skills developed as a result a strong basis in one’s L1 serves as the best foundation for high achievement in a L2.
In the American context, Johnson & Newport (1989) administered a test of English grammaticality to 46 immigrants to the US and found that those who arrived at a younger age tend to score higher on the test. Moreover, those who arrived after puberty tend to achieve lower, and more variable, scores. Johnson & Newport (1989, p.95) “did not find a flat relationship between performance and age of learning throughout childhood, with a sudden drop in performance marking the end of the critical period; instead, performance gradually declined from about age seven on, until adulthood.” Similarly, Hakuta, Bialystok, and Wiley (2003) analyzed a large dataset of immigrants with Spanish or Chinese language backgrounds from the 1990 US census. Like Johnson & Newport (1989), Hakuta et al. (2003) did not find a pattern of [sharp] decline in average L2 proficiency with age, which would be expected for the critical period hypothesis. Current evidence suggests that people who learn a L2 later in life tend to have a lower attained proficiency, and there is no specific age or developmental milestone at which a person experience a sharp decline in his/her ability to learn a new language.
Synthesizing the evidence, it seems that there is no harm in the early acquisition of a second language. In fact, there are potential benefits: (1) younger children may find it easier to learn a new language because of associated positive attitudes to learn it; (2) early acquisition of additional languages may confer inclusivity to society and increase access to opportunities beyond one’s home community; (3) there is no age that is “too late” for language learning, even if it becomes more effortful beyond the sensitive period for language learning.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Recommendations
To soften the impact of immigrant children learning English in Singapore as a language of instruction, as well as to acquire content knowledge, some recommendations for policy and practice are described below:
Recommendation 1: Collect and avail language background data on immigrant children.
To make any meaningful recommendation, data analysis is paramount. As Justice Blackmun said in the Lau v. Nichols (1974) verdict, the case was heard before the Supreme Court because of the large number of students who were denied equal access to opportunities due to the lack of language support. Contrastingly, the numbers of new immigrant children, and their language backgrounds, are not collected and/or not made available publicly (MOE, 2014; SingStat, 2015). Without open data, there is no way for external input towards the design of structures to ensure that these students do not fall between the cracks. The Ministry of Education could consider adding a section on the language backgrounds of students, to the Education Statistics Digest that it already publishes annually. 
Recommendation 2: Re-examine the sociopolitical conditions that shape bilingual education policies.
There is a need to re-examine the sociopolitical conditions that shape bilingual education policies. The fact that Singapore’s new immigrants are from a limited number of countries suggests that we could borrow some recommendations of Castro et al. (2011), e.g. the low-hanging fruit of institutionalizing the requirement for teacher proficiency in a second language for instruction. But, this will require a change in the socio-politics of mandating English as the “first language” of work and school. It entails rationalizing the oxymoronic policy of treating “mother tongue” languages as “home-use” languages, but having most children learn “mother tongue” languages at the second language (lower proficiency) level. The continued application of this policy will only shape the younger generations to become more English (or “Singlish”[footnoteRef:1], some might argue) monolingual and less bilingual. [1:  “Singlish” is short for Singaporean English, described as “English modified by colloquial expressions and borrowings from local languages used in Singapore” with limited international intelligibility (Dictionary of Singlish, 2004)] 

Recommendation 3: Make bilingual education truly bilingual – remove barriers for using the mother tongue language in work and study.
It is a shame that parents have to choose between a language that confer social inclusivity or provide access to opportunities, and their heritage language. I was intrigued by the Rosalie Porter interview and her opinion that bilingual education do not work, despite herself having a Spanish language background. While her opinion might hold for certain parts of the US, I believe Singapore can extend on the beachheads already made with its bilingual policy. We recently relaxed the requirements for students choosing to study a mother tongue language at the first language (higher) level, previously a route reserved for the highest achieving students (MOE, 2015b). Moreover, the decisions are now made at the school level, where classroom teachers’ assessment of the child’s ability takes precedence over national norming.
Recognizing that teaching content in two languages will be hard for a country with four official languages with three different writing systems, I suggest that selected content be read in the mother tongue language at all Singapore schools[footnoteRef:2], e.g. character and citizenship education. For the longer term, it may be useful to re-examine the Luxembourg education system where young children first learn Luxembourgish (overviewed in Lebrun & Beardsmore, 1993). Content is taught in German at primary school. At secondary school, content is taught in German, except math and sciences, which are taught in French. [2:  This is currently only practiced in SAP schools, a select group of schools that promote Chinese-English biliteracy and biculturalism (MOE, 2008).] 

Recommendation 4: Support equal exposure to heritage language among young children.
Bilingual learning should take place at the earliest opportunity at home. Singapore already provides a developmental milestone guide for parents/guardians of every child (Manickam, 2015). But that guide is developed with a medical perspective. I would recommended a more comprehensive guide containing accessible information for developing confident bilinguals starting at infancy. For example, assure parents that some multilingual children may initially exhibit vocabulary deficiencies, which may be more pronounced if the language pair have distinct writing systems, e.g. English and Chinese (Bialystok & Feng, 2011, p.123). Also, we could use the suggestions from Rosenberg (1996), i.e. (1) ask parents to consider the social and family contexts for raising bilingual children, (2) consider the modes of developing bilingualism at home through modeling the use of two or more languages in specific ways (e.g. sequential or simultaneous use of different languages), (3) consider individual differences among children and immerse them in environments that encourage alternative language use, and (4) express positive attitudes with using different languages (e.g. not using one language for reprimanding children in case that language becomes negatively associated with poor behavior).
McLaughlin (1992) opined that a bilingual classroom starting from young age will support immigrant students with content acquisition (p. 10). We should tackle uneven exposure to heritage language learning in preschools where most Chinese-Singaporeans have exposure to Chinese language. Anecdotally, not the same could be said for the minorities as we have far fewer ethnic-minority preschool teachers. The lack of support for new immigrant children is even more pronounced. I would recommend that compulsory bilingual education begin at kindergarten so that solid language foundations can be laid (kindergarten is not compulsory in Singapore; MOE, 2015). This will require the provision of curricular support for preschool teachers to use heritage languages for instruction. Also, it is crucial to maintain a high quality teaching profession that that recruits from among the best graduates who are well-compensated for the job (Pufahl, Rhodes, & Christian, 2001).
Recommendation 5: Catering to individual differences in the classroom.
Teachers need to shed the “deficit” mindset. Educators probably know the importance of supporting the development of a functionally bilingual child who could use a heritage language at home and even at a future workplace where bilingualism is considered an asset (McLaughlin, 1992, p. 10-11). But this may not be a dominant belief system held by most teachers. We will need teachers to first set aside the “deficit” mindset when thinking about immigrant children who are struggling with content acquisition. We need to recognize that academic achievement may not reflect intelligence because the language and cultural responsiveness of standardized tests prejudice the performance of children who are learning English as a L2 (McLaughlin, 2013, p. 165).
Practice culturally responsive pedagogies. McLaughlin (1992, pp. 5-6) believed that there are social and psychological factors that favor the learning of a new language in a new environment, and that it is illusory to compare the rates of language acquisition between older and younger children because the range of vocabulary and assessment requirements are different. He suggested that teachers be culturally responsive and avoid calling out on students who may feel anxious about being unable to respond using an emerging second language (pp. 7-8). A list of interactive pedagogies suited for immersion-type bilingual classrooms has been compiled in Pacific Policy Research Center (2010, p.8).
Not all L2 English learners are the same. Children from different cultures may not acquire a second language the same way (McLaughlin, 1992, p.12-13). Immigrant children may have different perceptions of what is considered appropriate classroom behavior, in terms of mode of self-expression, dominance of talk, and mode of learning (p.13). Educators can plan immersive experiences where immigrant children can have opportunities to learn from language or subject teachers, or their peers (Pacific Policy Research Center, 2010, p.8). Teachers could promote cross-cultural competence among children through daily speech and examples, so as to create a safe space for immigrant and locally-born children alike.
Assess students in a variety of ways. Use a variety of methods to ascertain the level of learning attainment for the same learning outcome in different ways (Hancock, 1994). Also, focus on the assessment of concepts that are independent of language proficiency, because it will take time accommodate new technical vocabulary. For example, the use of portfolios that include a collection of written and oral work, drawings, physical activities, and even music can help emerging language learners become more skillful with using a second language over time.
Concluding remarks
The economic necessity of the millennial immigration has brought about underestimated challenges to the Singaporean education system. Designed in the 1960s-70s, the English-dominant bilingual system may prejudice new immigrant children whose heritage language may not be English or any of the official mother tongue languages. Research suggests that the average attained proficiency levels of a L2 tend to be lower for people who begin learning it later in life, although older children may learn a new language faster than younger ones. Guided by current evidence, we can confront the challenges by: (1) collecting and availing more language background data on immigrant children, (2) re-examining the conditions that necessitated the bilingual education model of the 1960s-1970s, and (3) embracing multilingualism, by removing the barriers to using multiple languages at work and school instead of using only English as the sole working language, (4) supporting equal exposure to heritage language learning among young children by educating parents/caregivers on language development milestones, and making bilingual preschools free and compulsory so that all children can benefit from early learning, and (5) supporting the use of culturally-responsive pedagogies and assessment to cater to individual students.
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