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I V 

ABSTRACT 

The issue concerning English education in Hong Kong has been a 

matter of much debate. This d isser ta t ion comprises two parts . Part I 

(Chapters 1 - 3 ) is a descr ipt ion of the problems and Part I I (Chapters 4 

and 5) a search f o r so lu t ions . 

Chapter 1 gives a fac tual picture of the language problems and the 

responses of both the government and the public to them. ..Chapter 2 is a 

study of the l i n g u i s t i c s i t ua t i on i n Hong Kong, having a discussion 

p a r t i c u l a r l y about the nature of b i l ingua l ism. Chapter 3 analyses the 

language learning d i f f i c u l t i e s and the actual needs of the learners. 

Chapter 4 is an attempt to solve the problem by. locat ing the proper 

pos i t ion of English learning in the language education of Hong Kong. 

Chapter 5 suggests a possible solut ion to maintain, and hopeful ly to 

improve the teaching q u a l i t y , by adapting the communicative approach to 

the Hong Kong s i t u a t i o n . 



INTRODUCTION 

The h is tory of English education in Hong Kong dates back as early as 

when Hong Kong became a B r i t i s h colony. With such.a long his tory and 

wi th such tremendous support from the Government, in view of resources 

both in finances and manpower, i t is surpr is ing and disappointing to f i n d 

that the motivation of the learners is so low and, worse s t i l l , the 

standard of English is found to be dec l in ing . The f ac t that the 

environment f o r learning English in Hong Kong seems to be more favourable 

when compared wi th those in China and Japan makes i t more necessary and 

meaningful to look in to the heart of the matter. 

As a secondary school teacher in Hong Kong, the wr i t e r observes 

that there are many causes f o r the f a i l u r e in learning the target 

language. The improvements in syllabus design, teaching approach and 

methodology may solve part of the problem. To eradicate the root of the 

problem, however, there is the need f o r a radical change in the language 

pol icy at the same t ime. 

The w r i t e r therefore begins by making an analysis of the actual 

l i n g u i s t i c s i t ua t i on in Hong Kong before attempting to search f o r 

so lu t ions . F ina l ly the conclusions are reached that f i r s t l y a change in 

a t t i t ude towards learning the language should be brought about by 

re locat ing the pos i t ion of English education in Hong Kong, and secondly a 

more r e a l i s t i c adaptation of the Communicative Approach to the local 

s i t ua t i on w i l l make the teaching and learning of English more e f f i c i e n t . 

Since English w i l l continue to be important in Hong Kong, i t is high 

time to prepare w i t h i n th i s t r ans i t i ona l period of h is tory f o r a more 

healthy survival of English education in 1997 and beyond. 



PART I 

THE PROBLEM OF ENGLISH EDUCATION IN HONG KONG 



Chapter 1 

THE HONG KONG SITUATION 

1.1 Background 

Hong Kong is a c i t y s i tuated on the shores of South China. . I t was 

p a r t l y ceded and p a r t l y leased to B r i t a i n in the 19th Century. I t w i l l , 

however, be returned to China in 1997 in accordance with the Si no-Bri t i sh 

Jo in t Declaration in 1984. 

Throughout the past one hundred years Hong Kong has changed from a 

f i s h i n g v i l l a g e to an in terna t ional f i nanc i a l centre, with a highly 

sophist icated and e f f i c i e n t network of communications. The rapid 

expansion of manufacturing industry has contributed to rank Hong Kong 

among the top 20 exporting nations. Hong Kong also functions as a centre 

of commerce, banking and insurance (Taylor 1987). 

Hong Kong has an area of 1,071 square kilometres and a population of 

5,658,800, one of the most densely populated c i t i e s in the world. About 

97% of the people are Chinese and 3% non-Chinese. So, despite Hong 

Kong's cosmopolitan m u l t i - r a c i a l appearance i t is a ' f a r more r a c i a l l y 

homogeneous c i t y than most in B r i t a i n and other western countr ies . ' 

(Gibbons 1987). 

The information about languages from the 1981 Census provided the 

fo l l owing f i g u r e s : 

Speakers of Cantonese 88.00% 

Speakers of other Chinese dia lects 10.29% 

Speakers of English 1.04% 

'On t h i s measure English f a l l s below some comparatively obscure Chinese 

d i a l e c t s . ' (Gibbons 1987) 

1.2 English Language Education 

The education system of Hong Kong consists of 3 years of 

kindergarten, 6 years of primary education, 5 years of secondary 

education, 1 or 2 years of Dj::&=jjniversity education and t e r t i a r y 



education ranging from 2 to 4 years. Children are exposed to English as 

ear ly as in the kindergarten and continue to learn i t as a major subject 

u n t i l the j u n i o r years i n the un ive r s i t i e s , polytechnics and other 

post-secondary i n s t i t u t i o n s . A secondary school leaver has therefore 

learnt English f o r 14 years, a matriculated student f o r 15 to 16 years, 

and a post-secondary graduate f o r an addi t ional 1 or 2 years. 

As f a r as medium of in s t ruc t ion is concerned, Cantonese is used in 

most of the primary schools while English is adopted by the major i ty of 

the secondary schools to be the medium of i n s t r u c t i o n . 

Since the ear ly years of the Colony, English has been promoted as 

the medium of i n s t r u c t i o n , i n i t i a l l y on the ground that i t could 'act as 

a bond of union between the many thousands of Chinese who have made th i s 

place t h e i r residence and the handful of Europeans by whom they are 

governed.' (Endacott 1973) The h is tory of education in Hong Kong shows 

that there has been a f a s t expansion of Anglo-Chinese secondary schools 

where English is the medium of ins t ruc t ion and a rapid decline of the 

Chinese middle schools. 

The o f f i c i a l Government publ ica t ion (Hong Kong 1988) made known the 

fo l lowing 1987 f i g u r e s : 

Types of school No. of schools Total enrolments 

Chinese Middle School 

Anglo-Chinese Sec. School 

60 

351 

34,640 

372,152 

This predominance of English in Education has been under much c r i t i c i s m . 

1.3 The Problem 

C r i t i c i s m increases when the standard of English is found to be 

dec l in ing rather than improving. Even worse, there is a simultaneous 

sp i r a l downfall in the competence of the Chinese language. 



The former Governor of Hong Kong, MacLehose (1972-1982) described 

the problem succinc t ly in 1983 during an interview with a Hong Kong 

English newspaper: 

Cantonese speaking chi ldren are not only taught English but taught 
in English, so as to gain f a m i l i a r i t y wi th i t as has happened in 
Hong Kong in the s t ruc tu r ing of education to meet th i s desire. The 
system worked well so long as education was the pr iv i lege of an 
e l i t e in whose homes English was.spoken to some extent, and that 
e l i t e played-a major part in Hong Kong's i n i t i a l success. But once 
e l i t i s m is abandoned, and education is made universal and 
consequently vas t ly abandoned, as was the case in Hong Kong, one 
immediately runs in to dangers of inadequacy, in both the native 
mother tongue and the English second language, and in comprehension 
of what was being taught in i t . 

In r e a l i t y , the standard of English before the advent of 9 years' 

compulsory education in 1978 l e f t much to be desired. The English 

Curriculum Development Committee (1973) remarked that despite the 

paramount importance that has been attached to the learning of English 

and the prodigious e f f o r t that has been made, the results have been 

rather dismal. A study of the essays wr i t t en by Form 5 students in 

pr ivate secondary schools evidenced 'only one f i f t h of a l l sentences are 

f r ee from grammatical e r ro r s ' and of those grammatically correct 

sentences, less than 10% ( i . e . 2% of a l l sentences) can be taken as 

'normal English usages or mature expressions.' 

Another survey carr ied out by Kvan (1969) among students at the 

Univers i ty of Hong Kong revealed that of a l l the 1st year students, 

'about 15% read at a speed of less than 150 words per minute, 75% under 

175 . . . rates of 80 - 100 words per minute are not rare even in good 

students. In the U.S. such speeds are quoted f o r chi ldren of 12 - 13 

years of age who are regarded as slower than English chi ldren . . . these 

reading speeds are s imi l a r to those quoted f o r English students reading 

French, t h e i r second language.' 

In the year immediately a f t e r the implementation of compulsory 

education, Chan et al (1979) conducted an English language tes t of 

Primary 4 standard on 2,974 Form 1 students from 22 schools; only 35.36% 

passed the t e s t . 



In an analysis of the views of the examiners and teachers of Hong 

Kong's 'Use of English Examination', Workman (1987) reported that both 

the examiners and teachers were of the same opinion, that the students in 

the mat r icu la t ion classes are poor in English; they need improvement in 

grammar; they lack general knowledge; they have spec i f ic d i f f i c u l t y 

wi th the questions 'what' and 'why' and other 'wh' questions; they need 

improvement in l i s t e n i n g s k i l l s and have d i f f i c u l t y in selective note-

tak ing . They are those students who have learnt English f o r 15 or 16 

years and received t h e i r education in English, too. 

The complaints about the overal l decline in students' performance-in 

English are ever growing, not only from parents, teachers and 

educat ional i s t s , but also from the education au tho r i t i e s . 

1.4 The Government's Response to the Problem 

In 1980 a 'language package' was approved by the Government to raise 

the standard of English and Chinese in schools. The I n s t i t u t e of 

Language in Education was established in 1982 as a t r a i n i n g and research 

centre to bring about improvements in language learning and teaching, 

wi th p a r t i c u l a r emphasis on the t r a i n i n g of teachers of English and 

Chinese. 

In 1981, a panel of v i s i t o r s consist ing of language and education 

experts from the United States, West Germany, Aust ra l ia and the B r i t i s h 

Council were inv i t ed to undertake an overal l review of the education 

system of Hong Kong. A f t e r extensive consultat ion and meetings with 

various sectors of the local people, the Panel submitted a report on i t s 

f ind ings in 1982, the Llewellyn Report. One of the sections in the 

report is devoted to language problems in education. The Assistant 

Director of Education, Verner Bickley (1985) summarised the report in an 

a r t i c l e as f o l l o w s : 

The Llewellyn Report drew a t tent ion to improve the language 
competence of teachers and made a number of other observations about 
language in education. For example i t argued f o r a s h i f t towards 
the universal use of the mother tongue in the formative years, . 
accompanied by the formal teaching of English as a f i r s t fore ign 
language, bel ieving that th i s would lead progressively to "genuine 



bi l ingua l i sm" in the senior secondary years. The panel also 
proposed that the use of Chinese be encouraged through a scheme of 
"posi t ive d i sc r imina t ion" in favour of schools which use Chinese as 
the medium of i n su t ruc t ion . 

In the l i g h t of the recommendations made in the Llewellyn Report, an 

Education Commission was established in 1984. I t s overall objective is 

to provide the Governor wi th consolidated advice on the development of 

the education system as a whole in accordance wi th the needs of the 

community (Hong Kong 1988). The Education Commission has published two 

repor ts . I t s recommendations on English language education include the 

r e c r u i t i n g of expatr iate lecturers in Colleges of Education, encouraging 

secondary schools to r e c r u i t native English speakers to teach English, 

encouraging ' i n d i v i d u a l ' secondary schools to adopt Chinese as the medium 

of teaching and providing these schools with addit ional English teachers 

and wi re - f ree induction loop systems. These recommendations to check the 

downfall of the English standard due to l im i t ed exposure have already 

been substantiated and cur ren t ly the revis ion of the English syllabus is 

under way. The estimated f i n a n c i a l costs f o r such implementations w i l l 

vary from HK$ 7.9 m i l l i o n in 1987/88 to HK$ 106.0 m i l l i o n in 1994/95 

(Education Commission Report N o . l , 1984 & No.2, 1986). 

1.5 The Publ ic 's Response to Government's Measures 

The recommendations of the Education Commission on the whole have a 

great deal of mer i t , as i t has made the utmost e f f o r t to look f o r 

p o s s i b i l i t i e s to improve both Chinese and English language teaching. 

However, i t has been c r i t i c i z e d in that some of the central issues in 

English language education have not been thoroughly dealt w i t h , leaving 

the root of the problem i n t a c t . 

The Government's scheme to r e c r u i t expatriate teachers at a cost of 

HK$ 53 m i l l i o n has aroused tremendous public concern. In 1987/88 the 

target of r e c r u i t i n g 89 such teachers to teach in 44 secondary schools 

does not seem s a t i s f a c t o r y . Unt i l recently only 59 have reported f o r 

duty and quite a number l e f t before the expiry of t he i r contracts. 



Professor Lord pointed out that 'What we need is a language po l icy , one 

that w i l l ensure the healthy survival of English beyond 1997.' He added. 

Improved English w i l l never be achieved by i n j e c t i n g expatriates 
in to the system, as is already becoming apparent . . . Somebody once 
said that the successful propagation of English as a second language 
in Hong Kong depends f i r s t and foremost on developing and changing 
a t t i t udes . Surely, the expatriate teacher is the las t person l i k e l y 
to achieve t h i s . (S.C.M.P. 1987) 

In response to the Education Commission's remark that ' f o r Hong Kong 

to re ta in i t s pos i t ion as a leading in ternat ional centre of f inance, 

trade and indust ry , we are convinced that b i l ingua l ism is essential, . ' 

I . Johnson (1986) of Hong Kong Universi ty raised a series of acute and 

prompting questions: 

I t i s true that a cer ta in amount of b i l ingua l ism is essential to the 
prosperi ty of Hong Kong, as i t is in other countries. What 
distinguishes Hong Kong from other countries is the f ac t that a 
large number of native English speakers are l i v i n g and working here, 
who need to be able to communicate with t h e i r Chinese colleagues in 
trade, f inance, industry and government. However, are we j u s t i f i e d 
in making the assumption that a l l school children should be 
b i l ingua l? Is i t r e a l l y necessary f o r the continued prosperity of 
Hong Kong that students be educated through the medium of English? 
What proportion of people in Hong Kong need to be b i l ingua l in order 
f o r Hong Kong to be successful , and how many secondary school 
students who go on to work in business, trade and industry r ea l l y 
need to be p r o f i c i e n t in English? These are some of the questions 
that should be answered before deciding upon a language policy f o r 
secondary schools . . . 

I . Johnson concluded by making the recommendation that children should be 

taught through the medium of Chinese up to the level of Form 5. 



Chapter 2 

THE LINGUISTIC STATUS OF HONG KONG 

2.1 The Roles of the Languages in Hong Kong 

Before we can have an accurate estimation of the need f o r 

b i l ingua l i sm in Hong Kong we should have a better understanding about the 

roles played by d i f f e r e n t languages in the Colony. 

Cantonese 

Cantonese is a Chinese d i a l e c t . As noted in Chapter 1, i t is the 

mother tongue or means of communication f o r 97% of the population of Hong 

Kong. Within China i t s e l f , Cantonese is spoken by almost 40 m i l l i o n 

people in the South East of Guangdong Province, • of which Canton is the 

c a p i t a l . The Cantonese of Hong Kong is f a i r l y close to the Canton norm. 

However, Cantonese and the spoken national standard language of China -

Mandarin (Putonghua) are not mutually i n t e l l i g i b l e , and whether Cantonese 

is a d i a l ec t or a language i n i t s own r i g h t is s t i l l a matter of much 

debate. 

For the Chinese population in Hong Kong, Cantonese is nearly the 

only language used at home. I t is also widely used among Chinese people 

on formal or informal social occasions and in business transactions. The 

Cantonese radio and t e l ev i s ion channels also a t t r a c t over 90% of the 

local audience. 

Writ ten Chinese 

While Cantonese is one of the many spoken dia lects in China, wr i t t en 

Chinese is the means of communication among speakers of a l l dialects as 

i t i s represented by characters common to a l l d i a l ec t s . I t is taught in 

schools at a l l l eve l s . Like Cantonese, wr i t t en Chinese is widely used 

among the Chinese community. There are about 68 Chinese newspapers and 

549 magazines and periodicals in Hong Kong. 



In 1974, the Chinese language was recognized by the Government as an 

o f f i c i a l language in addi t ion to the English language, such being the 

r e su l t of a large-scale campaign from the Chinese community. Miners 

(1979) of Hong Kong Univers i ty commented on th i s s i t u a t i o n : 

A gap between government and the people was created by d i f f i c u l t i e s 
a r i s ing from the f a c t that the language of the law and much of the 
administrat ion is not understood by the bulk of the popula t ion . . . 

However, the use of Chinese is gradually increasing and current ly Chinese 

is extensively used by the Government whenever i t deals with the publ ic . 

And since 1985 the members of the Legis la t ive Council can choose to speak 

e i ther Chinese or English at council meetings. 

Spoken Mandarin (Putonghua) 

Mandarin is the national standard language of China. I t is spoken 

by more than 600 m i l l i o n people, the largest number of speakers of any 

languages in the world (Gibbons 1987). In Hong Kong, Mandarin is taught 

in a small number of schools. For most Hong Kong people, the contact 

wi th Mandarin is mainly through entertainment, i . e . pop songs, and 

occasionally f i l m s and t e l ev i s ion programmes. However, with the 

increasingly close re la t ionsh ip between Hong Kong and China, the use of 

Mandarin is growing, especial ly in trade and communication between the 

two governments. 

English 

Given Hong Kong's colonia l s tatus, the o f f i c i a l norm is B r i t i s h 

English. The English spoken by Chinese in Hong Kong runs along a 

continuum from heavily Cantonese influenced variants to standard B r i t i s h 

English. Luke and Richards (1982) remarked tha t , 

there is neither the social need nor opportunity f o r the development 
of a stable var ie ty of spoken English though there are cer ta in 
recognizable and d i s t i n c t i v e features of the middle prof ic iency in 
Hong Kong English speakers. 

English has been the o f f i c i a l language of Hong Kong under the 

B r i t i s h sovereignty. Although Chinese was given a legal status in 1974, 

under the O f f i c i a l Languages Ordinance Section 4 ( 1 ) , 'every Ordinance 

shal l be enacted and published in the English language.' In add i t ion . 



English is a prerequis i te f o r Government jobs as English is s t i l l the 

major means of in ternal working w i t h i n the government. The r e a l i t y is a 

large number of c i v i l servants who are at low and middle levels and who 

are mainly Cantonese speakers have to communicate wi th or report to a 

comparatively small number of English colleagues at high or top leve ls , 

who in turn have to make oral or wr i t t en reports to the Foreign Of f i ce in 

London. Randolph Quirk (1985) gave a very trenchant description of the 

s i t u a t i o n , 

. . . t h e English language came to Hong Kong as an imperial instrument: 
a remote control device operated from ten thousand miles away in 
London. 

This remote control is s t i l l pe r s i s t ing . 

As English plays a dominant role in the legal system and in 

government, most secondary schools and higher academic i n s t i t u t i o n s have 

adopted English as the teaching medium. Moreover, in Hong Kong there are 

three English radio channels and two English t e l ev i s ion channels (same 

number in Chinese), although the size of the Chinese audience is f a r 

bigger than that of the English. A f t e r a l l , English is undeniably 

essential in matters concerning fore ign trade and in cer tain employment 

sectors. 

2.2 The Status of the English Language 

The status of English in Hong Kong is unique. I t is neither a 

fo re ign nor a second language. 

Hong Kong shares with s i tua t ions where English is a second language 

in that i t is an o f f i c i a l language and the medium o f i n s t r u c t i o n . 

However, i t d i f f e r s from such s i tua t ions in that there are no in-group 

needs f o r English among the Chinese population. In places l i k e India and 

Mosambique, the former colonial language is a lingua franca of the 

educated local e l i t e , comprising one common form of local internal 

communication - a true second language s i t u a t i o n . 

On the other hand, English is not a fore ign language exclusively 

used f o r external communication. In Poland, f o r example, Polish is used 
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f o r i n t e r n a l communication w h i l e o t h e r languages are l e a r n t f o r e x t e r n a l 
communication purposes. I n t h e case o f Hong Kong, E n g l i s h i s a l s o used 
f o r i n t e r - g r o u p communication though t h e r e a r e v e r y l i m i t e d uses o f t h i s 
k i n d . Yet Hong Kong shares w i t h s i t u a t i o n s where E n g l i s h i s a f o r e i g n 
language i n t h a t n a t i v e speakers r a t h e r t h an i n d i g e n o u s usage i s t h e 
t a r g e t norm f o r language l e a r n i n g , so E n g l i s h i s c l a s s i f i e d as an 
' a u x i l i a r y language' by Luke and Richards (1982) i . e . 

a n o n - n a t i v e language which i s r e s e r v e d f o r c e r t a i n f u n c t i o n s i n 
s o c i e t y f o r use o f a r e s t r i c t e d s e c t i o n o f t h a t s o c i e t y . 
W h i l e E n g l i s h i s used among Westerners and Cantonese among Chinese, 

t h e two l i n g u a f r a n c a s r e f l e c t a s o c i a l d i v i s i o n between t h e two. 
c o m m u n i t i e s . The knowledge o f E n g l i s h among t h e Chinese v a r i e s i n 
r e s p e c t o f f a m i l y backgrounds and l e v e l o f e d u c a t i o n as w e l l as 
o c c u p a t i o n s . 
2.3 The A t t i t u d e towards t h e E n g l i s h Language 

The m a j o r i t y o f t h e Chinese p o p u l a t i o n ' s a t t i t u d e towards t h e 
E n g l i s h language i s an a m b i v a l e n t one. On t h e one hand, w i t h t h e 
c o l o n i a l Government's u n f l i n c h i n g a t t e m p t t o a s s i g n a s u p e r i o r r o l e t o 
E n g l i s h , t h e Chinese community has a g e n e r a l f e e l i n g t h a t t h e Government 
v i r t u a l l y t r e a t s Chinese as an i n f e r i o r language and t h e i r c u l t u r e i s 
subdued a c c o r d i n g l y . T h i s f e e l i n g i s p a r t i c u l a r l y u n p l e a s a n t t o t h e 
Chinese community. 

Language f o r t h e Chinese i s n o t o n l y s i g n i f i c a n t as a means o f 
c o m m u n i c a t i o n , b u t i s a v e h i c l e o f s o c i a l meaning. I t conveys t h e 
v a l u e s i n h e r e n t i n t h e c u l t u r e , i n t h e absence o f an o v e r - r i d i n g 
r e l i g i o u s b a s i s , i n t h e s t r o n g , n a t u r a l b i a s towards t h e o r a l 
t r a n s m i s s i o n o f Chinese c u l t u r e i n d a i l y communication. 

(Tsow 1980a) 
The Chinese a r e g e n e r a l l y proud o f t h e i r l o n g h i s t o r y o f c i v i l i z a t i o n 
where t h e w r i t t e n r e c o r d s can be t r a c e d t o thousands o f y e a r s ago. 
Gibbons (1987) observed t h a t though Hong Kong i s a c o l o n y , most Chinese 
people appeared t o have a s t r o n g sense o f Chineseness and t o be proud o f . 
t h e i r n a t i o n a l i d e n t i t y . 
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A t t h e same t i m e , however, t h e Chinese are w e l l aware o f t h e 
a s s o c i a t i o n between a knowledge o f E n g l i s h and self-advancement/good 
c a r e e r s . The B r i t i s h C o u n c i l Survey o f use o f E n g l i s h i n . Hong Kong 
(1977) e v i d e n c e d t h e f o l l o w i n g r e l a t i o n s h i p between p r o f i c i e n c y i n 
E n g l i s h and income i n a f a i r l y r e p r e s e n t a t i v e sample o f 3,784: 

P r o f i c i e n c y i n E n g l i s h , expressed as percentages 
o f income band t o t a l 

M o n t h l y Income 
P r o f i c i e n c y i n E n g l i s h 

M o n t h l y Income 
None Poor Adequate Good E x c e l l e n t 

Below HK$500 53.3 22.4 17.3 6.8 0.8 
HK$501 - 1000 52.0 24.7 17.7 5.8 0.6 
HK$1001 - 2000 30.6 22.0 24.0 22.2 1.8 
HK$2001 - 3000 5.4 8.5 31.0 47.3 10.0 
HK$3001 - 4000 2.9 2.8 14.0 54.3 25.7 
HK$4001 - 5000 10.5 5.3 15.8 31.6 36.8 
HK$5000 p l u s 9.4 6.2 9.4 31.2 46.9 

The c o r r e l a t i o n between income and p r o f i c i e n c y i n E n g l i s h i s 
s e l f - e x p l a n a t o r y , and t h e a t t i t u d e o f a d u l t s towards E n g l i s h has a g r e a t 
e f f e c t on t h e l e a r n e r s (see S e c t i o n 3 . 4 ) . 
2.4 The N a t u r e o f B i l i n g u a l ism i n Hong Kong 

D i g l o s s i a 
From t h e p e r s p e c t i v e o f s o c i e t a l b i l i n g u a l i s m , Hong Kong i s a 

d i g l o s s i c s i t u a t i o n . The t e r m ' d i g l o s s i a ' was f i r s t i n t r o d u c e d by 
Ferguson (1959) t o d e s c r i b e a language s i t u a t i o n where two markedly 
d i v e r g e n t v a r i e t i e s , each w i t h i t s own s e t o f s o c i a l f u n c t i o n s , c o - e x i s t 
as s t a n d a r d s t h r o u g h o u t a community. One o f t h e s e v a r i e t i e s i s used ( i n 
many l o c a l i z e d v a r i a n t f o r m s ) i n o r d i n a r y c o n v e r s a t i o n ; t h e o t h e r 
v a r i e t y i s used i n s p e c i a l p urposes, p r i m a r i l y i n f o r m a l speech and 
w r i t i n g . Haugen (1978) w r o t e t h a t Fishman extended t h e t e r m t o i n c l u d e 
any s o c i a l l y e s t a b l i s h e d s p l i t between languages, even where these were 
h i s t o r i c a l l y u n r e l a t e d . P i e t e r s o n (1978) d e f i n e d d i g l o s s i a as a 
s i t u a t i o n 'when b o t h languages have t h e i r own s e p a r a t e f u n c t i o n s . ' The 
d i c h o t o m y between s o c i e t a l b i l i n g u a l i s m and i n d i v i d u a l b i l i n g u a l i s m 
e n a b l e s Fishman t o d i s t i n g u i s h communities w i t h o r w i t h o u t each, making 
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f o u r p o s s i b i l i t i e s : d i g l o s s i a w i t h b i l i n g u a l i s m and w i t h o u t ; no 
d i g l o s s i a w i t h b i l i n g u a l i s m and w i t h o u t (Fishman 1971). However, whether 
Hong Kong i s a d i g l o s s i c s i t u a t i o n w i t h o r w i t h o u t b i l i n g u a l i s m i s a 
m a t t e r o f c o n t r o v e r s y . 

D i g l o s s i a w i t h o u t B i l i n g u a l i s m 
I n t h e case o f Hong Kong, two l a r g e l y m o n o l i n g u a l communities are 

c o - e x i s t i n g , w i t h a s m a l l group o f b i l i n g u a l Cantonese f u n c t i o n i n g as 
l i n g u i s t i c m i d d l e men, w h i l e t h e e x p a t r i a t e p o p u l a t i o n i s m a i n l y 
m o n o l i n g u a l . Using two s e p a r a t e l i n g u a f r a n c a s , Cantonese and E n g l i s h , 
t h e two groups a r e r e l a t i v e l y i n s o c i a l i s o l a t i o n . Both t h e 
Cantonese-speaking and E n g l i s h - s p e a k i n g communities have access t o a l m o s t 
a l l s e c t o r s o f l i f e i n t h e i r own languages. Both E n g l i s h and Chinese are 
used i n t h e communication between t h e government and t h e p u b l i c . There 
are s e p a r a t e s o c i a l i n s t i t u t i o n s f o r both c o m m u n i t i e s , e.g. Church, 
s c h o o l s . e t c . L i n g u i s t i c p a r a l l e l s e x i s t i n t h e mass media, 
e n t e r t a i n m e n t s and l e i s u r e domains. For example, a l l Western f i l m s have 
p r o m i n e n t Chinese s u b - t i t l e s and t h e Royal Jockey Club p r o v i d e s s e p a r a t e 
language f a c i l i t i e s f o r each group. The l a c k o f o p p o r t u n i t i e s f o r s o c i a l 
c o n t a c t between t h e two communities and t h e d i f f e r e n t l i f e s t y l e s and 
v a l u e systems o f t h e Chinese and Westerners f u r t h e r reduce t h e needs f o r 
i n d i v i d u a l b i l i n g u a l i s m . 

D i g l o s s i a w i t h B i l i n g u a l i s m 
From a n o t h e r s t a n d p o i n t . Hong Kong may be c l a s s i f i e d as a b i l i n g u a l 

s o c i e t y . Cantonese c h i l d r e n a r e n o t o n l y t a u g h t E n g l i s h b u t t a u g h t i n 
E n g l i s h . They can be r e g a r d e d as i n c i p i e n t b i l i n g u a l s , i . e . p o t e n t i a l 
u sers o f an L2 b u t perhaps n o t i n a p o s i t i o n t o do so i n r e a l l i f e 
s i t u a t i o n s (Beardsmore 1987). However, t h e l e a r n e r s ' a b i l i t y i n u s i n g 
two languages .'depends v e r y much on t h e i r f a m i l y background, such as 
p a r e n t s ' knowledge o f E n g l i s h . 

Among t h e Chinese p o p u l a t i o n t h e r e a r e few t r u e b i l i n g u a l s who a re 
c a p a b l e o f f u n c t i o n i n g e q u a l l y w e l l i n e i t h e r o f t h e languages i n a l l 
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domains o f a c t i v i t i e s . Moreover, t h e r e a r e a l a r g e number o f people who 
know no E n g l i s h and never have t o use any. I n . between t h e r e i s a 
c o n s i d e r a b l e p o r t i o n o f t h e p o p u l a t i o n which needs t o know E n g l i s h , e.g. 
people who work i n shops, s c h o o l s , o f f i c e s , h o t e l s , r e s t a u r a n t s , and who 
d r i v e t a x i s , d e l i v e r messages, e t c . Y e t , t h e i r E n g l i s h i s by and l a r g e 
r e s t r i c t e d t o t h e domains i n which t h e y o p e r a t e . 
2.5 A Q u a d r i g l o s s i c S i t u a t i o n 

By a c a r e f u l s t u d y , one w i l l n o t i c e t h a t t h e l i n g u i s t i c s i t u a t i o n i s 
more c o m p l i c a t e d t h a n i t appears t o be. I t i s ' q u a d r i g l o s s i c ' r a t h e r 
t h a n d i g l o s s i c . 

F i r s t l y , f o l l o w i n g t h e d e f i n i t i o n o f Ferguson, a p a r t from t h e 
E n g l i s h l a n g u a g e , w r i t t e n Chinese may a l s o be c o n s i d e r e d a 'super-posed' 
language t o t h e Cantonese s p e a k e r s . While Cantonese i s the 'prime 
d i a l e c t ' i n Hong Kong, w r i t t e n Chinese i s t h e ' s t a n d a r d language' f o r a l l 
Chinese p e o p l e , which i s ' g r a m m a t i c a l l y more complex' and which i s 'the 
v e h i c l e o f a l a r g e and r e s p e c t e d body o f w r i t t e n l i t e r a t u r e ' . W r i t t e n 
Chinese i s m a i n l y l e a r n t t h r o u g h 'formal e d u c a t i o n ' and i s used f o r 'most 
w r i t t e n and f o r m a l purposes'. The r e l a t i o n s h i p between w r i t t e n Chinese 
and Cantonese i s c l o s e t o Ferguson's idea o f ' h i g h ' and 'low' v a r i e t i e s . 

As w e l l as E n g l i s h and w r i t t e n Chinese, M a n d a r i n . i s becoming t h e 
t h i r d 'super-posed' language. As Mandarin i s t h e n a t i o n a l language o f 
China, t h e Cantonese speakers o f Hong Kong have t o use Mandarin i n 
c o n v e r s a t i o n w i t h t h e m a j o r i t y o f t h e Chinese on t h e M a i n l a n d . Mandarin 
i s g r o w i n g i n i m p o r t a n c e w i t h t h e a p p r o a c h i n g o f 1997. 

I t i s t h e r e f o r e n o t u n r e a s o n a b l e t o say t h a t Hong Kong i s a 
q u a d r i g l o s s i c s i t u a t i o n w i t h Cantonese as t h e mother t o n g u e , w r i t t e n 
Chinese f o r w r i t t e n and f o r m a l purposes, E n g l i s h f o r e d u c a t i o n , t r a d e and 
o f f i c i a l d o m , and f i n a l l y . Mandarin as t h e major means o f communication 
w i t h China. T h i s c o m p l i c a t e d q u a d r i g l o s s i c s i t u a t i o n s h o u l d be t a k e n 
i n t o s e r i o u s c o n s i d e r a t i o n b e f o r e a sound language e d u c a t i o n p o l i c y can 
be d e c i d e d upon. 



Chapter 3 
THE LEARNERS : LANGUAGE LEARNING DIFFICULTIES 

AND LANGUAGE NEEDS 

3.1 Language D i s t a n c e 
The V i s i t i n g Panel's Report (1982) observed t h a t , 
t h e e d u c a t i o n system i n Hong Kong must a s p i r e t o h i g h e r g o a l s than 
those o f many o t h e r n a t i o n s . The n e c e s s i t y f o r most s t u d e n t s t o 
l e a r n two languages - E n g l i s h and Chinese - i s an unusual p r i v i l e g e 
and burden, e s p e c i a l l y when one c o n s i d e r s t h e p a r t i c u l a r problems 
which a r i s e f r o m t h e d i f f e r e n c e between t h e spoken language, 
Cantonese, and w r i t t e n s t a n d a r d Chinese. 
D i f f i c u l t i e s i n l e a r n i n g W r i t t e n Chinese 
As noted i n S e c t i o n 1.2, Cantonese c h i l d r e n i n Hong Kong b e g i n t o 

l e a r n b o t h w r i t t e n Chinese and E n g l i s h f r o m t h e k i n d e r g a r t e n . The 
l e a r n i n g o f w r i t t e n Chinese has been taken' f o r g r a n t e d and t h e 
d i f f i c u l t i e s i n v o l v e d u n d e r - e s t i m a t e d . The Chinese language i s o f g r e a t 
a n t i q u i t y and over t i m e w r i t t e n Chinese and t h e v a r i o u s spoken languages 
o f China have d i v e r g e d , a l t h o u g h an a t t e m p t i s now be i n g made i n Mainland 
China t o b r i n g t h e w r i t t e n Chinese n e a r e r t o t h e spoken. Since t h e 
governments o f China have r e s i d e d i n t h e N o r t h f o r a l o n g p e r i o d , t h e . 
w r i t t e n language has been i n a dynamic r e l a t i o n s h i p o f mutual i n f l u e n c e 
w i t h Mandarin. The r e s u l t o f h i s t o r i c a l d i v e r g e n c e , i n c o n j u n c t i o n w i t h 
t h e i n f l u e n c e o f spoken M a n d a r i n , i s t h a t w r i t t e n Chinese i s d i f f e r e n t i n 
many r e s p e c t s f r o m Cantonese. The d i f f e r e n c e s i n c l u d e v o c a b u l a r y , 
grammar and forms o f e x p r e s s i o n . For t h e Cantonese s p e a k e r s , l e a r n i n g 
w r i t t e n Chinese i s as d i f f i c u l t as l e a r n i n g a 'second language' (Gibbons 
1987). 

B e f o r e a c h i l d can w r i t e i n Chinese, he has t o l e a r n t h e Chinese 
c h a r a c t e r s , each o f which i s composed o f s e p a r a t e h o r i z o n t a l , v e r t i c a l 
and s l a n t i n g s t r o k e s , and w i t h bending hooks which t e n d t o r e p r e s e n t 
meanings more t h a n sound. Each Chinese c h a r a c t e r has t o be committed t o 
memory. A c h i l d has t o l e a r n 3,000 c h a r a c t e r s f o r everyday v o c a b u l a r y , 
7,000 c h a r a c t e r s t o read t h e newspaper, and 16,000 c h a r a c t e r s b e f o r e he 
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becomes f u l l y l i t e r a t e . The r i c h l i t e r a t u r e o f China i s a c c o r d i n g l y 
a n o t h e r w o r k l o a d f o r t h e l e a r n e r s . 

D i f f i c u l t i e s i n l e a r n i n g E n g l i s h 
The l e a r n i n g o f E n g l i s h i s d o u b l y d i f f i c u l t . A c c o r d i n g t o T a y l o r 

( 1 9 8 7 ) , Chinese d i a l e c t speakers have p a r t i c u l a r d i f f i c u l t y i n a c q u i r i n g 
p r o f i c i e n c y i n E n g l i s h . S t e r n (1963) t r i e d t o l a y o u t r e s e a r c h problems 
about young c h i l d r e n ' s second language l e a r n i n g f r o m t h e s t a n d p o i n t o f 
th e w o r l d scene. One o f t h e problems was l i n g u i s t i c f a c t o r s . The 
degree t o which t h e second language was d i f f e r e n t f r o m L I was u s u a l l y 
c o n s i d e r e d t o have more i n f l u e n c e on t h e d i f f i c u l t y o f l e a r n i n g . 

I n an a r t i c l e c o n c e r n i n g language e r r o r s due t o f i r s t language 
i n t e r f e r e n c e (Cantonese) produced by Hong Kong s t u d e n t s o f E n g l i s h , 
Webster, Word & C r a i g (1987) remarked, 

E n g l i s h i s an Indo-European language, w h i l e Cantonese belongs t o t h e 
S i n o - T i b e t a n group. The s t r u c t u r e and p a t t e r n s o f t h e language and 
i t s c u l t u r e a r e c o n s e q u e n t l y f u r t h e r away f r o m E n g l i s h t han those 
o f , f o r example, French o r German. As a r e s u l t , many 
f i r s t - l a n g u a g e - i n d u c e d e r r o r s a r e more marked i n t h e case o f 
Cantonese t h a n i n t h e case o f a European f i r s t language. 
Ladlow's c o n t r a s t i v e a n a l y s i s on p r o n u n c i a t i o n i n d i c a t e s t h a t 

Chinese has fe w e r c o n s o n a n t s , e s p e c i a l l y f i n a l consonants ( e . g . ' c a n ' t ' ) 
and no c l u s t e r s o f c o n s o n a n t s , which tends t o l e a d t o t h e s p l i t t i n g o f 
E n g l i s h words i n t o s e p a r a t e s y l l a b l e s . D. Jones (1980) a l s o found t h a t 
Cantonese s t u d e n t s have t o make g r e a t e f f o r t t o master some E n g l i s h 
sounds ( e . g . t h e d i f f e r e n c e between ' 1 ' and ' r ' and between ' f and 'v') 
which have no Cantonese e q u i v a l e n t . As Cantonese i s m o n o s y l l a b i c a s m a l l 
range o f p o s s i b l e words a r e d i s t i n g u i s h e d by tones which d i f f e r e n t i a t e 
meaning r a t h e r t h a n t h e g r a m m a t i c a l s t r u c t u r e o f s t a t e m e n t s o r q u e s t i o n s 
i n E n g l i s h ( L a d l o w , n . d . l ) . T h i s f r e q u e n t l y r e s u l t s i n i t i a l l y i n a l a c k 
o f i n t o n a t i o n i n spoken E n g l i s h ( J o n e s , I . 1979). 

As r e g a r d s grammar, Chinese p u p i l s u s u a l l y do n o t have a f i r m grasp 
o f i t because Chinese, i n c o n t r a s t t o E n g l i s h , has no i n f l e x i o n s o r 
d e c l e n s i o n s i n terms o f p l u r a l s , nouns, a d j e c t i v e s and p e r s o n a l pronouns 
( L a d l o w , n . d . l ) o r t o denote c o m p a r a t i v e s , s u b j e c t , o b j e c t and gender. 



16 

and o f t e n l a c k s i n d e f i n i t e and d e f i n i t e a r t i c l e s ( H i l l 1976). The l a c k 
o f c o n j u g a t i o n o f v e r b s , t o o , e n t a i l s p a r t i c u l a r d i f f i c u l t i e s i n f o r m i n g 
tenses i n E n g l i s h . A t y p i c a l m i s t a k e would be t h e use o f t h e i n f i n i t i v e 
i n s t e a d o f t h e gerund ( J o n e s , D. 1980). Word o r d e r a l s o p r e s e n t s 
problems as i t d i f f e r s f r o m t h a t used i n E n g l i s h . O b s e r v a t i o n o f s e t 
word o r d e r i n g i s t h e o n l y way t o make communication m e a n i n g f u l i n 
Cantonese. And w r i t t e n Chinese d i f f e r s even f u r t h e r . 

Moreover, t h e r e i s one a s p e c t o f d i f f i c u l t y which i s o f t e n n e g l e c t e d 
by l i n g u i s t s . The d i f f e r e n c e s between Chinese and E n g l i s h o f t e n go 
beyond t h e l i n g u i s t i c t o t h e c o n c e p t u a l (Tsow 1980b). I n l e a r n i n g 
E n g l i s h , Chinese c h i l d r e n have t o l e a r n a new system o f t h o u g h t as w e l l 
as a new language. O p e r a t i n g a t a c o n c e p t u a l l e v e l i n Chinese, Chinese 
l e a r n e r s need f i r s t t o absorb m a t e r i a l i n t h e i r n a t i v e d i a l e c t t hen 
t r a n s l a t e t h e i r responses i n t o E n g l i s h . However, t h i s g i v e s r i s e t o 
problems w i t h both u n d e r s t a n d i n g and e x p r e s s i o n . I . Jones (1979) noted 
t h a t a n a t u r a l tendency o f Chinese a d o l e s c e n t s t o t h i n k i n Chinese b e f o r e 
w r i t i n g i n E n g l i s h cause c h a r a c t e r i s t i c grammatical e r r o r s . The c u l t u r a l 
c o n t e x t o f t h e Chinese language i s one o f t h e main sources o f major 
language l e a r n i n g d i f f i c u l t i e s . Chang (1987) noted a v e r y i n t e r e s t i n g 
m i s t a k e made by Chinese speakers i n s o c i a l i n t e r a c t i o n . I n s t e a d o f u s i n g 
t h e E n g l i s h e x p r e s s i o n 'Make y o u r s e l f a t home', a Chinese speaker i s 
l i k e l y t o make a t r a n s l a t i o n m i s t a k e by s a y i n g 'Don't be p o l i t e ' . 
3.2 O p p o r t u n i t y t o l e a r n E n g l i s h 

S t r i c t l y s p e a k i n g , t h e l e a r n i n g o f E n g l i s h i n Hong Kong can be 
d e s c r i b e d as t h e l e a r n i n g o f an L2 i n an L I e n v i r o n m e n t . E n g l i s h i s 
l e a r n t i n a language c l a s s r o o m i n s t e a d o f t h r o u g h exposure t o t h e t a r g e t 
language. As noted i n S e c t i o n 1.1, n e a r l y 90% o f t h e people o f Hong Kong 
are Cantonese s p e a k e r s . I n s c h o o l t h e language used i n t h e c o r r i d o r s , 
c a n t e e n s , p l a y g r o u n d s , and common rooms i s m a i n l y Cantonese. The 
language used a t home and among f r i e n d s i s e n t i r e l y Cantonese. The 
chance t o have c o n v e r s a t i o n w i t h n a t i v e E n g l i s h speakers h a r d l y e x i s t s by 
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v i r t u e o f t h e s o c i a l d i s t a n c e between t h e Chinese and Western communities 
(see S e c t i o n 2 . 4 ) . L e a r n e r s may l i s t e n t o E n g l i s h r a d i o and watch 
E n g l i s h T.V. b u t t h e r e i s no i n t e r a c t i o n o f any s o r t and f a m i l y members 
are u s u a l l y i n f a v o u r o f t h e Cantonese c h a n n e l s . The Hong Kong l e a r n e r s 
t h e r e f o r e have l i t t l e chance t o p r a c t i s e what t h e y have l e a r n t from t h e 
language c l a s s e s . T h i s e x p l a i n s why t h e y are g e n e r a l l y weak a t o r a l and 
a u r a l s k i l l s . The l a c k o f o p p o r t u n i t y t o use E n g l i s h i n r e a l l i f e 
s i t u a t i o n s a l s o accounts f o r t h e l e a r n e r s ' d i f f i c u l t i e s i n 
d i f f e r e n t i a t i n g between f o r m a l and i n f o r m a l c o n v e r s a t i o n s , such as 
e x p r e s s i n g d i s a g r e e m e n t , d e c l i n i n g i n v i t a t i o n s , exchanging g r e e t i n g s , 
s a y i n g f a r e w e l l s , and so on and so f o r t h . 

The use o f t h e t a r g e t language i n e d u c a t i o n may be a p o s s i b i l i t y t o 
i n c r e a s e exposure and t h e chance o f u s i n g t h e language. However, t h e 
a t t e m p t t o make E n g l i s h t h e language o f i n s t r u c t i o n i n Hong Kong has done 
more harm t h a n good t o t h e l e a r n i n g o f E n g l i s h . The w o r s t o f i t i s t h a t 
i t has s t i f l e d t h e whole e d u c a t i o n a l process o f t h e l e a r n e r s . 

'English-medium' s c h o o l s i n Hong Kong are s c h o o l s where t h e language 
o f i n s t r u c t i o n and t h e communication i n s i d e t h e c l a s s r o o m i s supposed t o 
be E n g l i s h , w h i l e t h e t e x t b o o k s , hand-outs f r o m t e a c h e r s , homework and 
assignments a r e r e q u i r e d t o be i n w r i t t e n E n g l i s h . 

As most o f t h e p r i m a r y s c h o o l s i n Hong Kong have Cantonese as t h e 
medium o f i n s t r u c t i o n , t h e change o f t e a c h i n g medium fr o m p r i m a r y t o 
secondary s c h o o l s i s a b r u p t and d r a s t i c . I n 1980, t h e E d u c a t i o n 
Department made known t h e f o l l o w i n g f i g u r e s : 

School Chinese Medium E n g l i s h Medium 
P r i m a r y 
Secondary 

91.4 
12.3 

8.6 
87.7 

So, n e a r l y 90% o f s t u d e n t s are c a s t suddenly i n t o a s t r a n g e school 
e n v i r o n m e n t where t h e y are t a u g h t i n an u n f a m i l i a r medium. More 
d i s a s t r o u s l y , t h e y have t o s t r i v e t o l e a r n v a r i o u s academic d i s c i p l i n e s , 
e.g. a l g e b r a , a n c i e n t Chinese l i t e r a t u r e , h i s t o r y , e t c . which, are 
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c o m p l e t e l y new t o them. The V i s i t i n g Panel (1982) remarked t h a t , 
when a l l s u b j e c t s a c r o s s t h e whole c u r r i c u l u m a r e t a u g h t i n E n g l i s h , 
t h o s e s u b j e c t s w i t h a h i g h language dependency ( e . g . h i s t o r y ) t e n d 
t o become e x e r c i s e s i n E n g l i s h language i n s t r u c t i o n . Even i n t h e 
upper secondary s c h o o l s we observe such low s t a n d a r d s o f E n g l i s h i n 
b o t h t e a c h e r s and p u p i l s t h a t t h e essence o f t h e l e s s o n was l a r g e l y 
l o s t . 
Kvan (1969) p r e s e n t e d evidence t h a t t h e s w i t c h t o E n g l i s h j u s t 

b e f o r e t h e o n s e t o f p u b e r t y may a d v e r s e l y a f f e c t c r e a t i v i t y . 
I t seems c l e a r t h a t t h e s t u d e n t s who had u s e d C h i n e s e as a medium o f 
i n s t r u c t i o n b u t had s t u d i e d E n g l i s h as a s u b j e c t have shown g r e a t e r 
o r i g i n a l i t y o f t h o u g h t and g r e a t e r m a t u r i t y i n g e n e r a l than those 
who had used E n g l i s h as a medium. 

The sudden r e d u c t i o n o f t h e p o s s i b i l i t i e s f o r e x p r e s s i o n 'would cause a 
n e u r o s i s f u l l y as severe as t h e one we f i n d i n c h i l d r e n backward i n 
r e a d i n g and w r i t i n g . ' 

A number o f s t u d i e s which compare t h e e f f e c t i v e n e s s o f E n g l i s h and 
Chinese as t h e language o f i n s t r u c t i o n i n Hong Kong (Gibbons 1982) 
produced t h e e v i d e n c e t h a t t h e l o w e r a c h i l d ' s academic a b i l i t y , t h e more 
problems are caused by t h e use o f t h e English-medium. T h i s i s n o t an 
unexpected f i n d i n g . The Urban Family L i f e Survey (Downey 1977) found 
t h a t , 

p u p i l s w i t h a g r e a t e r knowledge o f E n g l i s h are f r o m h i g h e r c l a s s 
backgrounds, have h i g h e r e x p e c t a t i o n o f a t t e n d i n g u n i v e r s i t y and are 
more c o n f i d e n t about t h e i r c a r e e r success. 

C o n s e q u e n t l y , t h e m a j o r i t y o f s t u d e n t s who are poor i n E n g l i s h n o t o n l y 
f a i l t o d e v e l o p f u l l y t h e p o t e n t i a l t h e y have i n o t h e r s u b j e c t s b u t are 
most l i k e l y t o s u f f e r l o s s o f s e l f - c o n f i d e n c e . The h a r m f u l e f f e c t o f 
u s i n g E n g l i s h as t h e t e a c h i n g medium i s both e d u c a t i o n a l and 
p s y c h o l o g i c a l . 

A t t h e same t i m e , t h e English-medium e d u c a t i o n has an adverse e f f e c t 
on t h e a c q u i s i t i o n o f t h e E n g l i s h language i t s e l f . What i n r e a l i t y i s 
t h e n a t u r e o f E n g l i s h t h e l e a r n e r s are exposed t o i n t h e Hong Kong 
classroom? Tam (1980) s t u d i e d t h e amount o f E n g l i s h used i n t e a c h i n g i n 
t h e j u n i o r forms o f Anglo-Chinese secondary s c h o o l s and he d i s c o v e r e d 
t h a t t h e medium o f i n s t r u c t i o n i s a m i x t u r e o f E n g l i s h and Cantonese as 
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t e a c h e r s have t o use Cantonese t o h e l p t h e s t u d e n t s u n d e r s t a n d t h e i r 
l e s s o n s . The p o o r e r t h e s t u d e n t s ' s t a n d a r d o f E n g l i s h t h e . more t h e 
t e a c h e r s used Cantonese. The V i s i t i n g Panel (1982) on t h e o t h e r hand, 
was o f t h e o p i n i o n t h a t t h e t e a c h e r s a r e n o t competent t o tea c h i n 
E n g l i s h . Both o b s e r v a t i o n s have posed an i m p o r t a n t i m p l i c a t i o n . W i t h 
t h e i m p l e m e n t a t i o n o f E n g l i s h as t h e t e a c h i n g medium i n a l l secondary 
s c h o o l s , t h e l e a r n e r s a r e i n f a c t exposed t o a m i x t u r e o f E n g l i s h and 
Cantonese, l e t a l o n e poor E n g l i s h and i n c o r r e c t use o f E n g l i s h . The 
a t t e m p t t o i n c r e a s e t h e o p p o r t u n i t y t o l e a r n t h e language has j e o p a r d i z e d 
i n s t e a d o f f a c i l i t a t i n g t h e a c q u i s i t i o n process - a t r a g i c i r o n y . 
3.3 P a r e n t a l Pressure 

The Government's emphasis on t h e im p o r t a n c e o f E n g l i s h i n c i t e s t h e 
p r e f e r e n c e o f p a r e n t s t o send t h e i r c h i l d r e n t o English-medium s c h o o l s . 
T r a d i t i o n a l l y t h e Chinese people have a h i g h v a l u e f o r e d u c a t i o n which i s 
r e g a r d e d as t h e o n l y means f o r s o c i a l and economic b e t t e r m e n t . Parents 
i n Hong Kong r e t a i n t h e same t r a d i t i o n and o f t e n make pers o n a l s a c r i f i c e s 
t o ensure t h e i r c h i l d r e n o f e i t h e r sex r e c e i v e p r o p e r s c h o o l i n g . F u l l y 
aware o f t h e i m p o r t a n c e o f E n g l i s h i n t h e c o m p e t i t i v e e x a m i n a t i o n system 
and i t s i m p l i c a t i o n i n p e r s o n a l , economic and s o c i a l advancement (see 
S e c t i o n 2 . 3 ) , a l o t o f p a r e n t s c o n s i d e r t h e E n g l i s h language t h e most 
i m p o r t a n t s u b j e c t i n s c h o o l . The Hong Kong B r i t i s h C o u n c i l Survey (1977) 
o b t a i n e d t h e f o l l o w i n g f i n d i n g s r e g a r d i n g t h e degree o f importance t h e 
p a r e n t s a t t a c h t o t h e l e a r n i n g o f E n g l i s h by t h e i r c h i l d r e n : 

26.6 e s s e n t i a l 
37.1 v e r y i m p o r t a n t 
24.5 r e l a t i v e l y i m p o r t a n t 
4.3 s l i g h t l y i m p o r t a n t 
2.1 i r r e l e v a n t 
5.4 d o n ' t know 

T h i s a c c o u n t s f o r t h e reason why p a r e n t s p r e f e r t o send t h e i r c h i l d r e n 
t o English-medium s c h o o l s . T h e i r m o t i v e i s m a i n l y i n s t r u m e n t a l . E n g l i s h 
i s e c o n o m i c a l l y i m p o r t a n t . 
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I n t e r e s t i n g l y enough, such an i n s t r u m e n t a l m o t i v e o f Chinese p a r e n t s 
i s endorsed by T a y l o r ' s r e v i e w o f r e s e a r c h i n t o t h e e d u c a t i o n o f Chinese 
p u p i l s i n B r i t a i n ( 1 9 8 7 ) . 

Some a d u l t s f e e l s t r o n g l y t h a t i f t h e y g i v e up Chinese, they w i l l 
l o s e t h e i r c u l t u r a l h e r i t a g e ... However, i t i s found t h a t Chinese 
p a r e n t s have h i g h hopes f o r t h e i r c h i l d r e n t o know E n g l i s h s i n c e 
t h e y want t h e i r c h i l d r e n t o have t h e o p p o r t u n i t y t o choose a w i d e r 
range o f employment ... A t t h e same t i m e , t h e Chinese p a r e n t s are 
eager t o send t h e i r c h i l d r e n t o Chinese c l a s s e s and p u p i l s o f 
Chinese o r i g i n l e a r n i n g Chinese i n language classrooms have a v e r y 
p o s i t i v e a t t i t u d e t o Chinese and want t o l e a r n . i t . T h i s i s t h e case 
as much f o r t h e U.K. as f o r t h e Hong Kong born ... 

The m o t i v a t i o n f o r t h e i r c h i l d r e n t o l e a r n E n g l i s h i s t h e same though t h e 
f u n c t i o n o f E n g l i s h t o t h e l e a r n e r s i n a B r i t i s h c o l o n y i s d i f f e r e n t from 
t h a t t o t h e Chinese i m m i g r a n t s i n B r i t a i n . As E n g l i s h i s c o n s i d e r e d 
e c o n o m i c a l l y i m p o r t a n t , most o f t h e p a r e n t s , e s p e c i a l l y those f r o m lower 
c l a s s f a m i l i e s , never h e s i t a t e t o remind t h e i r c h i l d r e n o f t h e importance 
o f l e a r n i n g E n g l i s h and l e a r n i n g i t w e l l . E n g l i s h i s a s s o c i a t e d w i t h a 
'good f u t u r e ' and 'so and so g o t a w e l l - p a i d j o b because he i s good i n 
E n g l i s h ' i s o f t e n heard i n c o n v e r s a t i o n s among f a m i l y members. Such 
b e i n g t h e case, a f a i l u r e i n E n g l i s h means a ' d e s t r u c t i o n o f one's own 
f u t u r e ' and i n d i r e c t l y t h e i n a b i l i t y t o p r o c u r e a r i c h m a t e r i a l l i f e f o r 
t h e f a m i l y as a whole. The p a r e n t a l encouragement i s t h e r e f o r e a 
p s y c h o l o g i c a l burden t o t h e Hong Kong l e a r n e r s which has i n t u r n become a 
b a r r i e r t o t h e i r success i n l e a r n i n g t h e E n g l i s h language. 
3.4 M o t i v a t i o n o f t h e L e a r n e r s 

Gardner (1985) s t u d i e d t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p between m o t i v a t i o n and 
second language achievement. A c c o r d i n g t o Gardner, a t t i t u d e s a r e , 

c o n s t r u c t s , d i s c o v e r a b l e i n s t a t e m e n t s o f b e l i e f o r o p i n i o n . They 
are r e l a t e d t o m o t i v a t i o n w h ich i n v o l v e s f o u r a s p e c t s , a g o a l , 
e f f o r t f u l b e h a v i o u r , a d e s i r e t o a t t a i n t h e goal and f a v o u r a b l e " 
a t t i t u d e s t o w a r d t h e a c t i v i t y i n q u e s t i o n . 

F o l l o w i n g Gardner's a n a l y s i s , we can have a f a i r assessment o f t h e 
m o t i v a t i o n o f t h e l e a r n e r s o f Hong Kong. 

F i r s t o f a l l , t h e reasons f o r l e a r n i n g E n g l i s h v a r y f r o m p a s s i n g t h e 
e x a m i n a t i o n t o g e t t i n g a good j o b o r f u r t h e r i n g s t u d i e s . A l l these 
reasons a r e o b v i o u s l y i n s t r u m e n t a l , i . e . s t u d e n t s l e a r n E n g l i s h because 
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o f economic and p r a c t i c a l advantages. The l e a r n e r s ' p e r c e i v e d ' g o a l ' i s 
t h u s t o a g r e a t e x t e n t i n f l u e n c e d by t h e i r p a r e n t s (see S e c t i o n 2 . 3 ) . 
However, d e s p i t e t h i s o b v i o u s g o a l , t h e m a j o r i t y o f t h e l e a r n e r s f a i l t o 
a c q u i r e a r e a s o n a b l e p r o f i c i e n c y i n t h e language. T h i s phenomenon agrees 
w i t h Gardner's f i n d i n g s . The goal i s j u s t 'a s t i m u l u s which g i v e s r i s e 
t o m o t i v a t i o n ' , w h i l e ' i n d i v i d u a l d i f f e r e n c e s i n m o t i v a t i o n i t s e l f a r e 
r e f l e c t e d i n t h e l a t t e r t h r e e a s p e c t s ' i . e . e f f o r t , d e s i r e and a t t i t u d e . 

I n t h e case o f Hong Kong, a l o t o f ' e f f o r t ' has been expended by t h e 
s c h o o l s t o a c h i e v e t h e goal s i n c e a p p r o x i m a t e l y one f i f t h o r one q u a r t e r 
o f t h e school l e s s o n s a r e a l l o c a t e d t o t h e t e a c h i n g o f E n g l i s h as an 
academic s u b j e c t . I n a d d i t i o n t h e r e are e x t r a c u r r i c u l a r a c t i v i t i e s a f t e r 
s c h o o l a i m i n g a t i m p r o v i n g E n g l i s h and i n g e n e r a l s t u d e n t s are a s s i g n e d 
much homework i n E n g l i s h . The e f f o r t expended by t h e l e a r n e r s depends on 
t h e i n d i v i d u a l s . Most o f them w i l l a c c o m p l i s h what t h e i r t e a c h e r s have 
a s s i g n e d t o them b u t t h e ' i n t e n t i o n ' about u s i n g a v a i l a b l e o p p o r t u n i t i e s 
t o improve t h e E n g l i s h knowledge i s , on t h e w h o l e , n o t s t r o n g . The 
' d e s i r e ' t o l e a r n E n g l i s h i s n o t p a r t i c u l a r l y s t r o n g e i t h e r . The 
a t t i t u d e towards l e a r n i n g E n g l i s h i s , g e n e r a l l y s p e a k i n g , u n f a v o u r a b l e . 

S e v e r a l s t u d i e s c o n c e r n i n g t h e a t t i t u d e towards t h e Chinese and 
E n g l i s h language are r e l e v a n t i n t h i s r e s p e c t . I n one o f these s t u d i e s , 
Fu (1975) a d m i n i s t e r e d a c o n t r o l l e d q u e s t i o n n a i r e t o 561 secondary 
s c h o o l s t u d e n t s and her r e s u l t s were as f o l l o w s : 
1. E n g l i s h i s an i m p o r t a n t and necessary s u b j e c t . 
2. S t u d e n t s do n o t f e e l easy about u s i n g i t i n speech. 
3. S t u d e n t s t a k e p r i d e i n t h e i r Chinese c i v i l i z a t i o n . 
4. S t u d e n t s have g e n e r a l l y n e g a t i v e a t t i t u d e s towards Western c i v i l i z a ­

t i o n and towards E n g l i s h s p e a k i n g p e o p l e . 
The p e r c e i v e d goal ( i . e . E n g l i s h as an i m p o r t a n t s u b j e c t ) and t h e 

u n f a v o u r a b l e a t t i t u d e towards t h e t a r g e t language and i t s s p e a k e r s , 
appear t o be c o n t r a d i c t o r y . But t h i s c o n t r a d i c t i o n may be e x p l a i n e d by 
t h e f i n d i n g s i n Gardner's s t u d y . 
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I n g e n e r a l , most b u t n o t a l l o f t h e f a c t o r a n a l y t i c s t u d i e s s u p p o r t 
t h e n o t i o n o f an i n t e g r a t i v e m o t i v e as b e i n g i m p o r t a n t i n second 
language a c q u i s i t i o n , w h i l e t h e m u l t i p l e r e g r e s s i o n s t u d i e s appear 
t o c a s t doubt on t h i s c o n c l u s i o n ... o b v i o u s l y , I am b i a s e d , b u t i t 
i s my o p i n i o n t h a t t h e w e i g h t o f evidence supports, t h e g e n e r a l i z a ­
t i o n t h a t an i n t e g r a t i v e m o t i v e does f a c i l i t a t e second language 
a c q u i s i t i o n ... 

Gardner a l s o p o i n t e d o u t t h a t , 
m o t i v a t i o n a l v a r i a b l e s a r e more i n f l u e n t i a l i n d e t e r m i n i n g 
p e r s e v e r a n c e i n language s t u d y than o t h e r f a c t o r s such as a n x i e t y , 
o r p a r e n t a l encouragement. 

U n f o r t u n a t e l y , what t h e Hong Kong l e a r n e r s a c t u a l l y have i s ' a n x i e t y ' and 
' p a r e n t a l p r e s s u r e ' . 
3.5 P e r c e i v e d Needs and A c t u a l Needs 

E n g l i s h i s p e r c e i v e d t o be o f g r e a t i m p o r t a n c e by both t h e p a r e n t s 
and l e a r n e r s . I n r e a l i t y , how i m p o r t a n t i s E n g l i s h ? Owing t o t h e 
p r e s t i g i o u s s t a t u s o f E n g l i s h i n Hong Kong, t h e r e i s a b i g gap between 
t h e p e r c e i v e d needs and t h e a c t u a l needs. 

W i t h t h e l i n g u i s t i c s i t u a t i o n i n mind (see Chapter 2 ) , one can 
c o n c l u d e t h a t t h e most i m p o r t a n t needs f o r E n g l i s h are i n h i g h e r 
e d u c a t i o n and some s e c t o r s o f employment, i n c l u d i n g t h e Hong Kong 
Government. 

H i g h e r E d u c a t i o n 
I n view o f h i g h e r e d u c a t i o n , t h e Form 5 g r a d u a t e s w i t h good r e s u l t s 

i n t h e School C e r t i f i c a t e o f E d u c a t i o n E x a m i n a t i o n may be a d m i t t e d i n t o a 
2 y e a r m a t r i c u l a t i o n c o u r s e . A f t e r h a v i n g f u l l y m a t r i c u l a t e d , t h e y w i l l 
compete t o e n t e r one o f t h e f i v e o f f i c i a l l y r e c o g n i s e d i n s t i t u t i o n s : t h e 
U n i v e r s i t y o f Hong Kong, t h e Chinese U n i v e r s i t y o f Hong Kong, t h e Hong 
Kong P o l y t e c h n i c , t h e C i t y P o l y t e c h n i c o f Hong Kong and t h e Hong Kong 
B a p t i s t C o l l e g e . The 1 s t y e a r e n r o l m e n t s i n these i n s t i t u t i o n s i n 1987 
were as f o l l o w s : 

U n i v e r s i t y o f Hong Kong 1,907 
Chinese U n i v e r s i t y o f Hong Kong 1,430 
The two p o l y t e c h n i c s 12,828 ( a l l modes o f s t u d y ) 
Hong Kong B a p t i s t C o l l e g e 985 (degree and d i p l o m a ) 

TOTAL 17,150 
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The number o f s t u d e n t s l e a v i n g Hong Kong f o r overseas s t u d i e s i n 
E n g l i s h - s p e a k i n g c o u n t r i e s were as f o l l o w s : 

C o u n t r y 1986-87 (September - August) 
B r i t a i n 4,254 
U n i t e d S t a t e s 2,245 
Canada 3,405 
A u s t r a l i a 812 

TOTAL 10,716 
The f o l l o w i n g , however, was t h e number o f Form 5 gr a d u a t e s i n 1985: 

Government and Aided 321,500 
A s s i s t e d P r i v a t e 4,097 
Other P r i v a t e 163,337 

TOTAL 488,934 
The above f i g u r e s i n d i c a t e about 5.7% o f secondary school graduates . 

i n 1985 had t h e chance t o f u r t h e r t h e i r s t u d i e s i n 1987. I t goes w i t h o u t 
s a y i n g t h a t o n l y a m i n o r i t y o f t h e s t u d e n t p o p u l a t i o n w i l l f i n a l l y use 
E n g l i s h f o r h i g h e r e d u c a t i o n purposes. 

Employment 
Regarding t h e need f o r E n g l i s h i n t h e employment s e c t o r , besides t h e 

f a c t t h a t E n g l i s h i s r e q u i r e d f o r t h e m a j o r i t y o f government j o b s , t h e r e 
i s a l a c k o f r e s e a r c h on t h e a c t u a l needs f o r E n g l i s h i n t h e j o b market 
i n g e n e r a l . Yau's r e c e n t s u r v e y (1987) p r o v i d e s some.useful i n f o r m a t i o n . 
The s u r v e y by Yau i s s i m i l a r t o t h e one conducted by Cooper and Seckbach 
(1977) t o f i n d o u t t h e i m p o r t a n c e o f E n g l i s h i n t h e j o b market i n I s r a e l . 
She s t u d i e d t h e language r e q u i r e m e n t s f o r j o b s a p p e a r i n g i n t h e 
Help-wanted a d v e r t i s e m e n t s i n e i g h t e d i t i o n s o f - two o f Hong Kong's 
E n g l i s h newspapers (The South China Morning Post and t h e Hong Kong 
S t a n d a r d ) f r o m August 1986 t o March 1987. 

Her f i n d i n g s on t h e r e q u i r e m e n t o f E n g l i s h among t h e 15,278 j o b s 
a d v e r t i s e d i n t h e South China Morning Post were: 

No language r e q u i r e d 62.8% 
E n g l i s h . r e q u i r e d 19.5% 
Chinese and E n g l i s h 16.5% 
Chinese o n l y 1.1% 
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The f o l l o w i n g were t h e f i n d i n g s i n t h e Hong Kong St a n d a r d : 
No language r e q u i r e d 72.96% 
E n g l i s h language 15.85% 
E n g l i s h and Chinese 10.32% 
Chinese o n l y 8.56% 

These f i n d i n g s show c l e a r l y t h a t t h e m a j o r i t y o f j o b s do n o t need 
any langauge s k i l l s w hatsoever. Yau c o n t i n u e d . 

The r e s u l t o f t h i s s u r v e y i s n o t meant t o be r e p r e s e n t a t i v e o f a l l 
t h e p o s s i b l e j o b s a v a i l a b l e i n Hong Kong ... An overwhelming 
m a j o r i t y o f t h e j o b s which r e q u i r e manual l a b o u r do n o t appear i n 
t h e s e two newspapers. Jobs a d v e r t i s e d i n t h e South China Morning 
Post o r t h e Hong Kong Stan d a r d belong t o t h e h i g h e r c a l i b r e , so t o 
say, as compared t o t h o s e a d v e r t i s e d i n t h e o t h e r newspapers and 
a c c o r d i n g l y , t h e language r e q u i r e m e n t s are a l s o h i g h e r and t h e pay 
b e t t e r . 
Yau's remark i s s u b s e q u e n t l y s u p p o r t e d by t h e Government S t a t i s t i c s 

(Hong Kong 1988). 
Unemployment f o r t h e t h i r d q u a r t e r o f 1987 f e l l t o 1.8 per c e n t , and 
under-employment t o 1 per c e n t . A s h o r t a g e o f workers became 
ap p a r e n t i n some s e c t o r s d u r i n g t h e l a t t e r p a r t o f t h e y e a r . Hong 
Kong's r e s o u r c e f u l and e n e r g e t i c w o r k f o r c e t o t a l s 2.7 m i l l i o n - o f 
which 63 per c e n t are men and 37 per c e n t are women ... The workers 
a r e m a i n l y engaged i n : 
( 1 ) M a n u f a c t u r i n g 34.8% 
( 2 ) Wholesale & R e t a i l Trade, 

R e s t a u r a n t s & H o t e l s 23.2% 
( 3 ) Community, S o c i a l & Personal 

S e r v i c e s 17.0% 
( 4 ) T r a n s p o r t , S t o r a g e & Communications 8.5% 
( 5 ) C o n s t r u c t i o n 8.1% 
( 6 ) F i n a n c i n g , I n s u r a n c e , Real E s t a t e 

& Business S e r v i c e s 6.3% 
Though t h e quoted i n f o r m a t i o n i s n o t d i r e c t l y r e l a t e d t o t h e need 

f o r t h e language, t h e a c t u a l needs f o r E n g l i s h can be i n f e r r e d w i t h o u t 
much d i f f i c u l t y . What deserves s p e c i a l a t t e n t i o n i s t h a t o n l y 6.3% o f 
t h e w o r k f o r c e are employed i n t h e f i n a n c i n g s e c t o r where E n g l i s h i s 
c l a i m e d o f s u b s t a n t i a l i m p o r t a n c e . I n t h e o t h e r employment s e c t o r s , a 
l a r g e p r o p o r t i o n o f t h e w o r k e r s e i t h e r need some g e n e r a l E n g l i s h , perhaps 
p l u s c e r t a i n E n g l i s h f o r s p e c i a l purposes, o r need no E n g l i s h a t a l l . 

I t was e s t i m a t e d by Downey ( 1 9 7 7 ) , So (1983) and Yu (1977) t h a t 
a bout 15-20% o f t h e s c h o o l l e a v e r s a t Form 5 are r e q u i r e d t o use E n g l i s h 
c o n s i d e r a b l y i n t h e i r o c c u p a t i o n s . T h i s assumption i s f u r t h e r endorsed 
i n t h e s u r v e y conducted by Yau (1987) i n t h e s t u d y o f 228 Form 5 
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g r a d u a t e s . The resp o n d e n t s i n her survey were g i v e n a l i s t o f 15 t a s k s 
and were asked how o f t e n , on a d a i l y average, t h e y had t o do them i n 
E n g l i s h i n t h e i r p r e s e n t j o b s . They were t o i n d i c a t e t h e f r e q u e n c y o f 
t h e use o f E n g l i s h i n each t a s k on a 5 - p o i n t s c a l e . The responses were 
as f o l l o w s : 

Task Mean Frequency 
a. r e a d i n g l e t t e r s 1.932 
b. r e a d i n g manuals, n o t i c e s , memos 2.386 
c. r e a d i n g forms 2.538 
d. w r i t i n g l e t t e r s 1.666 
e. w r i t i n g r e p o r t s , n o t i c e s , memos 1.936 
f . f i l l i n g i n forms 2.561 
g- f i l i n g documents 2.338 
h. t y p i n g documents 2.397 
i . t a k i n g s h o r t h a n d 1.243 
j . t a l k i n g on t e l e p h o n e 1.950 
k. t a l k i n g w i t h s u p e r v i s o r s 1.586 
1 . t a l k i n g w i t h c o l l e a g u e s • 1.317 
m. t a l k i n g w i t h c l i e n t s 1.913 
n. s p e a k i n g a t meetings 1.223 
0. a t t e n d i n g l e c t u r e s 1.315 
The d a t a show t h e f r e q u e n c y o f th e use o f E n g l i s h among Form 5 

gra d u a t e s i n t h e i r j o b s i s , on average, v e r y low. Of th e 15 t a s k s , o n l y 
5 o f them had a mean f r e q u e n c y o f over 2 and o f these 5, two o f them, 
t y p i n g and f i l i n g , b e l o ng t o t h e more mechanical t y p e o f work, t h e 
ma s t e r y o f which o n l y r e q u i r e s a minimal command o f t h e language. 
S i m i l a r l y t h e o t h e r two t a s k s , r e a d i n g and f i l l i n g i n f o r m s , can a l s o be 
per f o r m e d by anyone who possesses t h e most b a s i c knowledge o f th e E n g l i s h 
language. Yau c o n c l u d e d t h a t . 

I n o r d e r t o p r e p a r e t h e Form 5 graduates f o r t h e i r f u t u r e work 
purpose, e n s u r i n g a v e r y b a s i c knowledge o f E n g l i s h w i l l be q u i t e 
enough. 
To sum up, a l l e v i d e n c e shows t h e p e r c e i v e d needs a r e much g r e a t e r 

t h a n t h e a c t u a l needs i n Hong Kong. Needs a n a l y s i s t o g e t h e r w i t h t h e 
i n f o r m a t i o n about t h e l e a r n i n g c o n d i t i o n s and l e a r n i n g d i f f i c u l t i e s o f 
t h e l e a r n e r s a r e c r u c i a l f a c t o r s i n d e c i d i n g t h e c o n t e n t and method i n 
E n g l i s h langauge t e a c h i n g i n Hong Kong. 



PART 11 

A SEARCH FOR SOLUTIONS 
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Chapter 4 

PUTTING ENGLISH EDUCATION IN THE PROPER CONTEXT 

4.1 The Dilemma Fallacy 

The V i s i t i n g Panel's report (1982) summarised the language issue as 

a 'di1emma'. • 

In Hong Kong where prof ic iency in English is necessary for economic 
and p o l i t i c a l reasons, there is a c lassic public pol icy dilemma: 
whether to jeopardise the educational progress of the major i ty (and 
perhaps endanger the cu l ture i t s e l f ) in order to guarantee a 
s u f f i c i e n t number of competent English speakers; or to value the 
whole group (and in so doing conserve the c u l t u r e ) , but accept the 
loss in capacity to deal wi th the in ternat ional environment and have 
a possible decl ine in the economic prosper i ty . 

I t is not without j u s t i f i c a t i o n to say that the survival of Hong 

Kong depends on i t s economic prosper i ty and there are actual needs for 

English in soc iety . However, the needs analysis in Section 3.5 has 

shown beyond doubt that the major i ty of the population are not engaged in 

trades which require Engl ish, and a basic knowledge of English can 

s a t i s f y most of the jobs . The high leve l , executives and management 

personnel do need an overal l competence in English but t he i r number is 

extremely small when compared wi th the people who need some Engl ish, not 

to mention those who do not need i t at a l l . I t is essential that there 

are people able to communicate wi th foreign businessmen and obtain orders 

fo r f a c t o r i e s , but whether the orders w i l l be placed to Hong Kong depends 

mainly on competit ive p r i ces , the qua l i t y of goods and the punctual i ty of 

shipments. These cruc ia l factors are cont ro l led by those, most of whom 

do not have any knowledge of Engl ish, but in any event contr ibute a great 

deal to the prosper i ty of Hong Kong. A ' s u f f i c i e n t number' of English 

speakers, the Senior Subject Of f i cer at the Hong Kong Examinations 

Author i ty Mr. King (1987) pointed out , is indeed always avai lable as the 

standard of English among Hong Kong's best students has not deter iorated 

even a f t e r the advent of universal education. The V i s i t i ng Panel's 

worry does not have good grounds. 
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Regarding the ' p o l i t i c a l reason' , the V i s i t i ng Panel's report did 

not elaborate in adequate d e t a i l . Engl ish, from a p o l i t i c a l perspective, 

has been a ru l i ng instrument by v i r tue of the fac t that Hong Kong is a 

B r i t i s h colony. However, r e a l i s t i c a l l y , the p o l i t i c a l necessity of 

English w i l l come to an end in 1997. As the return of Hong Kong to China 

is to be a peaceful handover in l i ne wi th the mutual interests of China 

and B r i t a i n , i t stands to reason that the ro le of English be changed from 

a coloniz ing language to a useful foreign language, with the gradual 

fading out of the residual colour of co lon ia l ism. Indeed, fo r there to 

be a healthy survival of English a f t e r 1997, the present language pol icy 

should be adjusted as soon as pract icab le . Th is , of course, requires a 

great deal of courage, e f f o r t and determination on the part of the Hong 

Kong Government, and may involve the problem of ' face p ro tec t i on ' . A l l 

in a l l , the adjustment is i nev i t ab le , and in the long term benef ic ia l to 

Hong Kong's development. So, the basic assumptions for the dilemma are 

based on 'reasons' that are e i ther groundless or w i l l soon cease to 

e x i s t . 

On the other hand, i t is indisputable that ' the educational progress 

of the major i ty is jeopard ised ' . The mixture of Cantonese and English 

used in the classroom is detrimental to the learning of both Chinese and 

Engl ish. Kanwit (1974) pointed out that the students wr i te English in 

Chinese grammar and Chinese in English grammar. They cannot express 

themselves adequately in wr i t t en English or Chinese: they speak 

Ching l ish. This w i l l lead to 'a c o n f l i c t of i d e n t i t y ' . Born in a 

B r i t i s h colony, the younger generation are su f fe r ing from the c o n f l i c t 

that they belong nei ther to B r i t a in nor China. They are 'Hongkongers'. 

As the sense of Chineseness becomes less , the sense of c o n f l i c t becomes 

r e l a t i v e l y greater. This is understandable. 

However, 'educational progress of the ma jo r i t y ' and the acquis i t ion 

of English prof ic iency are not and need not be a l te rna t i ves . The crux of 

the matter now is the gap between actual and perceived needs for Engl ish, 
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and the root of the problem stems from the un rea l i s t i c attempt to make 

a l l learners b i l i ngua ls in sp i te of the 'non-support ive' language 

learning environment. 

4.2 Regaining Confidence and Crea t i v i t y in the Chinese Languages 

To increase the.chance of success in the acquis i t ion of English, the 

learning of the language should be put in i t s proper context. The 

pos i t ion of English in education ought to be considered together with the 

place of other languages. 

As ear ly as 1935, the Burney Report c r i t i c i s e d the fac t that not 

enough a t ten t ion had been given to Chinese primary education and in the 

secondary schools, fa r too much class time had.been devoted to English. 

The report fu r ther remarked that the pup i ls ' standard of English was 

unimpressive, and t h e i r Chinese well behind that of t he i r counterparts in 

China. I t f i n a l l y suggested t h a t , 

education po l icy in the Colony should be gradually re -or ien ta ted , to 
secure for the pup i l s , f i r s t , a command of t he i r own language 
s u f f i c i e n t fo r a l l needs of thought and expression, and secondly, a 
command of English l im i ted to the sa t i s fac t ion of vocational 
demands. 

I t added that considerat ion should be devoted to the use of Chinese as 

the medium of i ns t ruc t i on and a decision should be made whether the 

medium should be Cantonese or Mandarin. The V i s i t i ng Panel's report in 

1982, some 47 years l a t e r , is not inconsistent wi th the Burney Report. 

They only underwrite these conclusions, at the same time putt ing 
them in a modern s e t t i n g , and in a contemporary sort of educational 
planner's jargon. (Lord 1983) 

Obviously, the f i r s t and foremost th ing to do now is to help the 

learners regain t he i r confidence in the Chinese languages which are, 

r e l a t i v e l y speaking, c u l t u r a l l y closer to them. Taking both the language 

learning burden and the actual needs of the learners in to account, the 

most pract icable measure is to remove the English subject from primary 

schools so that the learners can f i r s t concentrate on the learning of .the 

Chinese languages, comprising Cantonese, wr i t ten Chinese and Mandarin. 
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Cantonese 

Although Cantonese is the language used at home, i t does not 

necessari ly fo l low that ch i ldren can express themselves e f f ec t i ve l y in 

i t . Without doubt, the language closest to the chi ldren is the best 

instrument fo r t r a i n i ng them how to think c lea r l y and express the i r ideas 

in a way understood by others. During a v i s i t to the Johnston School in 

Durham, the w r i t e r had personal experience in observing a group of about 

s ix B r i t i s h students having discussions on problems, such as ' the Gran 

problem', ' the holiday problem', e tc . in t he i r mother tongue. The 

students were t o t a l l y involved, emotionally and mental ly, in the 

discussions and the use of the English language was exploi ted to the 

f u l l . Chi ldren's a b i l i t y to express themselves e f f i c i e n t l y in t he i r 

mother tongue is a great help not only to the learning of other subjects 

but also the acqu is i t ion of a second language. In fac t the role played 

by the mother tiangue in the learning of a second language is gaining more 

and more a t t en t i on . In discussing errors and learning s t ra teg ies , 

L i t t lewood (1984) remarked that i t is , of course, economical and 

productive fo r second language learners to t ransfer the i r previous 

knowledge of language ( inc lud ing the f i r s t language) to the new task. I t 

means that they do not have to discover everything from zero. Corder 

(1978) was of the opinion that ' the f i r s t language provides a rather r ich 

and spec i f i c set of hypotheses which learners can use. ' Canale (1983) 

wrote about the guiding pr inc ip les fo r a communicative approach. ' One of 

the pr inc ip les was to make use of the learner 's nat ive language s k i l l s . 

Pa r t i cu l a r l y at the ear ly stages of second language learn ing, 
optimal use must be made of those communicative s k i l l s that the 
learner has developed through use of the native (or dominant) 
language and that are common to communicative s k i l l s required in the 
second language. 

The s k i l l s of the nat ive language can be fu r ther developed by providing 

the opportuni ty to use i t . Cantonese should thereby be a component of 

the language education in the primary schools. In th i s way, the learners 

w i l l regain t he i r confidence in expressing themselves in t he i r f i r s t 
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language, which w i l l subsequently assist the acquis i t ion of the English 

language in t he i r secondary education. 

Mandarin 

Mandarin ought to be taught in the primary school in addit ion to 

wr i t t en Chinese. As there is a close l i n k between the spoken form and 

the wr i t t en form of the Chinese language, the int roduct ion of Mandarin 

w i l l complement the learning of wr i t ten Chinese and vice versa. The 

language burden of the learners w i l l be much reduced when compared with 

the simultaneous learning of the English and Chinese languages, which are 

not re la ted to each other in any respect. Moreover, i t is r id iculous to 

learn the wr i t t en form of a language without learning the spoken form 

when the two forms are co-ex is t ing and language is pr imar i l y regarded as 

speech. Furthermore, the need fo r Mandarin w i l l t r i gger the motivation 

fo r learning i t , since i t is the only spoken means of communication 

through which the Chinese of Hong Kong can communicate with the major i ty 

of t h e i r fe l low countrymen on the Mainland and most s i g n i f i c a n t l y , a 

useful means to make t h e i r opinions and wishes understood by the Bei j ing 

Government. I t is the language which helps Hong Kong to become an 

in tegra l part of China again a f t e r more than one hundred years of 

separat ion. 

4.3 Using the Mother Tongue as the Medium of Ins t ruc t ion 

As fa r as the medium of ins t ruc t ion is concerned, ' the mother tongue 

i s , a l l other things being equal, the best medium of teaching and 

l e a r n i n g . ' ( V i s i t i n g Panel's report 1982). 

The w r i t e r is of the opinion that Cantonese should be 'mandated' as 

the medium of i ns t ruc t ion fo r a l l subjects except the English language in 

secondary schools. I f the government continues leaving schools to decide 

which medium to use, the problem cannot be much improved, due to the 

deep-rooted bias and mercenary o r ien ta t ion of the parents, which in turn 

re inforces the present po l icy under the pretence of parental demand. 



31 

By sending t he i r ch i ldren to English-medium schools, the parents 

assume that t he i r ch i ldren are able to learn in Engl ish, though such 

wishful th ink ing does not match wi th r e a l i t y . For the good of students 

i t is high time the au thor i t ies made known to the parents the adverse 

e f fec ts of English-medium education. 

There are many advantages in adopting Cantonese as the teaching 

medium: the low a b i l i t y ch i ldren w i l l not be deprived of t he i r r i gh t of 

an education appropriate to them; the average students w i l l benef i t much 

more from an education f ree from the adverse e f fec ts (see Section 3 .2 ) ; 

the various problems caused by the d iv i s ion between Chinese and 

English-medium schools w i l l cease to ex i s t . 

From the English learning perspective, there is not necessarily any 

connection between English-medium education and the acquis i t ion of 

Engl ish. On the cont rary , the exposure to a mixture of Cantonese and 

English in the classroom, especia l ly from teachers who are not competent 

in Engl ish, is d e f i n i t e l y harmful to the learners in the acquis i t ion of 

the English language. Moreover, when English is no longer a bar r ie r to 

the pursu i t of knowledge, part of the learner 's negative a t t i tude towards 

i t w i l l fade out. This in turn w i l l be favourable to the chance of 

success in the learning of Engl ish. So, fo r a bet ter education fo r the 

learners and the learning of English i t s e l f , Cantonese should be the 

medium of i ns t ruc t i on instead. 

4.4 Learning English as a Subject in Secondary Schools 

When English is f ree of the ro le as the medium of i ns t ruc t i on , i t 

w i l l then be learn t as an ordinary school subject . Under these 

circumstances the learners can establ ish a normal a t t i t ude towards the 

language. Some learners may be interested and do well in i t and some may 

not but i t is no longer a subject which they cannot a f fo rd to f a i l in 

examinations. The consequence is the general anxiety re la t ing to the 

learning of English w i l l be removed. 
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A f fec t i ve factors are general ly agreed to play a c r i t i c a l ro le in L2 

learn ing. Dulay, Burt & Krashen (1982) defined the ' a f f ec t i ve f i l t e r ' as, 

that part of the in terna l processing system that subconsciously 
screens incoming language based on what psychologists ca l l " a f f e c t " : 
the learner 's motives, needs, a t t i t ude and emotional s ta te . 

What happens now i s : fo r the major i ty of learners who are weak in 

Engl ish, the greater the importance of English is stressed, the more they 

are ' a f r a i d ' of learning i t . To remedy the s i t u a t i o n , the learners 

should be helped by the school au thor i t ies to have a bet ter understanding 

of the ' ac tua l ' s ign i f icance of English in society and to what extent 

English may be useful to them, i . e . even i f they are not interested in. 

English or cannot do well in i t , i t does not mean that ' t h e i r future is 

r u i n e d ' . 

And fo r those students who have a strong desire to fur ther t he i r 

studies or who are interested in careers which require Engl ish, they w i l l 

t r y hard to acquire a competence in the language. In th is way they learn 

English because they need i t , not because they 'have t o ' . 

Moreover, when English is taught as a foreign language in secondary 

schools, i t can be learn t together with English h is tory and English 

c u l t u r e , which are introduced in Cantonese in other lessons. This helps 

to achieve a natural in tegra t ion of the knowledge of a second language, 

the knowledge of the cu l tu re associated with i t and the knowledge of the 

h is to ry of the people who speak i t . Under such circumstances, the 

adolescent learners who are usual ly curious about the world around them 

may develop an in tegra t i ve motive for learning the language, which is 

impossible in the present s i t u a t i o n . 

4.5 S tar t ing Age at Adolescence 

Despite the advantages brought about by the commencement of English 

in the secondary schools when the learners are at the age of eleven or 

twelve, those who have a concern for education and who believe in the 

optimal age hypothesis which states ' the younger the be t te r ' may be • 

scept ical about the dras t ic changes. 
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The c r i t i c a l period hypothesis 

Lenneberg (1967) argued that natural language learning . 'by mere 

exposure' can take place only during the ' c r i t i c a l period for language 

a c q u i s i t i o n ' , roughly between 2 years and puberty. By the time of 

puberty, l a t e r a l i z a t i o n of the language funct ion to the dominant 

hemisphere is complete, resu l t ing in the losing of cerebral p l a s t i c i t y 

needed for language learn ing. I t is th is b io log i ca l l y determined period 

that a t t r i bu tes to the fac t that a f t e r puberty languages 'have to be 

taught and learnt through a conscious and laboured e f f o r t ' and that 

fore ign accents cannot be overcome easi ly a f te r th i s stage. Rosansky 

(1975) also stated that the onset of abstract th ink ing that comes around 

the age of twelve with the f i n a l stage of cogni t ive development means 

that the learner is predisposed to recognize di f ferences as well as 

s i m i l a r i t i e s , to th ink f l e x i b l y , and to become increasingly de-centred. 

As a resu l t he possesses a strong meta-awareness that i nh ib i t s natural 

learn ing. 

Advantages of s ta r t i ng age at adolescence 

However, empir ical evidence does not support the ' c r i t i c a l period 

hypothesis ' . 

Concerning the ef fect iveness of foreign language ins t ruc t ion in the 

elementary school (FLES), Hatch (1983) pointed out t ha t , 

the most sophist icated study, a l l those that look at age is the 
Burs ta l l NFER report which fol lowed B r i t i s h chi ldren learning French 
as a fore ign language . . . To s imp l i f y the massive amount of work 
in to one relevant l i n e , students who began French la te r did better 
than those who began at a younger age . . . The di f ference held fo r 
a l l s k i l l areas. 

Hatch added that though the study has unpopular r esu l t s , i t is d i f f i c u l t 

to c r i t i c i z e i t from an evaluat ive research standpoint. ' I t is ca re fu l l y 

done . . . and the f ind ings.are repl icated in Ca r ro l l ' s (1975) comparisons 

of French ins t ruc t ion in eight coun t r ies . ' 

McLaughlin (1978, 1984) reported that the studies conducted by 

Erv in-Tr ipp (1974), Kessler & Idar (1979) and Snow & Hoefnagel-Hohle 

(1978) showed that ch i ldren and adolescents do bet ter than young chi ldren 
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in acquir ing a second language in a natural environment and generally the 

same pattern is found in the more formal learning s i t u a t i o n , e.g. Buhler 

(1972), Po l i t ze r &Wass(1969) , Grider, Otomo & Toyota (1961) etc . 

McLaughlin pointed out that adults and ch i ld second language learners 

pass through essen t ia l l y the same developmental stages in the i r 

acqu is i t ion of selected l i n g u i s t i c forms. And he concluded that there 

does not seem to be evidence of b io log ica l l i m i t s to second language 

learn ing. An unqual i f ied ' f rozen b ra in ' theory does not seem supported 

by avai lable evidence, nor is there evidence that chi ldren possess 

special b i l o g i c a l l y based language a b i l i t i e s that give them an advantage 

over adults in language learn ing. 

Van Els et a l . (1984) also reported empirical evidence which 

supports the argument that adolescent learners learn e f f e c t i v e l y , e.g. 

Fathman (1973), Olson & Sammuels (1973), Ramirez & Pol i tzer (1978) etc . 

The general p ic ture that emerges from the studies reported so far is 
not in agreement wi th the predic t ion of the CPH: adolescents and 
adults are bet ter L2 learners than ch i ld ren , especial ly in the area 
of morphology, syntax and vocabulary. The p ic ture is not en t i r e l y 
c lear wi th reference to pronunciat ion: advantages of chi ldren over 
older learners have been found but mostly in studies of L2 learning 
in an L2 environment, which suggests that other factors than the age 
fac tor as such may be involved. 

E l l i s (1985) described the current state of research in studies of 

the development of control of second language grammar, a f i e l d label led 

Second Language Acquis i t ion (SLA). His conclusions are: 

(1) S tar t ing age does not a f f ec t the route of SLA. 

(2) S tar t ing age a f fec ts the rate of learn ing. Where grammar and 

vocabulary are concerned, adolescent learners do better than e i ther 

ch i ldren or adu l t s , when the length of exposure is held constant. 

Where pronunciation is concerned, there is no appreciable 

d i f fe rence . 

(3) Both number of years of exposure and s ta r t i ng age a f fec t the level 

of success. The former contr ibutes great ly to the overal l 

communicative f luency of the learners and the l a t t e r determines the 

level of accuracy in pronunciat ion. 
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Krashen, Long & Scarcella (1979) believed that the search in L2 

learning should f i r s t be separated in to studies that look at ' i n i t i a l ' 

learning and studies that look at u l t imate long-term language 

'a t ta inment ' . Under a careful review of the l i t e r a t u r e , they give 

evidence fo r three general izat ions regarding age, rate and eventual 

attainment in L2: 

(1) Adults proceed more rap id ly through i n i t i a l stages of syntact ic and 

morphology development than ch i ld ren . 

(2) Older ch i ldren acquire fas ter than younger ch i ld ren . 

(3) Acquirers who begin L2 in ear ly childhood through natural exposure 

achieve higher prof ic iency than those beginning as adu l ts . 

So, t he i r basic pos i t ion is the same: adults do better in i n i t i a l 

learning but younger ones are bet ter in the long run (Hatch 1983). 

There i s , however, one very important point to note: those studies 

showing ch i ldren have bet ter performance, at least in some aspects of L2 

acqu i s i t i on , derive t he i r empirical evidence from L2 learning in an L2 

environment. Given that English is learnt in a Chinese environment in 

Hong Kong (see Section 3 . 2 ) , general izat ion (3) above does not apply, as 

there is no natural exposure. The only relevant point thereby is ( 2 ) . 

Concerning the 'number of years of exposure', suppose English i s . 

introduced at the ear ly stage of secondary education, th is means that a 

secondary school graduate w i l l have learnt English fo r f i ve years, a 

matr iculated student seven years and an undergraduate more than seven. 

This period of English learning is not p a r t i c u l a r l y short when compared 

wi th those of many other places in the wor ld. To meet the actual needs 

of secondary school graduates and those who are about to enter the 

t e r t i a r y i n s t i t u t i o n s , the provis ion of one/two year EAP and ESP courses 

may be more prac t ica l and e f f i cac ious . 

I f English learning is postponed to the secondary school, the number 

of teachers required to teach English w i l l subsequently be reduced 

considerably. The outcome w i l l be: only those teachers who are 
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profess ional ly qua l i f i ed and e l i g i b l e , i . e . (1) competent in English and 

(2) interested in teaching the language, w i l l be appointed teachers of 

Engl ish. Unfor tunately, the present s i tua t ion happens to be: only a 

small number of teachers of English are un ivers i ty graduates majoring in 

English and su rp r i s ing ly those who obtained the i r degrees overseas are 

automat ical ly e l i g i b l e i r respect ive of t he i r i n te res t , and d isc ip l ines 

they special ized i n . A f te r the removal of the English subject from the 

primary c u r r i c u l a , those teachers of English who are competent enough can 

be upgraded to teach in lower secondary leve ls . The ex is t ing competent 

teachers w i l l continue to teach senior forms in secondary schools. For 

those who are nei ther interested nor e l i g i b l e , they can opt to be 

re - t ra ined to teach other school subjects. Consequently, teachers teach 

English because they enjoy i t , not because they 'have t o ' . The language 

competence of the teacher and the teacher's a t t i t ude towards teaching the 

target language are both decisive factors on which, the success in 

teaching and learning hinges. 

In b r i e f , the in t roduct ion of the English language as a subject in 

secondary schools is favourable to the learners - both from the 

perspective of cogni t ive psychology regarding the question of s ta r t ing 

age, and from the viewpoint of social psychology in respect of the 

problem of mot ivat ion. Indeed, i t is only when the place of English 

education is properly speci f ied that the learning/teaching of the English 

language can be made e f f e c t i v e . Burden-free learners plus professional ly 

qua l i f i ed teachers are already half-way to success. 



Chapter 5 

ADAPTING THE COMMUNICATIVE APPROACH 
WITH REFERENCE TO THE HONG KONG SITUATION 

Besides put t ing English in the proper context , the communicative 

approach should be adjusted in the in terests of the Hong Kong learners. 

5.1 A Survey of English language Teachers' A t t i tude 
towards the Communicative Approach 

In 1983, the Curriculum Development Committee of Hong Kong 

recommended a 'Syllabus fo r English for the Secondary School ' . The oral 

s t ruc tu ra l approach which had been extensively used since 1975 was 

thereaf ter o f f i c i a l l y replaced by the communicative approach that gives 

'equal emphasis to form and func t ion ' of the English language. 

The Survey 

In 1987, Leung of the Chinese Universi ty of Hong Kong published a 

survey of English language teachers' a t t i t ude towards the communicative 

approach in Hong Kong secondary schools. A wide cross section of 

teachers who were t ra ined in the pract ice of communicative approach by 

the B r i t i s h Council and the Schools of Education of the two un i ve rs i t i es , 

were examined in t h i s respect, so that teachers' acceptance or re jec t ion 

of the approach could be p inpointed; and a comparison of the trained 

teachers' a t t i t ude wi th that of the untrained was also carr ied out , so 

that the e f f e c t of teacher t r a in ing could be ascertained. 

Since th i s survey is ' the f i r s t and biggest sample ever investigated 

on the communicative approach', the resul ts of the survey are of great 

s ign i f icance to our attempt at searching for solut ions to the problem of 

English education in Hong Kong. The fo l lowing is a b r i e f summary of i t s 

main po in ts . 

The subjects of Leung's study comprised both t ra ined and untrained 

teachers. 567 questionnaires were issued to t ra ined teachers, 400 to 

untrained teachers. The return rate of the former was. 43.2% (245) and 

the l a t t e r 30.8% (123). The questionnaire consisted of 5-point L iker t 

scale and open-ended questions, categorized as fo l lows : 
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(1) the background information of the respondents 

(2) the strengths of the communicative approach 

(3) the weaknesses of the communicative approach 

(4) the basic tenets of the communicative approach 

(5) the features (as well as appl icat ions) of the communicative, approach 

(6) the teacher f l e x i b i l i t y in adopting approaches 

Regarding ( 1 ) , '72.1% of the respondents are female. 91% of the 

teachers teach in Anglo-Chinese schools and 87% teach in aided schools, 

the rest are from the government schools. 71.4% of a l l respondents are 

from coeducational schools while the rest are evenly d is t r ibu ted in boys' 

schools and g i r l s ' schools. The age of the teachers ranges from 23 to 

50 . ' 

Regarding ( 2 ) , ' the major i ty of the teachers rated high the 

humanistic potent ia l of the approach, e .g . learning and teaching can be 

more fun , more student pa r t i c i pa t i on and meaningful language use can 

r e s u l t . ' 

Regarding ( 3 ) , ' less teachers showed an awareness of the weaknesses 

except fo r "more preparation for teachers" and "more time required in 

grammar teach ing" . ' Another weakness reported is ' d i sc ip l i ne problems in 

lower fo rms ' . 

Regarding ( 4 ) , 'only 71.1% of a l l teachers found one of the tenets, 

the in tegra t ion of language s k i l l s , r e a l i s t i c . The percentages for the 

other tenets (contextual ized learn ing, a needs-based syl labus, 

student-centred teaching and ac t i v i t y -o r i en ted learn ing, e tc . ) are not 

p a r t i c u l a r l y favourable . . . or worse s t i l l , they do not f i nd the tenets 

r e a l i s t i c ' 

Regarding ( 5 ) , more teachers rated the features of the communicative 

approach, such as the use of group/pair work, games, and audio-visual 

a ids , as workable, wi th the exception of 'a noticeable absence of 

mechanical d r i l l s ' , a feature which only 39.2% of teachers found 

workable. 



'95.6% of the teachers rated oral lessons sui table for the 

communicative approach whereas a l l the other lessons such as composition, 

reading comprehension, reader and grammar lagged fa r fa r behind. ' 

When the teachers were asked to i den t i f y circumstances under which 

they used the communicative approach, the most frequent circumstances 

reported were, 'When the communicative approach is found to be sui table 

fo r cer ta in top ics ' and 'When teachers have the time and energy'. 

'As for the factors a f fec t i ng the use of the communicative approach, 

students' English p ro f i c iency , student p a r t i c i p a t i o n , public examination 

pressure and classroom se t t ing ranked high on the l i s t . . . of a l l 

f ac to r s , students' prof ic iency topped the l i s t . ' 

'Teachers were then asked spec i f i ca l l y whether the communicative 

approach could be applied in class on a 5-point L i ke r t scale - only 34.8% 

of them agreed whereas 38.5 disagreed. ' 

Regarding ( 6 ) , '90% of the teachers preferred to be f l e x i b l e in 

adopting teaching approaches instead of s t i ck ing to a spec i f ic one.' 

The f ind ings of the survey also revealed other facts such as ' the 

younger inexperienced female teachers f i nd the communicative approach 

less workable and recognize more i t s weaknesses than the i r older-

experienced male counterpar ts ' ; ' the t ra ined teachers have a more 

pos i t i ve a t t i t ude towards four aspects of the communicative approach: 

acceptance of i t s potent ia l s t rengths, i t s execution in c lass, the 

workableness of group/pair work and. a top ic-or iented approach', e tc . 

5.2 The learning of the Rules of Use 

The f ind ing that teachers considered the basic tenets of the 

communicative approach un rea l i s t i c is understandable. The communicative 

approach, as a matter of f a c t , or ig inated in changes in the B r i t i sh 

language teaching t r a d i t i o n when applied l i ngu is ts doubted the 

theore t ica l assumption underlying Si tuat ional Language Teaching and began 

to emphasize the funct ional and communicative potent ia l of language. 

Another impetus - for the communicative approach was the need for the 



adults to learn the major languages of the European Common Market and.the 

Council of Europe owing to the increasing interdependence of European 

count r ies . However, in "the case of Hong Kong, both the l i n g u i s t i c 

s i t ua t i on and the language needs of the learners remain the same though 

the communicative approach replaced the o ra l - s t ruc tu ra l approach and the 

notional syl labus subst i tu ted the s t ruc tura l sy l labus. The language used 

outside the classroom is s t i l l Cantonese, and as before, the learner 's 

fu ture need fo r English is unknown and unpredictable, and therefore 

cannot be spec i f i ed . So, i t i s not surpr is ing at a l l that teachers found 

'contextual ized l e a r n i n g ' , 'needs-based sy l l abus ' , ' learner-centred 

teach ing ' , e tc . u n r e a l i s t i c . In b r i e f , there is no communicative need 

for the target language. 

This gives r i se to two fundamental questions, (1) Should the 

funct ional and social cu l tu ra l aspects of English be taught? And (2) To 

what extent should they be taught? Before we can f i nd answers to these 

quest ions, a b r i e f review of the theoret ica l base of communicative 

language teaching is necessary. 

Language as Communication 

While Chomsky was interested in grammatical competence - the 

in te rna l i zed knowledge of the system of syntact ic and phonological rules 

of the language that the ideal speaker-hearer possesses in the native 

language, Hymes was concerned about 'performance', the language actual ly 

used by the i n d i v i d u a l . Hymes f e l t that there were aspects of 

'performance' which were rule-governed. These aspects of language 

behaviour were re lated to the sociocul tura l context in which the 

speaker-hearer was operat ing. They should thereby be considered part of 

the language users' competence. (Rivers 1983). 'There are rules of use 

without which the rules of grammar w i l l be useless ' . The term 

'communicative, competence' was introduced by Hymes to describe 'what a 

speaker needs to know to communicate e f f e c t i v e l y in cu l t u ra l l y 

s i g n i f i c a n t se t t i ngs ' (Hymes 1968). According to Hymes, 'a ch i ld 
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l e a r n i n g a language a c q u i r e s , a longs ide w i t h a system o f grammar, a 

system o f i t s use, rega rd ing persons, p l aces , purposes, o ther modes o f 

communicat ion, . . . p a t t e r n o f sequen t ia l use o f language i n conve rsa t i on , 

address , s tandard r o u t i n e s ' (Hymes 1974). 

Hymes's theory o f communicative competence l i n k e d l i n g u i s t i c theory 

to a more general theory o f communication and c u l t u r e , i n v o l v i n g 

judgement o f f o u r k i n d s : whether something i s 

(1 ) f o r m a l l y p o s s i b l e ; 

(2 ) f e a s i b l e by v i r t u e o f the means o f implementat ion a v a i l a b l e ; 

(3 ) app rop r i a te (adequate , happy, success fu l ) i n r e l a t i o n to the 

con tex t i n which i t i s used and eva lua ted ; 

(4 ) in f a c t done, a c t u a l l y per formed, and what i t s doing e n t a i l s . 

Hymes observed t h a t a normal member o f a community has a 'knowledge' 

o f and a ' c a p a b i l i t y ' w i t h regard to each o f these aspects o f the 

communicative systems a v a i l a b l e to him (Hymes 1971) . 

H a l l i d a y ' s f u n c t i o n a l account o f language use complemented Hymes's 

view o f communicative competence. 

The s tudy o f language i n r e l a t i o n to the s i t u a t i o n s i n which i t i s 
used - to s i t u a t i o n t y p e s , i . e . the study o f language as " t e x t " - i s 
a t h e o r e t i c a l p u r s u i t , no less c e n t r a l t o l i n g u i s t i c s than 
p s y c h o l i n g u i s t i c i n v e s t i g a t i o n s r e l a t i n g to s t r u c t u r e o f language to 
the s t r u c t u r e o f the human b r a i n ' ( H a l l i d a y 1970). 

Widdowson (1978) presented a view o f the r e l a t i o n s h i p between 

l i n g u i s t i c systems and t h e i r communicative values i n t e x t and d i scourse . 

He focused on the communicative acts unde r l y i ng the a b i l i t y to use. 

language f o r d i f f e r e n t purposes. Canale (1983) i d e n t i f i e d f ou r 

dimensions o f communicat ive competence: 

(1 ) grammatical competence (mastery o f the language code) ; 

(2 ) s o c i o l i n g u i s t i c competence (appropr ia teness o f u t terances 

w i t h respec t both to meaning and f o r m ) ; 

(3 ) d iscourse competence (mastery o f how to combine grammatical 

forms and meanings t o achieve u n i t y o f a spoken or w r i t t e n t e x t ) ; 

(4 ) s t r a t e g i c competence (mastery o f verbal and non-verbal 
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communicative s t r a t e g i e s used to compensate, f o r breakdown 

i n communicat ion, and t o make communication more e f f e c t i v e ) . 

So, a t the l e v e l o f language t h e o r y , communicative language teaching has 

a r i c h t h e o r e t i c a l base. 

Language and Cu l tu re 

R e a l l y , the connect ion between language and c u l t u r e i s so c lose t h a t 

' f o r the speaker o f a f o r e i g n language, any conversa t iona l exchange w i t h 

a n a t i v e speaker o f the t a r g e t language i s a form o f " c r o s s - c u l t u r a l 

encounter" ' (Richards & Sukwiwat 1985). Cu l tu res de f i ne soc ia l 

s i t u a t i o n s d i f f e r e n t l y , ' A t the pub' i n B r i t a i n and ' v i s i t i n g e lders and 

f a m i l y members a t Chinese New Year ' i n Chinese s o c i e t y are very d i f f e r e n t 

s i t u a t i o n s w i t h d i f f e r e n t r o u t i n e s i n the two c u l t u r e s . Even where 

s o c i a l s i t u a t i o n s are s i m i l a r i n the two c u l t u r e s , the rou t i nes 

assoc ia ted w i t h the language d i f f e r . In E n g l i s h , a compliment may be 

achnowledged w i t h thanks . However, in the Chinese c u l t u r e , apologies 

r a t h e r than thanks are a p p r o p r i a t e r e p l i e s to compl iments. 

A: That was a l o v e l y d i n n e r . 

B: No, No, the food and d r i n k was scarce and poor and d e f i n i t e l y 

not a proper s ign o f respec t f o r an honourable guest . 

There may not be e x a c t l y e q u i v a l e n t speech acts between the two c u l t u r e s 

and pragmat ic e r r o r s can occur when t r a n s l a t i o n i s used. 

Eng l i sh " c a n " , " c o u l d " and " a b l e " when i n d i c a t i n g a request can be 
t r a n s l a t e d i n t o Cantonese on ly as " h o y i h " ; o ther modals usua l l y 
t r a n s l a t e d i n t o Eng l i sh as "can" r e f e r s p e c i f i c a l l y to phys ica l 
a b i l i t y and do not imply d i r e c t i v e f o r c e . A sentence l i k e "Can you 
reach the book on the top s h e l f ? " i f t r a n s l a t e d w i t h the modal 
"naahnggan" ( " a b l e " ) would be answered w i t h "yes" or "no" w i t h no 
a t tempt t o get the book by the hearer . 

(Schmidt & Richards 1985) 

The w r i t e r observed a t r a n s l a t i o n e r r o r i n her s i x year o ld daughter 

(Cantonese) say ing goodbye to her classmate (Eng l i sh ) a f t e r schoo l : 

A: See you l a t e r . 

B: No, see you ' t o m o r r o w ' . 

Richards and Sukwiwat (1985) observed t h a t many u t te rances had a spec ia l 

s t a t u s i n c o n v e r s a t i o n . 'They r e c u r , are p r e d i c t a b l e , and are assoc ia ted 
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w i t h p a r t i c u l a r s o c i a l s i t u a t i o n s and w i t h p a r t i c u l a r types o f 

i n t e r a c t i o n s . ' Such u t te rances may be r e f e r r e d to as ' conversa t iona l 

r o u t i n e s ' (Coulmas 1981) . Some are s i t u a t i o n a l f o rmu las , e . g . 'Check, 

p lease ' sa id i n a r e s t a u r a n t when reques t ing a b i l l ; some accompany 

p a r t i c u l a r speech a c t s , e . g . ' D o n ' t mention i t ' as a way o f acknowledging 

t h a n k s ; some s igna l d i r e c t i o n s w i t h i n d i s c o u r s e , marking speakers ' 

a t t i t u d e towards what has been sa id or what i s to be s a i d , such as 'as a 

mat te r o f f a c t ' ( K e l l e r 1981) . L i v i n g i n a Chinese community, the 

l ea rne rs w i l l not have any chance t o know these conversa t iona l rou t i nes 

a t a l l . And s ince the c lassroom i s the on ly place where they lea rn or 

acqu i re E n g l i s h , i t stands t o reason t h a t they should be taught not on ly 

the l i n g u i s t i c forms o f the t a r g e t language but a lso i t s f u n c t i o n a l and 

s o c i o c u l t u r a l aspec ts . That i s to say, the Hong Kong learners have to 

l e a r n how to express themselves i n Eng l ish and a t the same t ime lea rn to . 

understand and i n t e r a c t w i t h the Eng l ish c u l t u r e . 

C u l t u r a l l y S p e c i f i c and Universa l Rules 

However, one very impor tan t p o i n t should be no ted . While Hymes and 

H a l l i d a y r e f e r r e d to the a c q u i s i t i o n o f the f i r s t language, the Hong Kong 

l ea rne rs l e a r n Eng l i sh as a ' f o r e i g n ' language. They have t h e i r mother 

tongue and they a l ready know how to do th ings w i t h language. They have 

no d i f f i c u l t i e s i n n e g o t i a t i n g meaning i n d i scou rse . In a word, our 

l ea rne rs need not be taught the r u l e s o f use and the ru les o f d iscourse 

from s c r a t c h . When communicative competence i s regarded as the goal o f 

l e a r n i n g a f o r e i g n language, i t i s t h e r e f o r e necessary to make a 

d i s t i n c t i o n between the r u l e s t h a t are c u l t u r a l l y s p e c i f i c i n Eng l ish and 

the r u l e s t h a t are n o t . Speech acts t h a t are un i ve rsa l need not be 

taugh t and speech acts t h a t are c u l t u r a l l y s p e c i f i c to the Engl ish 

language should be g iven spec ia l t r ea tmen ts . 

Swan (1985) wrote t h a t the communicative approach should have fou r 

stages t o needs a n a l y s i s : 

(1) f i n d out what the l e a r n e r needs to know; 
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(2) f i n d out what he or she knows a l r e a d y ; 

(3) s u b t r a c t ( 2 ) from ( 1 ) ; 

(4) teach the remainder . 

T h i s , o f cou rse , leads t o o the r cons ide ra t i ons such as the number o f 

r u l e s to be taught and i f t he re i s consensus about the basic ru les o f use 

t h a t a f o r e i g n language l e a r n e r needs to know before he can c la im to be 

competent i n the t a r g e t language. 

Whose Rules o f Use 

Another problem a r i s e s when we cons ider the k ind o f r u l es to be used 

i n the language c l a s s . Dur ing the communication process, should the 

l ea rne rs app ly the Cantonese r u l e s or the Eng l ish ones? Should we expect 

them to behave l i k e Cantonese speaking Eng l ish or Eng l ish people using 

t h e i r mother tongue? The w r i t e r i s o f the op in ion t h a t the learners 

should be g iven as much o p p o r t u n i t y as poss ib le to express themselves i n 

Eng l i sh i n whatever ways they f e e l n a t u r a l . As long as they can make, 

themselves understood by o the r l ea rne rs and t h e i r t eache rs , i t i s a l ready 

a good s t a r t i n g p o i n t . When they have conf idence i n us ing E n g l i s h , they 

may then be helped to have a g rea te r awareness o f the c u l t u r a l l y s p e c i f i c 

aspects o f the language. The reason i s s imp le : having gained the 

conf idence i n us ing E n g l i s h , the l ea rne rs w i l l be more i n t e r e s t e d i n i t 

and more ready t o approximate to the c u l t u r e assoc ia ted w i t h i t . 

F i n a l l y , i t should be noted t h a t the language used by the teacher i n 

the classroom p lays a c r u c i a l r o l e i n the l e a r n e r ' s a c q u i s i t i o n o f the 

f u n c t i o n a l aspect o f the language. I t can be the most e f f e c t i v e i npu t 

the l e a r n e r i s exposed t o . Conversat iona l gambits ( K e l l e r 1981) l i k e 'To 

g ive you an i d e a ' , 'Yes , b u t ' e t c . when f r e q u e n t l y used by the teacher 

can be acqu i red i n a subconscious way by the l e a r n e r w i t hou t much e f f o r t . 

The same a p p l i e s to the a c q u i s i t i o n o f d iscourse ru l es i n the c lassroom, 

e . g . opening and c l o s i n g sequences, t u r n - t a k i n g r u l e s , sequencing r u l e s , 

e t c . 



5.3 The Teaching o f Grammar and Communicative Methodology 

One o f the weaknesses o f the communicative approach found i n the 

Survey i s 'more t ime r e q u i r e d f o r grammar t e a c h i n g ' . This comment ra ises 

another i n t e r e s t i n g i s s u e : the s ta tus o f grammar and how grammar i s 

l e a r n t . • 

The importance o f grammar i n f o r e i g n language teaching i s beyond 

d i s p u t e . To put i t i n a n u t s h e l l , communicative language use i s on ly 

poss ib le w i t h a knowledge o f the grammatical system. Indeed, the ru l es 

o f use i n t e r t w i n e w i t h the r u l e s o f grammar. However, before the ru les 

o f grammar can be p r o p e r l y t a u g h t , we need a b e t t e r understanding o f 

'grammar' and how grammar i s l e a r n t . 

Two Kinds o f Grammar 

L i t t l e w o o d (1985) d i s t i n g u i s h e s between two kinds o f grammar. 

Grammar can r e f e r to the d e s c r i p t i v e ana l ys i s o f the var ious par ts o f a 

language system - the grammar which i s conta ined i n grammar books. This 

k ind o f grammar r e q u i r e s the l e a r n e r ' s conscious a t t e n t i o n t o the r u l e s . 

He has to make an e f f o r t t o understand them, memorize them and apply 

them. On the o the r hand, grammar can r e f e r to the system o f ru les which 

u n d e r l i e s a language and which every n a t i v e speaker i n t e r n a l i z e s 

(Chomsky). Th i s view o f language i s supported by the c la im t h a t i f a 

c h i l d does not know the r u l e s by i n t u i t i o n , he cannot produce new 

u t te rances or understand the u t te rances o f o t h e r s . So, the language 

l e a r n e r s can , on t h i s b a s i s , be s a i d t o possess t h e i r own ' i n t e r l a n g u a g e ' 

( S e l i n k e r ) . 

The l e a r n i n g o f the f i r s t k ind o f grammar i s through d e l i b e r a t e 

i n s t r u c t i o n where the teacher focuses on r e l e v a n t fea tu res o f the 

language and at tempts to c o n t r o l the steps by which the lea rner can 

master them. The l e a r n i n g o f the second k ind o f grammar i s by engaging 

the l e a r n e r i n s i t u a t i o n s where communication has to take place so t h a t 

the t a r g e t language i s l e a r n t spontaneously . This l a t t e r k ind o f 

l e a r n i n g processes through subconscious s t r a t e g i e s such as g e n e r a l i z a t i o n : 
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o f r u l e s or t r a n s f e r o f r u l e s from the mother tongue. There i s s t i l l 

cons ide rab le u n c e r t a i n t y about how the two k inds o f l e a r n i n g , conscious 

and unconsc ious, and the two k inds o f grammar r e l a t e to each o ther i n the 

l e a r n e r ' s m ind , and how a teacher should best i n t e g r a t e ' l e a r n i n g ' and 

' a c q u i s i t i o n ' o p p o r t u n i t i e s w i t h i n a course. 

Two Main Approaches to Communicative Language Teaching 

Some app l i ed l i n g u i s t s argue t h a t i t i s . what learners have 

' a c q u i r e d ' t h a t becomes p a r t o f t h e i r i n t e r n a l system which i s used f o r 

communicat ion. For example, Prabhu conducted an exper iment i n Southern 

I n d i a us ing a ' p r o c e d u r a l ' or ' t ask -based ' s y l l a b u s . His cen t ra l 

hypothes is i s t h a t ' s t r u c t u r e can best be l e a r n t when a t t e n t i o n i s 

focused on meaning' (Johnson 1982) . The f i r s t consequence was the 

a b o l i t i o n o f any k ind o f l i n g u i s t i c s y l l a b u s ; the second was to eschew 

any formal teach ing procedures ( i . e . d r i l l i n g and e r r o r c o r r e c t i o n s ) 

whose pr imary a t t e n t i o n would be focused on ' f o r m ' r a t he r than 'mean ing ' . 

The con ten t o f lessons i s planned i n advance on t o p i c s o f the task or 

a c t i v i t y i t w i l l i n v o l v e , but no at tempt i s made to plan i n terms o f 

l i n g u i s t i c c o n t e n t . The hypothes is i s ' th rough such tasks the s tudent 

w i l l extend h i s r e p e r t o i r e ; he w i l l acqu i re the language not p rev ious l y ' 

known' (Johnson 1982) . 

Another exper imenta l approach i s the Natura l Approach o f Krashen and 

T e r r e l l . Krashen made a d i s t i n c t i o n between ' a c q u i s i t i o n ' and 

' l e a r n i n g ' . A c q u i s i t i o n r e f e r s t o an unconscious process t h a t invo lves 

the n a t u r a l i s t i c development o f language p r o f i c i e n c y through 

unders tand ing language and through using language f o r meaningful 

communicat ion. Learn ing r e f e r s to a process i n which conscious ru les 

about a language are deve loped. However, Krashen c la ims t h a t l e a r n i n g 

cannot lead to a c q u i s i t i o n and can on ly serve as a mon i to r under very 

l i m i t e d c o n d i t i o n s . The a c q u i s i t i o n process i s a f f e c t e d by the a f f e c t i v e 

f i l t e r concern ing f a c t o r s such as m o t i v a t i o n , s e l f - c o n f i d e n c e and 

a n x i e t y . Teachers should r e s i s t any focus on grammatical s t r u c t u r e s 
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because i f i npu t i s p rov ided 'over a wider v a r i e t y o f t o p i c s which are 

pursu ing communicative g o a l s , the necessary grammatical s t r u c t u r e w i l l 

a u t o m a t i c a l l y be prov ided i n the i n p u t ' (Krashen & T e r r e l l 1983). 

On the o the r hand, some app l i ed l i n g u i s t s , wh i l e agreeing t ha t 

spontaneous communication depends on ru l es which the l ea rne r has i n t e r n ­

a l i z e d a t a deep, subconscious l e v e l , b e l i e v e t h a t conscious l ea rn ing can 

be the f i r s t stage i n an i n t e r n a l i z a t i o n process t h a t proceeds through 

p r a c t i c e a c t i v i t i e s o f va ry ing degrees o f c r e a t i v i t y . L i t t l e w o o d (1981) 

remarked t h a t ' t h e goal o f f o r e i g n language teach ing i s to extend the 

range o f communication s i t u a t i o n s i n which the l ea rne r can perform w i t h 

focus on meaning, w i t h o u t being hindered by the a t t e n t i o n he must pay to 

the l i n g u i s t i c f o r m . ' In r e l a t i o n t o t h i s g o a l , he d i v i ded the classroom 

a c t i v i t i e s i n t o two c a t e g o r i e s : 'p re -communica t ive ' a c t i v i t i e s which 

i nc l ude s t r u c t u r a l and quasi -communicat ive a c t i v i t i e s , and 'communicative 

a c t i v i t i e s ' which i nc lude f u n c t i o n a l communicative and soc ia l i n t e r a c t i o n 

a c t i v i t i e s . The former aims a t g i v i n g the l e a r n e r f l u e n t c o n t r o l over 

l i n g u i s t i c fo rms , and the l a t t e r aims a t the communication o f meanings. 

Rivers (1983) compared the l e a r n i n g o f language to swimming. The 

d i f f e r e n c e between a swimmer and a non-swimmer i s a ' p s y c h o l o g i c a l ' one. 

The t e a c h e r ' s j ob i s to he lp the s tudents 'pass from the s t o r i n g o f 

l i n g u i s t i c knowledge and i n f o r m a t i o n about how t h i s knowledge operates i n 

communication to na tu ra l use o f t h i s knowledge f o r the mu l t i t ud i nous 

u n p r e d i c t a b l e purposes o f an i n d i v i d u a l i n con tac t w i t h another 

i n d i v i d u a l . ' She suggested t h a t the process o f l e a r n i n g should be 

d i v i d e d i n t o two stages - ' s k i l l g e t t i n g ' and ' s k i l l u s i n g ' . The s k i l l 

g e t t i n g stage inc ludes a c q u i s i t i o n o f l i n g u i s t i c knowledge through 

' d o i n g ' , such as ' e x e r c i s e s ' , ' d r i l l s ' , i n t e n s i v e p r a c t i c e and p r a c t i c e 

i n f o r m u l a t i n g messages. The s k i l l us ing stage i s to 'expand the s k i l l 

g e t t i n g a c t i v i t i e s w i t h r e g u l a r and f requen t o p p o r t u n i t i e s f o r autonomous 

i n t e r a c t i o n , thus making f u l l p r o v i s i o n f o r a dimension o f . language 

l e a r n i n g . ' Emphasis was on g e t t i n g the meaning ac ross . I n b r i e f , the 



4£ 

r a t i o n a l e behind R i v e r s ' as we l l as L i t t l e w o o d ' s model o f second language 

l e a r n i n g i s more or less the same: ' t asks w i l l a c t i v a t e s t r uc tu res 

p r e v i o u s l y l e a r n t by p r a c t i c e ' (Johnson 1982). 

The two d i f f e r e n t approaches to language teach ing correspond to the 

d i s t i n c t i o n put fo rward by Howatt (1984) between a ' s t r o n g ' vers ion and a 

'weak' ve rs i on o f the communicative approach. The former i s descr ibed as 

' us i ng Eng l i sh to l e a r n i t ' and the l a t t e r ' l e a r n i n g to use' Eng l i sh . 

The more workable approach f o r Hong Kong 

Taking the Hong Kong s i t u a t i o n i n t o c o n s i d e r a t i o n , the weak vers ion 

o f the communicative approach seems to be more p r a c t i c a b l e . F i r s t l y , the 

Survey revea led a c o n t r a d i c t i o n i n the teachers ' a t t i t u d e towards the 

communicative approach. On the one hand, they considered the basic 

tene ts o f the approach u n r e a l i s t i c ; on the o the r hand, however, they 

found the f ea tu res o f the approach such as p a i r / g r o u p work, e t c . workable 

w i t h the excep t ion o f 'a n o t i c e a b l e absence o f mechanical d r i l l s ' , a very 

e s s e n t i a l f e a t u r e o f the communicative approach. This c o n t r a d i c t i o n 

imp l i es t h a t w h i l e the teachers agree t h a t communicative methods o f 

teach ing can he lp to mo t i va te the l e a r n e r s , t h e i r exper ience t e l l s them 

t h a t d r i l l s and p r a c t i c e are ind ispensab le to l e a r n i n g . The i r 

' c o n s e r v a t i s m ' i s s tand ing on f i r m ground. Since the Hong Kong learners 

are not l i v i n g i n an area where Eng l ish i s the n a t i v e language, they are 

not exposed t o Eng l i sh l i k e the immigrants i n the U.S.A. who w i l l l i v e 

the re permanent ly and who have to adapt to the new c u l t u r e , nor are they 

l i k e those people who w i l l s tay i n B r i t a i n t e m p o r a r i l y and who have 

immediate needs f o r the n a t i v e language. They do not have the chance to 

acqu i re Eng l i sh through the process o f approx imat ion whereby they w i l l 

lose t h e i r e r r o r s through exposure to the n a t i v e language. Such being 

the case , the r o l e p layed by p r a c t i c e (both conscious and unconscious) 

and even exp lana t i on o f r u l e s i n the classroom i s o f cons iderab le 

impor tance. 
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Secondly , the l e a r n i n g hab i t s o f the l ea rne r should be u s e f u l l y 

harnessed (Edge 1987) . Most Chinese s tudents are l e a r n i n g i n an 

educat ion t r a d i t i o n where a s t rong emphasis i s put on p r a c t i c e and 

memor iza t ion . A t an e a r l y age, they are expected to l ea rn by hear t many 

i n d i v i d u a l c h a r a c t e r s . The r e c i t a t i o n o f essays (modern and c l a s s i c a l ) 

i s a common p r a c t i c e i n the Chinese language c l a s s . The pa r t played by 

memory i n the l e a r n i n g process s u r e l y cannot be d i s regarded . S tev ic 

(1976) observed t h a t 'mental a c t i v i t y on the p a r t o f the s u b j e c t , whether 

i n t e n t i o n a l or u n i n t e n t i o n a l , has a powerfu l e f f e c t on memory.' P rac t i ce 

does not n e c e s s a r i l y mean the r e p e t i t i o n o f meaningless m a t e r i a l . 

The g i v i n g o f meaningfu l but p resc r ibed responses to s t i m u l i from 
teache r , tape or tex tbook i s s l i g h t l y more "communicat ive" , the 
s e l e c t i o n o f a s i t u a t i o n a l l y app rop r i a te response from among a set 
o f p r e v i o u s l y p r a c t i c e d responses i s s t i l l more "communicat ive" and 
convers ing f r e e l y about mat te rs o f rea l and urgent i n t e r e s t i s most 
"communicat ive" o f a l l . ' 

For S t e v i c , the degree o f communication i n the classroom i s a mat ter 

o f ' d e p t h ' . 

So, the teach ing o f grammar and communicative methodology need not 

be a l t e r n a t i v e s . In f a c t , Cheng (1986) , RinvoTucr i (1984) and McKay 

(1985) have demonstrated how grammar can be taught i n i n t e r e s t i n g ways. 

Accuracy and Fluency A c t i v i t i e s 

B r u m f i t (1981) po in ted out a fundamental d i s t i n c t i o n f o r 

communicat ive teach ing methodology. While sy l labuses are concerned w i t h 

' a c c u r a c y ' , we need 'a sy l l abus w i t h gaps' or 'a. sy l l abus w i t h holes i n 

i t ' . There must be ex tens i ve gaps i n which s tudents are enabled to use 

e f f e c t i v e l y what they have l e a r n t , from whatever sources they have l e a r n t 

i t , t o develop the s k i l l s o f n e g o t i a t i o n by t a l k i n g w i t h each o ther f o r 

more or less genuine purposes. In o the r words, classroom a c t i v i t y should 

be concerned w i t h both accuracy and f l u e n c y . The Survey, however, 

r e f l e c t s another d i f f i c u l t y encountered by the Hong Kong teachers . 

'Respondents seem to i n d i c a t e t h a t s t u d e n t s ' Eng l i sh needs to reach a 

c e r t a i n t h r e s h o l d l e v e l i n order t h a t the approach can be used . ' The 

w r i t e r i s o f the op in i on t h a t i t should be the l ea rne rs who decide when 
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to s t a r t produc ing speech. The f i v e year l e a r n i n g process i n the 

secondary educat ion can be seen as a continuum w i t h a g rea te r p ropo r t i on 

o f accuracy a c t i v i t y a t the beginn ing o f the continuum (Form 1) and a 

g rea te r p r o p o r t i o n o f f l uency a c t i v i t y a t the end o f the continuum (Form 

5 ) . The p r o p o r t i o n o f f l u e n c y and accuracy a c t i v i t i e s i n the classroom 

should be ad jus ted accord ing t o the p r o f i c i e n c y l e v e l o f the l e a r n e r , the 

language competence and the teach ing exper ience o f the teacher and the 

ac tua l e f f e c t on l e a r n i n g . 

To enable both accuracy and f l uency a c t i v i t i e s to be c a r r i e d out i n 

the c lassroom, B rumf i t (1980)suggested a g rammat ica l l y cored sy l l abus 

w i t h n o t i o n a l , f u n c t i o n a l and s i t u a t i o n a l s p e c i f i c a t i o n s s p i r a l l i n g round 

i t . The w r i t e r be l i eves t h a t t h i s sy l l abus i s more advantageous to the 

Hong Kong l ea rne rs than the c u r r e n t no t i ona l one.. F i r s t l y , a grammatical 

s y l l abus i s respons ive to the theory o f l e a r n i n g . 'Eve ry th ing we know 

about human l e a r n i n g suggests t h a t i t i s c r u c i a l l y dependent on oiir 

a b i l i t y , consc ious l y or subconsc ious ly , t o sys temat i ze . A l l o ther th ings 

being e q u a l , l e a r n i n g w i l l be e f f e c t i v e when the ma te r ia l being 

p resc r i bed i s capable o f being i n t e r p r e t e d s y s t e m a t i c a l l y . ' Secondly, a 

grammatical s y l l abus prov ides a more economical way o f l e a r n i n g . 'The 

grammatical system g ives us a genera t i ve framework which i s , by being 

g e n e r a t i v e , economical and capable o f being s y s t e m a t i c a l l y ordered f o r 

t each ing ( t each ing as d i s t i n c t f rom l e a r n i n g , being necessa r i l y l i n e a r ) . 

That i s , i t i s poss ib le t o segment the grammatical system, and to order 

the segments accord ing t o t h e i r view o f the r e l a t i o n s h i p between the 

p a r t s . ' 

An Emphasis on Communicative Reading 

S u r p r i s i n g l y , the Survey showed t h a t 95.6% o f the teachers ra ted 

o ra l lessons s u i t a b l e f o r the communicative approach and the 

communicat ive approach was p r a c t i c a b l e 'when teachers have the t ime and 

e n e r g y ' . The goal o f g e t t i n g meaning across i s not l i m i t e d to speak ing. 

Meaning, i n f a c t , can be conveyed by us ing a l l the f ou r s k i l l s : 
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speaking, l i s t e n i n g , read ing and w r i t i n g . R e a l i s t i c a l l y , the s k i l l t h a t 

needs s t r e s s i n g i n the Hong Kong s i t u a t i o n i s r e a d i n g , the teaching o f 

which can be and should be i n t e g r a t e d i n t o the teach ing o f o ther s k i l l s , 

e s p e c i a l l y w r i t i n g (Brookes & Grundy 1987). 

C r i pe r (1986) argued t h a t w i t h i n l i m i t a t i o n s , the p rac t i ces imp l ied 

by c lass l i b r a r i e s , c lass reade rs , s i m p l i f i e d t e x t s , reading notebooks, 

s t o r i e s from a l i e n c u l t u r e r e q u i r e r e h a b i l i t a t i o n as v i t a l means through 

which we can a t l e a s t hope to achieve a degree o f communicative language 

teach ing (and l e a r n i n g ) p a r t i c u l a r l y i n i n s t i t u t i o n a l s e t t i n g s . He 

remarked t h a t 'much o f c u r r e n t t h i n k i n g on communicative language 

teach ing methodology imp l i es n a t i v e speaker teachers or a t the very 

l e a s t , non -na t i ve speaker teachers who are very con f i den t o f t h e i r 

a b i l i t y to be ab le to respond a p p r o p r i a t e l y to t h e i r s tuden ts ' at tempts 

a t communication and to be ab le to judge and subsequent ly comment on 

t h e i r s t u d e n t s ' own communicative e f f o r t s i n the f o r e i g n language. ' His 

obse rva t i on i s t h a t t h i s i s not the case i n most s i t u a t i o n s i n f o r e i g n 

language teach ing across the w o r l d . 'The l eve l o f p r o f i c i e n c y i n the 

f o r e i g n language o f the body o f teachers a t school l eve l or beyond i s one 

o f the major problems i n ach iev ing a gain i n the p r o f i c i e n c y l eve l o f the 

l ea rne rs they are t e a c h i n g ' He was o f the op in ion t h a t communicative 

read ing as a communicative a c t i v i t y can so lve the d i f f i c u l t y in f i n d i n g 

a u t h e n t i c communicative tasks f o r the l ea rne rs who do not expect to be 

us ing the language immed ia te ly . Other problems caused by la rge c lass 

s i z e and the mismatch between the l e v e l o f teach ing and the actua l l eve l 

o f knowledge o f performance o f the l ea rne rs can a lso be so l ved . 

G r i p e r ' s obse rva t i on about the teach ing o f Eng l i sh i n a non-Engl ish 

envi ronment i s accura te and h i s suggest ions i n s p i r i n g . 

5.4 The R e s p o n s i b i l i t y and D i f f i c u l t i e s o f the Teacher 

The d e f i n i t i o n o f an idea l teacher 

How to mo t i va te the l ea rne rs i s the r e s p o n s i b i l i t y o f the teacher no 

ma t te r what teach ing approaches he adopts . G i ra rd (1976) worked out a 
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q u e s t i o n n a i r e which was f i l l e d i n by 1,000 boys and g i r l s aged from 12 to 

17 concern ing the p u p i l s ' d e f i n i t i o n o f the i dea l language teacher . The 

l ea rne rs were asked to c l a s s i f y twenty d i f f e r e n t f ea tu res i n order o f 

importance and to complete the l i s t as they wished by adding whatever 

o the r q u a l i t i e s they found i m p o r t a n t . 'My con ten t i on i s t h a t i n d e f i n i n g 

the good language teacher i s bound to g ive us some c lues as to what the 

teacher should do to mo t i va te h i s p u p i l s ' , sa id G i r a r d . The f i r s t p o i n t 

t h a t was se lec ted unanimously by a l l age-groups was ' t he good language 

teacher makes h i s course i n t e r e s t i n g ' . The next p o i n t was t h a t the 

teacher should g ive 'a good model o f E n g l i s h , e s p e c i a l l y to the spoken 

l anguage ' . Besides the con ten t o f the course and the competence o f the 

t e a c h e r , the l ea rne rs cons idered impor tan t the t eache r -pup i l s 

r e l a t i o n s h i p such as 'showing the same i n t e r e s t i n a l l the p u p i l s ' , 

'making them p a r t i c i p a t e i n a l l a c t i v i t i e s ' , and 'showing great 

p a t i e n c e ' . The q u a l i t i e s added by the l ea rne rs are very i n t e r e s t i n g and 

are 1 i s ted as f o l l o w s : -

From the 12-13 age group: 

- he g ives us i n f o r m a t i o n about the coun t ry (Eng land ) ; 

- he shows sympathy f o r h i s p u p i l s . 

From the 13-15 age group: 

- he i s f a i r t o a l l p u p i l s (whether good or bad a t E n g l i s h ) ; 

- he i s k ind though s t r i c t and e x a c t i n g ; 

- he i n s p i r e s con f i dence . 

From the 15-17 age group: 

- he shows g rea t unders tand ing even f o r those who have d i f f i c u l t i e s ; 

- he shows sympathy f o r h i s p u p i l s ; 

- he i s q u i t e c lose t o h is p u p i l s . 

From the f i n d i n g s o f G i r a r d ' s q u e s t i o n n a i r e , one w i l l r e a d i l y admit t h a t 

the s t u d e n t - c e n t r e d methodology assoc ia ted w i t h the communicative 

approach i s most l i k e l y to mo t i va te the l e a r n e r s . Learn ing through doing 

i s f u n . Moreover, the r o l e s o f the teacher as a f a c i l i t a t o r i n the 

communication p rocess , an independent p a r t i c i p a n t (Breed & Candl in 1980) , . 
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a needs -ana l ys t , a c o u n s e l l o r and a group process manager (Richards & 

Rodgers 1986) enable the l ea rne rs t o be managers o f t h e i r own l e a r n i n g . 

The n o n - c o r r e c t i v e a t t i t u d e o f the teacher towards l e a r n e r s ' e r ro r s can 

be h i g h l y encourag ing . 

D i f f i c u l t i e s of ' the Teachers 

However, f o r communicative methodology to be implemented 

s u c c e s s f u l l y i n the Hong Kong c lassroom, there are many d i f f i c u l t i e s the 

teachers have t o overcome. 

Tay lo r (1987) observed t h a t , 

the classroom atmosphere i n Hong Kong schools i s gene ra l l y agreed to 
be very f o r m a l , and even i n k indergar tens; c h i l d r e n are seated 
f o r m a l l y . This arrangement cha rac te r i zes the p u p i l s ' r e l a t i o n s h i p 
w i t h the t eache r , which i s g e n e r a l l y one o f respec t . The 
t r a d i t i o n a l value o f respec t due to sen io rs and, by ex tens i on , 
honour to t e a c h e r s , cont inues to have an i n f l uence i n the 
t e a c h e r - p u p i l r e l a t i o n s h i p (Chann 1976). Learn ing i s a lso h i g h l y 
d i s c i p l i n e d w i t h an emphasis on r e p e t i t i o n and r o t e . In the 
s t r o n g l y c o m p e t i t i v e ethos o f educat ion i n Hong Kong, w i t h i t s 
s t r e s s on academic exam ina t i on -o r i en ted l e a r n e r s , homework i s 
expected from an e a r l y age. Thus pup i l s expect to work hard i n a 
formal l e a r n i n g s i t u a t i o n which does not p rov ide much oppo r t un i t y 
f o r i n fo rma l s o c i a l or c o g n i t i v e l e a r n i n g through p l a y . 

The d i s tance (ou t o f r espec t ) between the teachers and the learners i n 

the language c lass i s u s u a l l y g rea te r than t h a t i n o ther c lasses . This 

i s ma in ly due to the language b a r r i e r . To br idge the gap, a language 

teacher needs to be s e n s i t i v e to the needs o f the l ea rne r as o f t en as he 

can. However, the r e l a t i o n s h i p between the teacher and the learners i s 

c u l t i v a t e d not on ly i n s i d e the classroom but a l so o u t s i d e . As most o f 

the Chinese l ea rne rs are r a t h e r shy they p r e f e r t o t a l k about t h e i r 

l e a r n i n g d i f f i c u l t i e s w i t h t h e i r teachers i n p r i v a t e . The t eache r ' s 

concern f o r the l e a r n e r over l e a r n i n g and non - l ea rn ing mat ters and h is 

w i l l i n g n e s s to g i ve t i m e l y help are the bases f o r con f idence . 

Given the f a c t t h a t Chinese l ea rne rs va lue l e a r n i n g and be l i eve t h a t 

l e a r n i n g needs se r ious e f f o r t , the language teachers shou ld , from the 

very s t a r t , he lp them understand t h a t l e a r n i n g a language i s d i f f e r e n t 

f rom l e a r n i n g o the r school s u b j e c t s . In f a c t , i t i s s i m i l a r to the 

l e a r n i n g o f o the r human behav iou rs . The classroom i s a 'smal l speech 
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community' and the l ea rne rs are expected to l e a r n through doing th ings 

w i t h language. Moreover j the a b i l i t y to do t h i ngs w i t h the t a r g e t 

language and to express meaning w i t h i t i s r e a l l y a success i n i t s e l f . 

The n o n - c o r r e c t i v e a t t i t u d e to e r r o r s requ i res f u r t h e r understanding 

from the l e a r n e r s , the parents and even the school a u t h o r i t i e s . The high 

respec t f o r the teacher i s based on the b e l i e f t h a t a teacher i s a person 

who can t e l l the r i g h t f rom the wrong. A re tu rned Eng l ish essay laden 

w i t h the c o r r e c t i o n s o f the teacher i s u s u a l l y apprec ia ted by the 

l e a r n e r as i t shows t h a t the teacher i s 'competent ' and ' r e s p o n s i b l e ' . 

Learners need to be helped to see the importance o f focus ing on meaning 

and g e t t i n g the message ac ross . 

The Problem o f Class Cont ro l 

The l a s t p o i n t t o ment ion i s the ' d i s c i p l i n e problem' voiced by the 

teachers i n the Survey concern ing the adopt ion o f the communicative 

approach. In b u i l d i n g a genuine and f r i e n d l y atmosphere i n the classroom 

so t h a t the whole person o f the l ea rne rs can be i n v o l v e d , there i s 

another ques t ion we have to look f o r an^ answer: To what ex ten t should 

the teacher c o n t r o l and to what degree should the l ea rne r take the 

i n i t i a t i v e ? 

Widdowson (1987) wrote about the r o l e o f the teacher . He 

d i s t i n g u i s h e d between two k inds o f classroom e n c o u n t e r s ( i n t e r a c t i o n a l and 

t r a n s a c t i o n a l ) and two r o l e s o f the teacher (as a master and as a 

teach ing p e r s o n ) . The e x e r c i s e o f a u t h o r i t y i n i n t e r a c t i o n i s more or 

less a u t h o r i t a r i a n and va r i es accord ing to d i f f e r e n t c u l t u r e s . The 

exe rc i se o f a u t h o r i t y i n t r a n s a c t i o n i s more or less a u t h o r i t a t i v e . 

Widdowson po in ted out t h a t the teacher as a teach ing person must su re l y 

r e t a i n an undimin ished a u t h o r i t y . 

The increase i n l e a r n e r - c e n t r e d a c t i v i t y and c o l l a b o r a t i v e work i n 
the c lassroom does not mean t h a t the teacher becomes less 
a u t h o r i t a t i v e . He or she s t i l l has to c o n t r i v e the requ i red 
enab l i ng c o n d i t i o n s f o r l e a r n i n g , has s t i l l t o moni tor and guide 
p rog ress . And a l l t h i s presupposes an e x p e r t i s e , app l i ed perhaps 
w i t h more s u b t l e t y and c o n s i d e r a t i o n and d i s c r e t i o n than be fo re , but 
a p p l i e d none the l e s s . I see no f u t u r e whatever f o r any pedogogy 
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which undermines the a u t h o r i t y o f the teacher i n h is r o l e as a 
teach ing person , as u l t i m a t e l y respons ib le f o r the management, o f 
c lassroom t r a n s a c t i o n . 

S tev i c (1980) remarked. 

In e x e r c i s i n g " c o n t r o l " , then the teacher i s g i v i n g some k ind o f 
o r d e r , or s t r u c t u r e , to the l e a r n i n g space o f the s tuden t . In 
encouraging him to take " i n i t i a t i v e " , she i s a l l o w i n g him to work 
and to grow w i t h i n t h a t space. The t r i c k f o r the teacher i s not 
on ly to preserve t h i s d i s t i n c t i o n ; i t i s a l so to prov ide j u s t the 
r i g h t amount o f l e a r n i n g space. I f there i s too l i t t l e , the s tudent 
w i l l be s t i f l e d . I f t he re i s too much, the s tudents w i l l f ee l t h a t 
the teacher has abandoned him. In a language c l a s s , the teacher 
should have " f a i t h " t h a t the s tudent w i l l i n f a c t grow i n t o t h a t 
space and "unders tand ing" o f where the s tudent i s i n t h a t space a t 
any g iven moment. 

From the above a n a l y s i s and o p i n i o n s , i t i s c l e a r t h a t the job o f 

the language teacher i s demanding, and the d i f f i c u l t i e s he has to 

overcome w h i l e implement ing the communicative methods o f teaching are 

r a t h e r c h a l l e n g i n g , e s p e c i a l l y i n a s i t u a t i o n l i k e Hong Kong. 
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CONCLUSION 

The w r i t e r be l i eves t h a t a language p o l i c y designed accord ing to the 

needs o f the l ea rne rs can r e s u l t i n a p o s i t i v e a t t i t u d e towards the 

l e a r n i n g o f the Eng l i sh language. The r a t e o f success i n acqu i r i ng the 

t a r g e t language w i l l be much increased i f the communicative approach i s 

a p p l i e d w i t h respec t t o the l e a r n e r s ' ' educa t i ona l c u l t u r e ' and soc ia l 

background. 

However, s ince many aspects about fo re ign /second language 

a c q u i s i t i o n s t i l l remain unknown, i t i s u n r e a l i s t i c to c la im t h a t a 

c e r t a i n model o f l e a r n i n g i s ' t h e b e s t ' . Both teachers and learners 

being human and t h e r e f o r e v a r i a b l e s , i t i s na ive to look f o r a teach ing 

formula which can be app l i ed to a l l language l e a r n i n g s i t u a t i o n s . 

Indeed, the j ob o f the teacher i s to ' adap t ' and not to ' adop t ' teaching 

approaches and methodology. Whatever ways t h a t can f a c i l i t a t e l e a r n i n g 

and make the teach ing and l e a r n i n g process a c r e a t i v e and en joyable 

exper ience deserve met icu lous s tudy and f u r t h e r e x p l o i t a t i o n . 

A l l i n a l l , w i t h the i n t r o d u c t i o n o f a new teach ing approach, the 

t e a c h e r s , e s p e c i a l l y the less exper ienced ones, need unambiguous ideas 

about how i t can be r e a l i z e d i n the c lassroom. Vague i n s t r u c t i o n s such 

as 'use more E n g l i s h ' , and ' d o n ' t have to c o r r e c t a l l m is takes ' o f f e r 

l i t t l e he lp to the t e a c h e r s . The f i n d i n g i n the Survey t h a t teachers use 

the communicative approach 'when they have the t ime and energy' r e f l e c t s 

t h a t a l a rge number o f teachers i n Hong Kong s t i l l do not have a c l e a r 

idea about the new approach. Th is o f course does not mean t h a t teachers 

should be t o l d what to do. Rather , they should be g iven more help to 

understand the theo ry o f language and the theory o f l e a r n i n g on which the 

approach i s based. Only when the teachers have a f i r m grasp o f the basic 

concepts behind the approach w i l l they be able t o take a c r i t i c a l 

a t t i t u d e towards the approach and make the necessary m o d i f i c a t i o n s and 

i nnova t i ons i n the best i n t e r e s t o f the l e a r n e r s . 
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