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What does he 
mean by “I 
could care less” 
this time?



• What points are these two people trying to 
make? 

• For the native speakers of English, when you say“ 
I could care less”, what do you really mean?

• For the non-native speakers of English, when you 
hear“ I could care less”, what do you understand 
from that?
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English and Chinese
in the Singapore Context: 

Cultural and Cognitive Patterns

FAST SAMAN ME LAH！

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9f2_UByRpJc

© H. H. Gao 10
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Linguistically, Culturally, and 
Cognitively Distinctive?

1. What make this scenario funny? 

2. What are the features that are linguistically, 
culturally, and cognitively distinctive?

3. Are they representative of Singaporeans’ linguistic 
and cultural behavior to a large extent? 
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Bilingual and Bicultural?

Some examples from the ongoing studies 
conducted 

in the Bilingual Development Lab at NTU
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13no. of participants: 34; age range: 9-12; 

Example 1: Attitudes toward Singapore Standard English vs Singapore Colloquial English
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15/36.6%

4/8.2%

30/61.2%

3/6.1%

26/53.1%

20/40.8%

Example 2: Mitigated Speech 

no. of participants: 49; age range: 19-25; 
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27/55.1%

1/2%

27/42.9%

3/6.1%

42/85.7%

4/8.2%
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Reasons for Mitigated Speech 



• On the individualism and collectivism scale 

• The highest scores on the individualism end is the 

United States.

• At the opposite end is Guatemala 危地马拉(拉丁美
洲)

Geert Hofstede, a Dutch cultural anthropologist, 

analyzed cultures along five dimensions. He rated 58 

countries on each dimension on a scale from 1 to 100. 

Hofstede, Geert, Cultures and Organizations: Software 

of the Mind, 1997

© H. H. Gao



• The countries  most reliant on rules and plans and most 

likely to stick to procedures regardless of circumstances:

• 1. Greece (Europe)

• 2. Portugal (Europe)

• 3. Guatemala (Latin America),

• 4. Uruguay （South America）

• 5. Belgium (Europe)

Top five ‘uncertainty avoidance” countries

“ Uncertainty Avoidance” – How well 

does a culture tolerate ambiguity? 

© H. H. Gao



• The cultures best able to tolerate ambiguity：

• 49. Hong Kong (Asia)

• 50. Sweden (Northern Europe)

• 51. Denmark (Europe)

• 52. Jamaica (Latin America)

• 53. Singapore (Asia)

Bottom five ‘uncertainty avoidance” countries

“ Uncertainty Avoidance” – How well 

does a culture tolerate ambiguity? 

© H. H. Gao
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A question: 

Are Hofstede’s 1997 study results still valid as a 

guideline to understand the Western and the 

Eastern patterns of thinking or cultural differences?  



23(the Meta Picture 2014) 

Giving personal opinions: 
Bilingual Speakers’ Hesitation or Strategies? 

No. of Participants: 52
Age range: 19-24
Education level:  University

Example 3:
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Self-correction (SC)
Repetition (RW)
Filler words (FW)
Pauses (P) (more than 30 seconds more)
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Self-correction (SC)
Repetition (RW)
Filler words (FW)
Pauses (P)
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HFW UHH ERM EHH UMM WELL Total

Male 42 34 30 12 20 138

Female 15 23 31 51 17 137

Figure 5: Counts of Hesitation Filler Words by type

Do bilingual speakers use more filler words? Why?

HFW: Hesitation Filler Words 



Patterns of Thinking: Bilingual and Bicultural? 

• When I am with a man I am engaged. 

• 当我和一个男人在一起时觉的好。

• A girl has a right to choose who to give her heart to. 
一个女孩有权利爱人。

• A woman's job is to help the man in maintaining the 
family. 

• 一个女人应该做的事是把家里打理好。
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Example 4: a study based on social cognitive theory 

No. of participants: 45; Age range: 19-25; Education level:  University
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A man should always_____.
一个男人应该________。

(Female Singaporean participants’ answers)

1. respect a woman's dignity. 保守女人的尊荣。

2. think of how they can help, in particular woman. 照顾他人，
尤其是女生。

3. love his wife. 爱惜他身边的女人。

4. give in to a woman. 让着女人。

5. be more concerned about things around them. 多关心身边
的事物。

6. respect a woman. 耐心对待家人。

7. be bold. 勇敢。

8. be a gentleman. 当个有风度的男人。

9. be a man. 当男人。 29



A man should always_____.
一个男人应该________。

(Male Singaporean participants’ answers)

1. be independent. 独立。

2. be gentlemen. 有绅士风度。

3. be himself. 保护女人。

4. take care of the family. 照顾家。

5. have sex. 爱女人。

6. be the man. 做男人。

7. protect a woman. 爱女人。

8. be there for his wife and buddies. 陪着太太与朋友。

9. sleep. 爱女人。
30



A lifespan view of language development

Patterns of grown, change, and stability 
in language behaviour occur throughout 
the entire lifespan.
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Characteristics of language development

• lifelong, multidimensional, multidirectional, plastic, and 
contextual.

• growth, maintenance, and regulation of loss.

• a co-construction of biology, culture, and the individual.

Language development research requires a 
multidisciplinary approach.



Lifespan: From conception to death

Prenatal Period Conception – Birth

Infancy and Toddlerhood Birth – 2 years

Early Childhood 3 - 5 years

Middle Childhood 6 – 10/11 years

Adolescence 10/11/12 – 18/19/20 years

Early/Young Adulthood 20 – 30s

Middle Adulthood 40 – 50s

Late Adulthood 60/70s - death
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1. Language Development Is Lifelong

• Early adulthood is not the endpoint of language 
development; rather, no age stops the development. 

– E.g., language abilities continue to reflect cerebral 
changes throughout adulthood and into senescence. 
(Rosselli et al. 2014)



Language Development -

1 word

babble

complex grammar

2 word

36 mo6-10 mo 12 mo 18 mo

Infancy 
Early Childhood



Language Development - Middle Childhood 

• 6 – 10/11 years

 Language skill refining in several domains

 a more sophisticated sense of humor  

understanding of word meaning more precisely 

 Speaking vocabulary: 8,000 to 14,000 words for 6-year-olds

 the use of idioms comprehended

 Syntax development expanded (e.g. active and passive voice; 
proper use of articles, connectives, punctuations, and 
subordinate clauses)

 The pragmatic use of language improved

(Owens, 1996; Baumann et al.; 2005; Cain, Oakhill, & Elbro, 2003; O’Grady, 1997)



Language Development - Adolescence

• 10/11/12 – 18/19/20 years

 comprehension of multiple word use, idioms, and forms of 
sarcasm

 understanding and use of figurative language

 advanced language skills (e.g., complex sentences both 
orally and in the written form

 production of written stories that follow story grammar 
rules, and regularly make correct inferences from written 
text

 metalinguistic awareness skills

(Brent, et al.; 2008; Paul, 2006; Wallach, 2008) 



Language Development - Early/Young Adulthood 

• 20 – 30s

 continuous vocabulary expansion (at least 20,000 base 
words)

 established methods in building meaning and enriching 
semantic knowledge

 complex syntactic structures in both oral statements and 
written language

 skillful use of figurative language, idioms, and sarcasms 

 Increase of metalinguistic skills

 Increased skills in social language use (pragmatics)

(Hauser et al. 2002; Pinker & Jackendoff 2005; Christie, 2012) 



Language Development - Middle Adulthood 

• 40 – 50s

 Increase of metalinguistic skills

 Increased skills in social language use 

 increased ability in identifying abstract issues and themes for 
interpretation

 increased ability in selecting appropriate language 
expressions for statement, evaluation, argumentation, or 
interpretation

 the use of dense language to create abstract meanings

 a relative absence of reference to self in expressing 
evaluation, though evaluation is primarily what such texts 
are about.

(Christie, 2012) 



Language Development - Late Adulthood

• 60/70s - death

 decrease in metalinguistic skills

 social language use formalized

 stability in the choices of syntactic structures and 
expressions

 Inability to distinguish speech sounds

 Reduced speed in reading 

 Resilience to the use of language variations

 decrease in competence in second language acquisition 

(Stine,1990; Stine, Cheung, & Henderson, 1995; Christie, 2012) 



Language Development across the Life Span – A naming task

Rosselli et al., 2014: 9) 

2007 Average Boston 
naming scores 
by age groups
(Zec et al., 2007)



• Change is gradual.

• Achievements at one level build on previous level.

• Underlying developmental processes remain the 

same over the lifespan.

Language development across the life span –
Characteristics



2. Language development is multidimensional

Other aspects of development involved:

• Physical Development
– Body, brain, senses, motor skills, & health

• Cognitive Development
– Learning, memory, moral reasoning, thinking, & 

creativity

• Psychosocial Development
– Personality, emotional life, & relationships



Features of Motor Development in Infants  at Each Level of Consciousness

Gao & Holland, 2008, 2013; Gao, 2014; Gao, et al., 2015

Part of the Foundation for Language Development 



Features of Cognitive Development in Infants  at Each Level of Consciousness

Gao, 2014; Gao, et al., 2015

Part of the Foundation for Language Development 



Features of Language Development in Infants  at Each Level of Consciousness

Gao, 2014; Gao, et al., 2015



Features of Social Development in Infants  at Each Level of Consciousness

Gao, 2014; Gao, et al., 2015

Part of the Foundation for Language Development 



An overview of Multidimensional Development: 0-12 months

53Gao & Guo, 2015



An overview of Multidimensional Development: 0-12 months

Gao & Guo, 2015



3. Language development is multidirectional

• Language development across the 
life span involves both gains and 
losses. 

• With age, certain language 
capabilities become more refined 
and sophisticated, while others 
involve loss of skill and capacity.

• Language interference in a bilingual 
environment



Bilingual Singaporean Children’s Word Production in Early Childhood
(Duration: 6 months; No. of hours: 16 hours in 16 sessions )

Word 

type

Mandarin Word

Production

English Word

Production

Mandarin 

Dominant 

(2;9 -3;3)

English 

Dominant

(2;5 and 3;1)

Mandarin 

Dominant

(2;9 -3;3)

English 

Dominant

(2;5 -3;1)

Noun 314 122 49 406

Verb 258 43 10 232

Other 252 50 41 154

Total 824 215 100 792

Increase and decrease

Example 5: Two Bilingual Singaporean boys’ English and Mandarin word production  



5. Development is Contextual.

• Patterns of use strongly affect how language is 
acquired, and how it changes over time.

• The effects of social interaction play a major 
role in the acquisition of language. 

67
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E.g., 

– Age for learning a second language

– Learning environment

– Self-learned or taught

1) Normative age-graded influences 
• similar for individuals in a particular age group



2) Normative history-graded influences 

• Events that shape attitudes of a historical generation

E.g., 

– the computer revolution/networks/internet 

– the multilingual language policy in Singapore

1. Nothing to see one. 
2. He is quite hopeless with kids 

one. 
3. I have the urge to read [the 

Bible] everyday one. 
4. This kind of thing no need to 

seek clearance one. 
5. This book no bar-code one. 

(Wong, 2005:246-247)

• colloquial Singaporean English



Colloquial Singaporean English

1. The one on the table le?
2. Go lah. Keep me company lah.
3. That’s what he says lah.
4. I can’t be bothered lah.
5. Why always late ha? 
6. You going ah?
7. Wait me here for me hoh. 
8. Better wait till this afternoon hoh?
9. I have to wait for him ma.

Example 6: 



Types of 

answers

3-year old

（No=21）

4-year old

（No=23）

5-year old

（No=30）

敲门 2（9.5%） 10（43.5%）21（70%）

敲 0 2（8.7%） 2（6.7%）

Knock 4（19%） 1（4.3%） 2（6.7%）

Knocking the 

door
5（23.8%）3（13%） 2（6.7%）

不知道 6（28.6%）4（17.4%） 1（3.3%）

开那个door 0 1（4.3%） 0

开 0 1（4.3%） 0

打门 0 1（4.3%） 0

Push那个door 1（4.8%） 0 0

Open the door 2（9.5%） 0 0

动那个门 1（4.8%） 0 0

在去他的朋友家 0 0 1（3.3%）

他的门 0 0 1（3.3%）

Total types 7 8 7

Question 1: What is the girl doing there?                

Question 2: Why is the girl doing that?

3-year olds:
• 她敲门, 可是没有人在家里，所以她在动那个门啦
• Because she want Mommy.
• He balabla… he want to find Mommy.

4-year olds:
• because the people don’t want to play with her.
• 因为她想要跟人家玩。

5-year old:
• She want go in play.
• 因为她要进去跟朋友玩。

3-5-year olds’ answers:

Speaking Two Languages in Early Childhood

Example 7: 
No. of children: 146



The Questions raised for current research conducted in 
the Bilingual Development Lab at NTU

1. Are there any special features of Chinese that impact 
cognitive development in children more than their 
corresponding features in other languages?

2. Does embodied semantics in physical action verbs 
reflect a cognitive base for language acquisition?

3. What factors play a major role in bilingual 
development in preschool children in Singapore? 

4. How can we develop a scientific measurement for 
assessing bilingual development in a multilingual 
society? 



Summary

• Language development is a major component of 
human development. 

• Bilingual development will be a life long component 
of human development in the current and future 
generations

• A good life can be defined in many ways, but in 
whichever way it is defined, one of its features may 
merge from how well one speaks two languages or 
even how many languages one speaks at present 
and in the future. 



Thank you!


