The Educational and Cultural Impact of the Medium ot
Instruction Policy on Secondary Education In Hong Kong

Joanna Chi-Yan Lee

For the Degree of Doctor of Philosophy

University of York
Department of Educational Studies

September 2002



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

I would like to express my sincerest gratitude to my supervisors, Professor lan Lister
and Professor Richard Andrews. Professor Lister supervised me since 1997 when I
came to do my MA in York University. He continued to take care of me by staying in
my Thesis Advisory Group and giving me tremendous support, valuable opinions and
care after his retirement. Professor Richard Andrews has been a very caring and
encouraging supervisor since he took over my supervision in 2000. I am especially
grateful for his immense support and patience during his two years of supervision, his
guidance on my research and for helping me to overcome the difficult problems I
encountered when I was writing up my thesis.

My special thanks also go to the members of my Thesis Advisory Group, Professor
Richard Andrews, Professor Ian Lister, Dr.Chris Kyriacou and Mr. Mahendra Verma,
for their invaluable advice and inspiration.

Studying abroad for the past five years has enriched me not only in terms of my
knowledge in the academic area that I am pursuing, but also in my personal growth. I
am indebted to the nice friends I have made in York since 1997, including Shu-Ching

Yeh and her family, Carmen Leung, Nicole Deravenne and my colleagues at the
Department of Educational Studies, for their encouragements and affection, which

made my life in York more rewarding. I would like to take this opportunity to thank
Angela Yeung, who helped me a lot during the process of data collection.

Last but not least, I would like to thank my parents, especially my father, with all my
heart. Their unconditional love and encouragement have always stayed with me and
have meant a lot to me during the course of my study. I would also like to thank all
my family members and friends in Hong Kong for being there when I needed
consolation. My deepest thanks also go to Liming Xu, who used his precious time to
help me during the last stage of my writing up.

The completion of this thesis was made possible by the care and support of all the
persons mentioned above.



ABSTRACT

The chief aim of the research is to look into the perceptions on the impact of the 1998
medium of instruction policy on the educational and cultural dimensions of the
secondary education sector in Hong Kong. The core of the whole study is divided into

two parts with issues related to the educational and cultural dimensions.

This study investigates people’s views on the linguistic interdependence hypothesis
and the threshold hypothesis, which form the bases of the 1998 medium of instruction
policy. The majority of teachers raised doubts about the linguistic interdependence
hypothesis as many have pointed out the issue of language-relatedness and contextual
variants that affect positive transfer between languages. The threshold hypothesis was
also questioned with regard to the Medium of Instruction Grouping Assessment
criteria and also the age of assessment. The necessity of readjustments of western
educational or linguistic theories before adapting them to the local context has been
established from the data. As for second language learning, the concept of quality of
exposure marks an interesting point that we should be aware of. Apart from this, the
discussion of mixed code as an alternative form of bilingual education also opens up
possible directions for future research because of its general popularity among

respondents.

The second half of the study involves the cultural dimension with reference to
language attitudes. This analysis i1s based on the assumption that language is of
eminent importance to the formation of cultural construct. It has been found that
English still maintains a prestigious status in relation to the other two rivals—
Cantonese and Mandarin—because of pragmatic reasons. Cantonese is the demotic
language, while Mandarin does not enjoy a high popularity. Language orientation has
not changed much because of the change of teaching medium. It is also speculated

from the data that mixed code has emerged as a symbol of Hong Kong’s cultural
identity.



Interviews with secondary school teachers, policy-makers and teacher trainers were

conducted, while questionnaires were distributed to students during the process of data

collection.

The educational and cultural dimensions are brought together under the spotlight in

this research. A tentative model of bilingual education is proposed for Hong Kong at

the end of the thesis.
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ME3: “Pupils recommended for EM3 stream in P5 will also be able to opt for ME3



stream. Schools will provide ME3 classes if there is a sufficient demand. Pupils will
learn Mother Tongue at higher level (Higher Malay, Higher Chinese or Higher Tamil)
and Basic English Language. Teaching of English Language will emphasize -
oral/aural skills, reading and listening comprehension as well as conversation. The

language of instruction for all subjects will be in Mother Tongue.” (Ministry of
Education, Singapore undated)

MIGA: Medium of Instruction Grouping Assessment. This is the assessment system
through which primary school leavers are grouped into 3 different language ability
groups, according to which their medium of learning in secondary education is based.

MOI: Medium of Instruction

MSWC: Modern Standard Written Chinese. This is the standard and official language
of China, and is the written form of Mandarin.

NET: Native English Teachers

PRC: People’s Republic of China

PSLE: “The Primary School Leaving Examination (PSLE) is a national examination
which your child takes at the end of Primary 6, no matter which stream he is . Its
purpose is to assess your child’s suitable secondary education and place him i the
right secondary school course, one that matches pace, ability and inclinations.”
(Ministry of Education, Singapore undated)

SCOLAR: Standing Committee Of Language And Research. According to the Hong
Kong Annual Report (1999), “[The SCOLAR] was set up in 1996 to advise the
Government on language education issues in general and, in particular, to set goals for
language learning at different levels of education and to identify research and

development projects which are necessary for the enhancement of language
proficiency and language in education.”

SUP: Separate Underlying Proficiency. As opposed to Common Underlying
Proficiency (CUP), the SUP model suggests that linguistic transfer between L1 and L2

is not possible because the L1 and L2 proficiencies lie separately in the brain and are
not interdependent.

TESOL: Teaching of English to Speakers of Other Languages



The Working Group on Medium of Instruction: “The Working Group was set up in
1998 to review and recommend to the Government the arrangements on medium of
instruction for secondary schools in and after the 2001/02 school year, as well as on
other 1ssues relevant to the mother-tongue teaching policy. Members of the Working
Group are from the Board of Education and the Standing Committee on Language

Education and Research (SCOLAR).” (Hong Kong Education and Manpower Bureau
2000)

UNESCO: United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization

WTO: World Trade Organization
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(Central Intelligence Agency undated a)

Notes: Areas within the dotted line belonged to the UK from 1841-1997. From the 1*

July 1997, the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (HKSAR) was formed after
the change of sovereignty to China.
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INTRODUCTION

Controversy over language issues regarding the language policy and the medium of
instruction in schools during the decolonization period has long been a matter of
concern. The ‘teaching medium issue’ became prominent with the change of
sovereignty of Hong Kong to China in 1997. It was proposed in the ‘Medium ot
Instruction Guidance for Secondary Schools’ which was released in 1997 that mother-
tongue education should be enforced in those schools that were unable to prove
themselves to be eligible for English-medium education. The impact was striking in
the way that the majority of English-medium schools were forced to make the switch
to Chinese-medium because they failed to meet the criteria for EMI education set up

by the Hong Kong Education Department.

The change led to demonstrations and protests by the mass public. The origin of the
problem les in the fact that the guidelines regarding the benefits of mother-tongue
education published by the government have led to confusion among the general
public and the teaching profession, and also severe protests from parents. Further
complication has resulted because of the ambiguity and musmatch between the
mother-tongue of Hong Kong people, Cantonese, and the official language of the
mother country, Mandarin, as the spoken form; and Modern Standard Written Chinese

as the wrntten form.
Researcher’s interest and background

The question of the ‘medium of instruction in Hong Kong secondary schools after
1997" is very interesting to me because it can be regarded as the biggest educational
1ssue related to language in the educational history of Hong Kong. I finished my
undergraduate study at the University of Hong Kong in 1997 and started my MA
immediately after my graduation. Then I carried on with a similar topic to my MA for

my PhD research. I was born and educated in Hong Kong and I am one of the
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products of the past education system. Looking back at all the changes with regard to

the teaching medium policy after the political handover made me wonder if these
changes occur solely because of educational considerations or whether, to a large
extent, they are results of the political transition in 1997. In fact, educational changes
cannot take place in isolation from other social changes. After the Sino-British Joint
Declaration was signed in 1984, China agreed to adopt the policy of ‘One country,
two systems’, which allows Hong Kong a great degree of autonomy and freedom.
Everyone is watchful of this promise made by the Chinese government, and so people
are likely to speculate about the political connotations of every policy after the
retrocession. This topic 1s worth researching not only because it is new and heated, but
also because it involves several dimensions of the society, including political, cultural,

educational and social. The complexity and interaction of all these factors make the

question more challenging.

The main aim of the present research is to explore the impact of the new language
policy imposed in Hong Kong in 1998. The main research question is: What is the
impact of the 1998 Medium of Instruction policy on the educational and cultural
dimensions in secondary education in Hong Kong? It sets off to find out the impact
of the new medium of instruction policy on the educational and cultural dimensions
with reference to language attitudes of the people involved in the secondary education
sector. The new language policy brought about a change in the medium of instruction
In the majority of secondary schools in the way that mother-tongue has replaced
English as the teaching medium. The particular area that I focus on is the impact on
educational and cultural dimensions with the implementation of the policy. Does the
policy improve language proficiencies and enhance the learning of academic subjects
In the view of the respondents? In addition to the question of improved language
proficiencies, what are respondents’ perspectives on their preferable model of
bilingual education? It is also hoped that the views of respondents will draw a sketch
of the particular model of teaching medium of ihstruction that might best suit Hong
Kong classrooms. Regarding the cultural dimension, a relationship between the
change of language attitude after the new language policy and the change of the

cultural constructs is going to be established, with language attitude as the chief focus.
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Need for research

A huge amount of literature has been produced on the present topic about the

effectiveness of mother-tongue education. This topic came to particular attention 1n

the 1970s, during which time some research studies were conducted to check if

Chinese was a more appropriate medium of mstruction than English as can be found

in Cheng et al (1973), which will be subject to further elaboration in the literature

review chapter. More contributions related to this topic were published within the past

decade: for instance, a number of articles by local lingmists in Hong Kong, like Ho

(1992), Lin (1997, 2000), Poon (2000) and Evans (2002) with specific focus and

interests on the teaching medium of Hong Kong secondary schools, were published

during the past five years. Although a lot has been done to evaluate the impact of

Chinese medium of instruction and Chinese does prove to be more effective (Hong

Kong Education Department 1994a, 1998), however, not much has been done to deal

with another side of the question, which involves the impact on cultural dimension.

The present study is distinctive in the ways that it further investigates:

The correlation between the Chinese medium of teaching and the English standards of
students. Is the interdependence theory of Cummins, which has a strong Canadian
overtone, justified in the Hong Kong context i.e. strengthening the learning of L1
(Chinese) as a resource of learning L2 (English)?

Literature like Ho (1992) focuses mainly on the pros and cons of using Chinese or
English as the medium of instruction and how the issue of teaching medium has
aroused the different issues of concern in the society. My research study makes an
attempt to search for another tentative alternative for the Hong Kong schools
regarding the medium of instruction in the classroom. It is hoped that it might be able

to shed hight on the current topic, instead of putting the focus merely on criticisms.

Does the change of teaching medium involve a change in cultural construct? In

addition to the impact on the educational dimension, this study attempts to explore the

cultural and identity issues with regard to language attitudes.
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Synopsis of the Study

The research starts with a brief introduction of the teaching medium issue—how the

language policy for secondary education has changed from English to mother-tongue
with the political handover, how it has emerged as an issue of concern and

controversy, and how my personal background engaged me 1n the topic.

Chapter one presents the context against which the study was carried out. It outlines
the landscape of the linguistic environment of Hong Kong, looks into the relative
status of Chinese and English in the ex-colony, and provides reasons that account for
the present condition. It introduces the habits of language use in the context of Hong
Kong, and also brings out the complexity of the existence of three languages under
two language systems (with English and Chinese being two distinct language varieties
and Cantonese and Mandarin belonging to the Chinese language group), which further
complicates the issue of medium of instruction. A section in chapter one explains the
linguistic mismatch between Mandarin and Cantonese, trying to clear the doubts and
misunderstandings of the differences between Mandarin and Cantonese in the

following chapters.

Chapter two is divided into three sections. The first section reviews the unique culture
of Hong Kong, and how the culture has emerged and is manifested. The influence of
Hong Kong culture on the language issue is profound because the culture
distinguishes itself from the culture of the motherland. This section displays how the
contradiction between the main culture and sub-culture leads to debate over ‘mother-
tongue education’, as the ‘mother-tongue’ of Hong Kong people symbolises identity,
and the well-consolidated local identity faces challenges with the emergence of
Mandarin as the potential competitor. Hence there are controversies over what kind of

‘Chinese’ 1s the most appropriate in Hong Kong schools.

The second section explains bilingual experiences in Hong Kong. Different sources
with reference to the mmpact of mother-tongue education, with most of them about the

pros of using Chinese as the teaching medium, are discussed. The four main types of

bilingualism and the bilingual models in general in the special context of Hong Kong,
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which varies from the bilingual model within the lessons and bilingual model within
the schools, are also more fully elaborated. The section also outlines the theoretical
hypotheses that support bilingual education, the linguistic interdependence model and
the threshold model upon which the new policy is based. It also tries to explain why

bilingual education does not seem to work eftectively in Hong Kong.

The third section deals with the MOI 1ssue. This section looks more specifically into
the details of the new medium of instruction policy which was passed in 1998,
including the criteria of qualifying for English-medium teaching. It paints a picture of
the linguistic environment in the majority of secondary schools in Hong Kong,

moving the focus from the society as a whole to the field of secondary education.

Chapter three looks at the linguistic environment in a comparative Asian

city—Singapore. The linguistic characteristics of its education policy will be discussed.
My choice of Singapore as a case for comparison is due to the fact that many people
tend to make comparisons between Singapore and Hong Kong as they share similar
economic and historical backgrounds. I will identify points in common and general
differences between the two places, and explain why the standards of English in Hong
Kong could not attain the same level as those in Singapore. The aim is to shed light on

the case of Hong Kong.

Chapter four concerns the methodological issues of the whole research. It states the
main research aim, main research question and subsidiary research questions that the
present research 1s trying to explore. The reasons for adopting different
methodological approaches, and the ways I use to offset the limitations and constraints
inherent in the approaches will be described. The difficulties encountered throughout
the research process which directly shaped the sample will be mentioned. The last part
of the chapter summarises different stages involved in the data analysis process in a

diagram, from the stage of organizing raw data to the final stage of writing up the

research reports.

Chapters five and six present and discuss the data after organization. Chapter five

provides answers to the first three research questions: the impact of mother-tongue
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education on language standard, teaching and learning of academic subjects and views
on the bilingual model. The data are analysed with an attempt to answer the queries by

looking at what different groups of the education sector think. Possible consequences

ike the dechming English standards due to the use of mother-tongue will be

considered.

The chapter goes on to report the findings of the views on bilingual education in Hong

Kong. It states the present condition of classroom practice, and provides a contrast by
projecting the opinions of teachers, students and teacher trainers, stating what they,
the group that is most actively involved in the practical phase of education, think. It
also attempts to examine the problems with the present model of bilingual education,

and to work out a model in the concluding chapter that would meet the needs of the

society without putting the academic and language standards of students at stake.

Chapter six examines another aspect involved with the language issue: the change in
language attitudes and accordingly the possible changes in the cultural construct. It
deals with the identity question and the forces that hinder the implementation of
mother-tongue because of the attitudinal prejudice against the Mainland Chinese
identity, and the self-conflicting nature of English as both the international and ex-
colonial language. It aims at providing the readers with answers to issues like cultural

awareness by looking at language attitudes.

Chapter seven summarises the findings in chapter five and six. It is basically a

summary of the answers to the research questions raised in the thesis in relation to the
hiterature review. I look at the educational and cultural impact of the newly

implemented policy, the current trend, and devise possible scenarios for future trends.

I also try to suggest an experimental alternative MOI (medium of instruction) model

based on the speculations deriving from the review of literature and the 'ﬁndjngs.

It 1s hoped that this piece of research will be able to provide direction for further
research into the area, so that more practical alternatives, tailor-made for the education

environment in Hong Kong, will be available for the education sector.
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CHAPTER ONE: CONTEXT OF THE STUDY

1.0 Introduction

It 1s essential to obtain a more comprehensive understanding of the historical
background of Hong Kong because the language issue pertains to many different
dimensions of the social sector, including the economic, educational, political and
cultural dimensions. I will first begin with a brief history of Hong Kong, which
accounts for the differences and contradictions with the motherland, the People’s
Republic of China, and further complicates the language and educational policy

picture after the retrocession.

1.1 Historical background of Hong Kong
1.1.1 Political context

Hong Kong had been the colony of Britain for over a century, and was returned to
China 1in 1997. Hong Kong was ceded to Britain in the year of 1841, as a consequence
of the Opium War and subsequently the Treaty of Nanjing. During the rule by Britain,
administration, policy-making and the legal system had been determined largely by
the colonizer. Despite the fact that the seats in the government and people who made
decisions were mainly dominated by officials sent from Britain and only until about a

decade before the handover were more local-born Chinese selected to fill in the posts,
Britain adopted a rather lenient colonial policy towards Hong Kong. Hong Kong still

maintained 1ts traditional Chinese culture. All kinds of religious worship or practices

related to Chinese culture were allowed.

Hong Kong owes the name ‘The Pearl of the Orient’ to its flourishing economy and its
status as a world metropolis. Its success in terms of finance owes much to its political
and social stability. Apart from the riots arising from extreme patriotism during the

1960s and the 1970s, and the mass demonstration that came in the aftermath of the
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Thananmen Square Incident in 1989, Hong Kong has been a politically stable place to

live in. Hong Kong managed to remain unaffected during the political upheavals of
the Cultural Revolution which lasted from 1966 to 1976 in China. The economy of

Hong Kong took off during the time when the Mainland Chinese economy was frozen.

1.1.1.1 Development of political and civic education in Hong Kong

The syllabi and teaching materials in schools interweave with the political context, as
what to teach and what should not to be taught depend to a large extent on the social
and economic demands, as well as the political environment. Education plays a vital
role in shaping the cultural and social awareness of individuals, and that is why it is

worth exploring the development of civic education in Hong Kong.

Morris & Morris (1999) has divided the development of political (or civic) education
into three phases: the period from 1945 to 1965 as phase I, 1965 to 1984 as phase II,
and 1984 to 1997 and beyond as phase III. Moral and civic education has developed
through the transition of depolitization to gradual immersion and strengthening of

Chinese values and the sense of belonging to the mother country.

During the two decades from the 1940s onwards, the Hong Kong Education

Department exercised control over the syllabi and textbook materials used by
secondary schools. The main concern was that politics and sensitive topics such as the

modern history of China and the Communist party were avoided. As Morris & Morris
(1999) put it,

...schools were provided with syllabi for permitted subjects, textbooks that had
been approved by officials, recommended teaching guides, and official
examinations...The effect was that pupils were provided with a curriculum in
which they studied the history, geography, and literature of other cultures or
distant time periods: in other words, a decontextualized and remote curriculum.

(p.d)

In 1965, a subject called Economics and Public Affairs (EPA) was introduced into the
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curriculum of local secondary schools. It covers the study of local government, the
roles and duties of different governmental departments and organisations, social and
weltare issues, as well as the economic affairs of Hong Kong. Issues such as the
responsibilities of citizens were also taught. However, it should be noted that it has not
been treated as a core subject and 1s always substituted by the study of economics in
secondary four, due to the practical reason that economics is one of the competitive

courses to apply for at the tertiary level.

The development of civic education in secondary schools has been slow, and students’
interests and awareness 1n issues that touch politics such as the nature of the
government and culture are generally low because of the long history of the
depoliticized curriculum as well as the fact that civics has been introduced as a cross-

thematic interest instead of a core subject in most secondary schools in Hong Kong.

The history syllabus was amended in 1988 with the extension of coverage up to 1970
(Morris & Morris 1999 p.7), which includes the history of modern China before the
outbreak of the Cultural Revolution, instead of up till 1949, the year when the
People’s Republic of China (PRC) was established. Two new subjects, government
and public affairs and liberal studies, were introduced into the curriculum. Liberal

studies drew students’ attention to political issues that used to be avoided during 1945

to 1965. However, these subjects have never gained popularity in schools. According
to Morris & Morris (1999),

...liberal studies is offered in about 10 percent of schools. Among the small
number of schools that have adopted liberal studies, the most popular modules

are those, such as science and technology and environmental studies, that do not
address the local sociopolitical context.

(p.9)

The inculcation of moral and traditional Chinese values may be inevitable, especially
with the change of political atmosphere in Hong Kong after 1997. However, civic

education has probably not been viewed as a core issue in schools, and the decision as

to whether civic education should be introduced as an independent subject or be
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learned as a cross-curriculum theme is left to the schools themselves. What can be

predicted in terms of lifting people’s cultural and national awareness is that the tight
schedules and competitive nature of secondary schools as well as the long-term

political apathy ingrained in the mass public would more or less slow down the

development of civic education in Hong Kong.
1.1.2 Economic context

Under the British rule, the economy of Hong Kong flourished because of the non-
mtervention policy in terms of trade and also the good geographical location of Hong
Kong. Hong Kong has changed from a poor fishing port to one of the world’s biggest
ecconomies. Hong Kong has developed a very close link with China in terms of

economic and cultural life, and it was only in 1949, when the Korean Civil War broke

out, that an end was drawn to the close economic relationship between Hong Kong

and China due to conflicting political interests and standpoints. As Choi (1990) puts it,

...Hong Kong became a major stronghold for the western bloc in southeast Asia,
right at the doorstep of a recently established Chinese communist state...For the

first time in history, Hong Kong was forced to suspend its entrepdt trade with
China, and previously uninhibited social and economic interactions between
Hong Kong and the Mainland were stopped. In the coming decades, Hong Kong
was to build up an export-led manufacturing and later international financial

economy along western capitalistic lines, while China underwent waves of

socialist and communist transformations.

(p-85)

The internal upheavals in China gave a boost to the development of the manufacturing
industry in Hong Kong, since a large number of people in Mainland China fled to
Hong Kong during the time of political unrest in China, who at the same time brought

with them labour and capital, which the local Hong Kong market lacked. As Bowring
(1997) suggests,

This commercial infrastructure was the key to Hong Kong’s astonishing
development as a manufacturing center post-1949. The shipping, banking, and
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trading firms were already in place to serve the manufacturers fleeing Shanghai
with their machinery, know-how, and capital. A flood of refugees, which
continued in periodic waves until the mid-1960s, provided an abundant supply of
cheap labour and the combination of low expectations and strong ambition
typical of migrants....Hong Kong quickly learned new skills in merchandizing,
enabling manufacturers to move into new products, such as plastic flowers or
‘toys, which were not capital intensive but required adaptability and quick
response time and could exploit a flexible labor force and frequent, reliable
shipping services. By the early 1970s, manufacturing constituted nearly 30% of
Hong Kong’s employment.

(p.11)

It was not until the 1970s when China adopted an open-door policy in terms of trade

and commerce, and opened herself to the outside world, that Hong Kong’s contact

with China increased.

It should be noted that the reunification of capitalist and generally free society of
Hong Kong with her communist motherland, China, appears to be inherently
contradictory. After a series of negotiations and the signing of the ‘Sino-British Joint
Declaration’ with Britain in 1984, the promises made by the former PRC president
Deng Xiao Ping guaranteed that things would remain unchanged for the fifty years
following the change of sovereignty in 1997. The slogan of ‘One country, two

systems’ proposed by Deng in order to smoothen the integration of Hong Kong with

China has been interpreted as

...the coexistence of socialism in China with capitalism in Hong Kong under the
rubric of Chinese sovereignty. The capitalist system in Hong Kong is to persist
for fifty years and the territory, as a Special Administrative Region (SAR), is to

enjoy ‘“‘a high degree of autonomy” in most matters except defense and foreign
affairs.

(Scott 1995 p.193)

The trend of globalisation and the move towards capitalism have somehow

restructured the economic infrastructure of China in the 1990s and broken down the
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political and economic wall between China and the rest of the world. Hong Kong

obviously acts as the economic stronghold and broker mediating between China and
other countries and the strong economic background of Hong Kong has also increased
the bargaining power of Hong Kong for the quest of greater autonomy from China.
After all, granting autonomy to Hong Kong on the economic aspect is mutually
beneficial, especially as China is in the process of economic transformation, and the
interests of Hong Kong business people who are able to exert great influence on the

financial stability of Hong Kong are protected.

1.2 The linguistic landscape of Hong Kong

Hong Kong is well-known for its role as an international city, with prosperous trade
and flourishing commerce. However, its fame is also the result of its complicated
linguistic situation, which deals with three languages at the same time—Cantonese,

Mandarin and English. Hong Kong has a population of seven million people. It is a
multinational society with people of different races. Cantonese-speaking Chinese form
the majority, with a composition of minority groups that include western Europeans,
Americans, Indians and Filipinos who come to Hong Kong for job hunting or business
purposes. Hong Kong cannot be regarded as a multilingual society because over 98%
of its population speak Cantonese. As Wright (1997) comments, Hong Kong's
multilingualism, or pluralingualism, exists only on the superficial level, and it is not
an accurate reflection of the linguistic landscape in Hong Kong. The number of the
major minority groups in Hong Kong: the western European, the Filipino and the
Indian, will probably decline due to different political and cultural reasons after the
end of the colonial period. The government officials have been replaced by locally
born Chinese. The Filipinos are mostly employed either as maids or they belong to the
lower working class. Their community and speech do not do much to alter the local
linguistic situation; besides, their medium of communication is mainly English, or
even Cantonese, when they are talking to their bosses or bargaining in the markets.
Vietnamese used to be one of the main minority groups in Hong Kong and they
arrived in Hong Kong as asylum seekers. However, the number of this minority group
had decreased since 1998, when the Hong Kong government decided to put a stop to

the “Port of first asylum policy’. (Hong Kong Home Affairs Bureau undated)
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After the return of sovereignty, Hong Kong has become part of China, though it still
enjoys a high degree of autonomy regarding speech, press, media and legal
administration, as the Sino-British Joint Declaration in 1984 stated. Nevertheless,
Hong Kong has many characteristics which are totally distinctive from her
motherland. China consists of people speaking hundreds of dialects, but people from
different provinces or with different mother-tongues share one language in common:
Mandarin. There is no doubt that the tendency for Hong Kong people to learn
Mandarin is conspicuous, but still, the majority of Hong Kong-born Chinese,
especially the younger generation who are in their early 20s, are not able to speak
Mandarin. The lack of its promotion by the colonial government may be one of the
reasons accounting for its unpopularity in the past. Other reasons might be that there is
a strong sense of loyalty of Hong Kong people to the former colony; the unwillingness
of her people to be assimilated by the Mainland Chinese; and the emergence of

Cantonese or Hong Kong culture.

Political, social, economic and cultural forces interact with one another when creating
a particular identity. With such a unique historical background, Hong Kong is to be
classified as a mixture of mainly ‘Chinese’, with the dilution by western influences
due to the impact of colonization, as well as Hong Kong’s own globalization, and
Integration with the world economy. The British government adopted a laissez-faire
attitude and minimal intervention policy when it came to trade and commerce. Hong
Kong was given a great degree of autonomy and freedom. Although there are claims
that Hong Kong people were suppressed by the colonizer in a subconscious way,
which was to keep the political interest of the majority of the people of Hong Kong to
the lowest point; however, most of them welcomed, or at least they did not resist
colonial rule, as long as their economic interests and wealth-seeking opportunities
were not threatened. The British government paid respect to the local Chinese cultural
practices and religions, though riots did break out occasionally, especially during the
60s when the pro-communist wing demonstrated against the colonial government
(Cable News Network LP, LLLP (CNN) 2002), and the 70s when there were a series
of protests organised by students in search for an identity (Choi 1990). Hong Kong

has been a very stable and safe place which facilitates the development of trade.

Although there has been an increase in the economic links between Hong Kong and
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Mainland China, their political paths diverge to two totally different poles. The Hong
Kong culture is on its way to maturity and it will be discussed in the section on "Hong

Kong culture’ in chapter two.
1.2.1 Juxtaposition of Chinese and English

As mentioned in the previous part of the chapter, the population in Hong Kong mainly
consists of local-born Chinese and immigrants from Mainland China. The population
had increased by six times between 1948 and 1983. Cantonese remains the dominant
vernacular language in Hong Kong, but Chinese has never been granted the same
status in the official, administrative, business or education domains as English has.
The language problem of Hong Kong and the ‘diglossic/triglossic phenomenon’ has
existed for quite a long time, but the language issues have never been given equal
attention as political and financial matters. Although certain matters regarding
language problems had been addressed before, the colonial government had always
wisely avoided this sensitive question, or had not given certain and definite answers to

relevant matters.

1.2.1.1 Status of Chinese language in Hong Kong

The 1960s was a period of revolts and rebellions in the western world, and Hong
Kong was going through an era of upheavals in the 60s as well. Anti-colonial feelings
in Hong Kong reached a climax in the late 1960s, and raised the delicate question of
‘nationalism’ and °‘national identity’, which led to the situation that further attention
was paid to the question of the ‘official language’ in Hong Kong. People started to
ask: “Why do we still have to use English as the sole official language in Hong Kong
where the vast majority are Chinese?” A fad of ‘root-hunting’ made Hong Kong
people hesitant about their unquestionable obedience to the colonial government. We
should note that this anti-colonial climate did not do much to threaten colonial rule,
but soon after this the ‘All Hong Kong Working Party to Promote Chinese as an
Official Language’ was established and it demanded the need to recognise the status
of the Chinese language. As a consequence, the government made Chinese an official

language in 1974.
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Another attempt by the government to promote Chinese was in 1973 when the Green

Paper was passed and the choice of the medium of instruction was brought into
- attention. It recommended that the teaching medium in lower forms for secondary
education should be Chinese, instead of English, which was the more usual and
popular choice of teaching medium. The White Paper was passed in 1974, the same
year as Chinese language was given official status, but it stated that the choice of

medium of instruction was left to the schools themselves.

With the passing of time, the status of Chinese in Hong Kong has gone further up the
ladder. The change of political environment after 1997, and China’s adoption of an
open-door policy and her effort to adapt herself, or to open herself, to international
trade and business had armed this communist country with more power and capital.

Status of a country usually goes hand in hand with her national wealth. The China
Internet Information Center (2002) illustrates that:

According to preliminary estimation, in the first quarter of this year, the gross
domestic product [GDP] reached 2102 billion yuan, up 7.6% over the same
period last year at comparable prices. It was 0.3 percentage points higher than
that in the last quarter of the previous year. Of which, the value-added of the
primary industry was 159.2 billion yuan, up by 3.3% over the same period of last
year, that of the secondary industry reached 1155.2 billion yuan, up 9.3%, and
that of the tertiary industry was 787.7, up 6.2% over the same period of last

year.

China bade farewell to her weaknesses and poverty in the past, and is moving in the
direction of capitalism and trade development. Chinese has also begun to gain respect.
All these factors have contributed to the rise of the status of Chinese language. One
thing that we should notice is that Cantonese, instead of Mandarin, still remains the
language used by the majority in Hong Kong despite the fact that they are different in
terms of status. Cantonese is also subdivided into the high and low variety in the Hong
Kong context. The former means the formal use of Cantonese in the legal system,
administration, meetings of the governmental bodies; whereas the low variety refers to

the type used by the general public in the domains which show intimacy, and close

ties within the community.
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The higher status that Chinese now enjoys is illustrated by the extensive use of
Mandarin in the business world. Companies usually require fluency in Mandarin as
one of the pre-requisites in addition to fluency in English when they recruit new
blood. The most remarkable change was the implementation of the reassessment of
English language proficiency in all secondary schools in Hong Kong. It was a very
large-séale policy. The impact was significant in the way that three quarters of all
secondary schools were forced to switch from being English-medium schools to
becoming Chinese-medium schools. The details of the whole policy will be left to

more in-depth analysis later in section 2.9 in the next chapter.

The attitude of Hong Kong people to Mandarin is generally positive. According to two
surveys done in different years, it is surprising to find that the majority of the subjects
from two different surveys about the study of language attitudes in Hong Kong
indicate that their feeling of the need and motivation of learning Mandarin is based on

the grounds of socio-cultural reasons (26% as shown in table 1.1).

Table 1.1
Attitudes towards Putonghua [Mandarin]
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(Pierson 1992 p.195)

As Pierson (1998) quotes from a questionnaire survey done by Wai (1993), the
motivation of 34% of the respondents for learning Putonghua (Mandarin) arises from

their sense of belonging to the Chinese culture and patriotism or pride, as shown in
table 1.2
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Table 1.2
Motivation for language learning [for Putonghual

. A

1 Area Percentage (%)

Patrioti __ 54

Communication 27

Emigration B __
Higher Earning Power _ 19

Better job prospects 15

6 | Government Post 6

(Pierson 1998 p.106)

1.2.1.2 Status of English in Hong Kong

When we talk about the status of the English language in Hong Kong, it is always
compounded by the conflicting roles inherent in English language—its status as the

lingua franca in the world on the one hand because of British conquests and her
colonies all around the world, which helped the spread of the colonial language; and
1ts economic power on the other. Its domination over fields of science, technology and

education is also widely recognised. As Crystal (1998) summarises,

A 1981 study of the use of English in scientific periodical showed that 85 per cent
of papers in biology and physics were being written in English at that time,
whereas medical papers were some way behind (73 per cent), and papers in
mathematics and chemistry further behind still (69 per cent and 67 per cent
respectively). However, all these areas had shown a significant increase in their
use of English during the preceding fifteen years-over 30 per cent, in the case of
chemistry, and over 40 per cent, in the case of medicine, and the figures fifteen
years further on would certainly be much higher...Another widely quoted
statistic is that about 80 per cent of the world’s electronically stored information
is currently in English.

(pp.102-105)

With the beginning of the new era, the possibility for any other languages to replace
English as the lingua franca is low, and the same situation is likely to remain for at
least a decade or so. English is also the colonial language in Hong Kong. Hong Kong

had been under British rule for more than 150 years; English had changed from a
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language privileged to the British people or the elite class, to a language that the

majority of the population has a command of. As Lord (1987) suggests,

In Hong Kong, over the past two decades, English has changed from being a
purely colonial language whose use was largely restricted to government circles,
the law, high-level business, and a few other sectors, to becoming an
‘indispensable language of wider communication, for a growingly large range of
people, all the way down from top brass to clerks, from taipans to secretaries.

(p.11)

Although historical influence on the spread of English could definitely not be
neglected, economic reasons are the most vital impetus driving Hong Kong people to
acquire knowledge of the language. According to a survey done by Richards in 1998
about the motives of learning English in Hong Kong, we are not surprised to see that
students mostly regard one of the aims for learning English 1s to perform better in
public examinations, which will automatically guarantee a place for further studies.

The instrumental value of English is stressed and rated as one of the major

motives—that English is useful in the work place.

Table 1.3
Motives for learning English

DRI W W wlwlwlw]|w wlw|uw]w
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It will likely be useful for the public examinations

It will likely be useful when you are working.

It will likely be useful if you continue your studies.

It can be used when talking to people who speak English as a mother tongue.
It can help you when you are travelling overseas.

It makes you feel good when you succeed.

It 1s related to other subjects you are studying.

It can be used in daily life.
It can allow you to increase your knowledge.

It can help you express yourself more accurately and effectivelv.
It can help you better understand English stories.

It 1s related to your personal interests.

It 1s challenging

It can help you better understand Western culture.

It can be used when talking to people who speak English as a second language.

It can let you know more about cultural differences. |

1= not important 2= somewhat important 3=important 4=very important

o
.




CHAPTER ONE: CONTEXT OF THE STUDY 19

(Richards 1998 p.311)

What we can find out from the result of the current research is that English is of very
low use value 1n the society, as English itself is not widely spoken in the streets or in
everyday life. Nevertheless, it has a very high exchange value—in exchange for a place
in one of the highly competitive tertiary institutions, for a job with a better prospect,
for upWard and outward mobility. According to Richards (1998), other reasons or
motives such as ‘learning more about western culture’ and ‘learning for the sake of

learning’ rate lowest on the list of priority.

The attitude of Hong Kong students towards English has not undergone any drastic
change since the 1990s. When we compare the result of Richards (1998) with similar

surveys conducted by Pennington and Yue’s research in 1994, they are quite

consistent. As Richards (1998) states,

In Hong Kong, it is generally believed that English skills and/or qualifications
are vital to one’s future employment prospects. This sentiment, also noted by
Patric and Lin and Detaramani, may have its roots in the community’s colonial
heritage. However, the shift in the local economy towards international finance
and trade, combined with the growing importance of English as an international
language, has ensured a continued strong demand for English skills: Hong Kong
people learn English because of the historical factor, the economic ties with other
countries, and the migration to the western world. These factors give English
language extraordinary status in the Chinese society in Hong Kong.

(p. 310)

Whether English would have flourished and played such an important role in Hong
Kong without her colonial background is questionable. Nevertheless, there are several

other aspects that have contributed to the apparently high status of English and they
will be discussed further in chapter six.

1.2.1.3 Status of Mandarin in the field of education

If language is the symbol of one’s ethnicity and national identity, then Mandarin
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should be claimed to be the national language of Hong Kong Chinese as well.

However, Mandarin has proved to be equally as foreign as English is to Hong Kong
Chinese. English has been offered as a core subject from primary schools to secondary
education and English was also the medium of instruction for more than 300 (3/4)
secondary schools in Hong Kong. The question of 1997 as well as the increasing trade
links between Hong Kong and China did arouse the government’s and the public
attention to the value of Mandarin. Schools have been given grants to arrange
Mandarin lessons to students who are willing to study it, and teachers also receive

some training in Mandarin so as to cater for the future needs of the education field.

Despite all these efforts by the Education Department to promote Mandarin in
schools, it is clear that Mandarin has been given a lower priority than English or other
core subjects in the whole curriculum. Policy-makers held an indifferent attitude
toward this subject, and students did not pay as much attention in studying this subject
as they think it would not affect their overall grades for meeting the entry
requirements of universitiecs. Mandarin had been underrated in the curriculum and its

inclusion had not been well planned.

Mandarin experienced a revival in the 1960s with the coming of immigrants from
China and also because of the popularity of songs and movies in Mandarin. However,
the enthusiasm and patriotism were short-lived and the fad did not last long. The
government did try to promote the teaching of Mandarin in schools in the 1980s,

however, whether it has been seriously taken and carried out by schools is another

question.

The table below shows a comparison between the three languages (under two
language systems, as Cantonese and Mandarin belong to the family of Chinese
language). The relative status of each of the three languages is drawn according to the

political, educational, cultural and economic aspects within the Hong Kong context.
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Table 1.4

21

Relative status of the three languages in Hong Kong in relation to different dimensions

Aspects

Political

Educational

Cultural

English Mandarin

It 1s the coloniser’s
language. Politically
speaking, it was the only
official language in Hong
Kong until 1974, and is
still widely used in court

and admunistrative affairs.

It was the medium of
instruction 1in most of the
secondary schools in
Hong Kong. However,
only Y4 of the schools
remain English-medium
schools after 1997
because of the new
medium of instruction
policy.

The majority of the Hong
Kong population 1s
Cantonese-speaking
Chinese (around 90%),
and therefore people do
not feel the English
language as their cultural
heritage despite the fact
that it enjoys a very high
status in Hong Kong.
According to a survey
done by the government
In 1995, there was a
tremendous rise in the
number of people who
claimed to understand
English during the past
decade. The percentage
has increased from 44%
to 70%. (Education
Commission 1995 p.10

It 1s the national
language of China.
Spoken Mandarin,
together with the
higher form of
Cantonese, are the
official spoken
languages in Hong
Kong .

It was introduced as
a subject in schools
since the 1970s, but
it was never taken
seriously until after
the handover. It has
become one of the
core subjects In

schools and students

have to learn this
language since
primary one now.

Although the
majority of Hong

Kong Chinese cannot

speak/are not fluent

speakers of
Mandarin, still they
might find it less

foreign than English.

The survey carried
out by the
government in 1995
regarding language
attitude reveals that
the percentage of

people who claimed
to understand

Mandarin has risen
from 39% to 63%
during the past
decade. (Education
Commission 1995

0.10)

Cantonese

Its written form is
not recognized or
granted official status
in the political field,
though its spoken
form is widely used
by politicians.

The written form of
Cantonese is never
recognised in
schools. However,
the spoken form has
been used as the
teaching medium in
all the Chinese-
medium schools.

The majority of
Hong Kong people
define themselves as
Cantonese born in
Hong Kong, and so
they are more
emotionally attached
to Cantonese as their
mother-tongue. The
same survey
regarding language
attitude indicates that
only 1% of people in
Hong Kong claimed
that they did not
understand
Cantonese.
(Education
Commission 1995

p.10)
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' Economic
It has a very high Its importance in the | Its exchange value
exchange value as it 1s the | economic field is (for business
lingua franca in the increasing with the purpose) 1s confined
world. People are still increase in China mainly to local trade
required to possess high trade. One has to or business in the
proficiency in the have a good Cantonese province,
language despite the command of though it is also quite
return of the sovereignty Mandarin if he/she widely used in the

to China. wants to explore the | South-east Asian
Chinese economic countries like
market. Singapore and

Malaysia.

1.3 Diglossia transforming to triglossia in Hong Kong

The return of Hong Kong sovereignty to China in 1997 seemed to have marked a new
beginning to the linguistic scene in Hong Kong. As a matter of fact, the linguistic
scene had been changing long before 1997, but the changes were even more drastic
and obvious with the approach of 1997. The most significant change was the
emergence of Mandarin in the arena, as seen by its increasing importance in the legal
system, 1n the government as well as in the business world since Chinese was made
one of the two official languages in Hong Kong in 1974. There are also some
speculations about Mandarin taking the place of English as the leading language in
terms of prestige and importance as the rise of Mandarin has been reinforced by the
economic take-off in Mainland China and the trend of politics, which foresees Hong
Kong’s political assimilation with the motherland. The situation is also compounded
by the fact that Cantonese has also emerged as a symbol of the Hong Kong ethnic
culture, not simply as a dialect of Chinese language. Therefore, the linguistic arena
contains not only the rivalry between Mandarin and English, but also among
Mandarin, English and Cantonese. The former diglossic situation (two languages
performing different functions in the society) has transformed to triglossia, with three
languages co-existing in one society. This phenomenon is manifested by the fact that
there is an immense demand for applicants in the job market to be able to exercise
English, Cantonese as well as Mandarin. Apart from this, the addition of the Mandarin
section in the news reports and information broadcast in nearly all major means of

transportation obviously relate highly to the rise of Mandarin as one of the languages

with significant importance in the society.

— iy
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The sections above offer the general background of Hong Kong history. The political
separation of Hong Kong from Mainland China in 1841 had paved the way for the
forthcoming economic and social diversification in Hong Kong during the era of
British rule. Political, economic and social currents all play a part in shaping the
hnguistic landscape in Hong Kong. Section 1.2 contributes to the language situation in
Hong Kong by citing the general status of the three prevailing languages in
context—English, Cantonese and Mandarin. The following section, 1.4, provides a
more comprehensive description about the linguistic mismatch between the written
form of Mandarin, Modern Standard Written Chinese, and Cantonese. It is vital to
note the hnguistic differentiation between Cantonese and Mandarin before going into

deeper discussion about the new medium of instruction policy in chapter five.

1.4 The mismatch of Modern Standard Written Chinese and Cantonese

1.4.1 Distinction between Mandarin and Cantonese
1.4.1.1 Difference in terms of role and status

Linguistic distinction between Mandarin and Cantonese has raised confusion. The
source of the problem arises from the fact that the differences between the two not
only lie in the phonetics (i.e. it is not only a matter of accents) but also the syntax and
lexis. The choice of Northern Mandarin as the standard and official language in China
has gone through political and also linguistic considerations. One of the goals of the
New Culture Movement in 1919 was to reach uniformity in languages and Northern
Mandarin, as the only major dialect in China which has a standardised and established
writing system, has logically been chosen. Linguistics debates on the choice of
wenyan (classical Chinese) or baihua (modern spoken Chinese, that is Mandarin) had
been going on for some time as the pro-wenyan group objected to the use of baihua
with the reason that it would pose a linguistic disadvantage to southerners, whose
dialects do not resemble much linguistic traits from Northern Mandarin. They
proposed that wenyan should be adopted as it is equally remote and difficult to be
acquired by people all over the country. Nonetheless, the need for a standard written
language for uniformity and for modernising the country has turned out to be the most
important concern (Chen 1999 p.114). Wenyan is now only learned in academic

syllabuses as a means to appreciate Chinese classical literature.



CHAPTER ONE: CONTEXT OF THE STUDY 24

Before going into further details about the teaching medium question, it is essential to

clarify the term ‘Chinese’. As Pierson (1992) contends,

In relying on the term ‘“Chinese”’, there is an inherent ambiguity and
imprecision. Chinese can refer to Cantonese, the dialect of Canton (Guangzhou)
and the prosperous Canton delta, and the mother tongue of most Hong Kong
‘Chinese. It can also refer to Putonghua, the national language of China, or
modern standard Chinese, the written language. In addition, it can refer to the
dozens of regional and village varieties of Chinese that are spoken in Hong Kong.

(p.185)

Chinese is a collective term of all the dialects in Mainland China. The ambiguity of
the definition of Chinese has further led to unsolved language problems in the
educational field, which will be discussed later in this chapter. Putonghua (Mandarin)
means common speech, a language which can make the majority of Chinese
population from different provinces with different dialects intelligible to one another
as 1t is spoken by 72% of the population of 1.26 billion. It is the speech that unites the
whole community, and it is also the language of many cities in the northern part of
China. As for the case of Cantonese, it is the dialect for people in the southern part of
China, including Guangzhou and Hong Kong. It is the spoken language of those
regions which are the most important economic zones in China. Although it does not
enjoy the same status which Mandarin, the national and official language in China,
does in terms of external matters, legal and administration purposes, and also for
education, Cantonese has nevertheless risen to be a very influential dialect due to its
economic purposes. There are even language schools in Shanghai and Beijing offering

Cantonese courses because Cantonese is quite frequently used for business in south

China. As Harrison & So (1997) point out,

Cantonese is widespread in cities such as KL, (Kuala Lumpur) and Vancouver
and has over 1000 speakers in 65 countries (Wang-Gungwu 1994) and Hong
Kong people are free, affluent and numerous enough to travel to many of them
and help make their city the principal focus of overseas Cantonese.

(pp. 12-13)

Despite the fact that Cantonese has never gained equal weight with Mandarin in terms
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of political, social and academic status, Cantonese has got a slightly higher status than

the rest of the Chinese dialects as Cantonese has remained the most commonly used
language in the areas where trade in China prospers most rapidly. Apart from this, as
Chen (1999) puts it, “ In comparison with the other Southern dialects, Cantonese has a
form that is more conventionalized, and, theoretically at least, is capable of fulfilling
all of the functions expected of a written medium.” (p. 115) The unique properties of
Cantonese are root factors contributing to the formation of Chinese regional identity,
and explain why the Cantonese culture is particularly strong. In fact, the use of
Cantonese was so widespread that it was regarded as a threat to the status of
Mandarin. The Guangdong government (Guangdong is one of the major cities in the
Canton Province, where the majority of people have Cantonese as their mother-
tongue) i1ssued a directive in 1992 to control the use of Cantonese and stressed that
Mandarin should be the only standard language in the Canton region (Chen 1999). A
draft law was proposed in 2000 to the National People Congress to standardize
language use in China. According to People’s Daily (2000),

In accordance with the draft law, the Mandarin Chinese and standardized
writing characters should be used throughout the country. Meanwhile, minority
language can be used in the areas heavily populated by ethnic groups.

Although the draft law with regard to language use in China suggests that people have
the freedom to talk in their dialects within their dialectal communities, it stipulates

that Mandarin and Modern Standard Written Chinese remain the only language that

can be used in public and official functions.

1.4.1.2 Difference in terms of linguistic features

As mentioned earlier, Chinese is just a collective word for more than two hundred
spoken dialects in China. Cantonese is only one of the dialects. The Cantonese
language itself does not have corresponding characters in Modern Standard Written
Chinese. It is true that written Cantonese can always be found in newspapers, comics,

songs; nonetheless, Cantonese does not have a standardized format as Mandarin does.

As Tse (undated) defines,
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Modern standard written Chinese is the written form of spoken Putonghua.
(Cheung, 1984; Bauer, 1984) Although it is possible to argue that Modern
Standard Written Chinese and Putonghua are not entirely congruent,

Putonghua has high correspondence in terms of syntax and lexis to Modern
Standard Written Chinese and serves as a common means of communication and

way of sharing common cultural and literary values within the wider Chinese

- community.

(p.2)

As noted earlier, Modern Standard Written Chinese (MSWC) 1s the written form of

Mandanin. That 1s why native Mandarin speakers do not have as much difficulty with

writing MSWC when compared to their Cantonese counterparts.

...the spoken form of MSWC is Putonghua, whereas the spoken language used
by the pupils is Cantonese. Hence, Hong Kong primary pupils learn MSWC with
Cantonese pronunciation. Furthermore, they learn how to write using texts and
readers written in MSWC, when the oral medium of instruction in the classroom
is Cantonese. Students thus use one language for listening and spea<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>