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   Owing to historical background, English is preferred in many aspects in Hong Kong, although Chinese make up 98% of the total population here. Education is not an exception. However, after the change of sovereignty, the use of Chinese has been encouraged. This is the reason for the Education Department’s issuing the document, ‘Medium of Instruction: Guidance for Secondary Schools’, which restricts the majority of secondary schools to change the channel of instruction from English to Chinese. Despite the fact that learning through students’ mother tongue is beneficial to them, one would not be surprised to see problems brought forth by this policy. Fortunately, respective solutions can be found.

   The first problem is that students will find it difficult to adapt themselves to using English in university learning (Ip, 1997). In Hong Kong, most tertiary institutions adopt English for teaching most of their courses. If students are brought up in Chinese, they may eventually encounter barriers when they enter higher education, especially when expressing their points of view in tutorials. In order to cope with this, Professor Woo Chiu-wei (Ip, 1997) from the Hong Kong University of Science and Technology suggested that the present three year university studies be elongated to four years. The first of which is a transitional period, which focuses on improving students’ command of English in their respective disciplines.

   The second problem is that teachers may not be capable of carrying out 
Cantonese teaching (Kwok, 1997). Since teachers themselves were educated in English, they may not be competent in presenting what they have learned in another language. Consequently, teachers will have to pay special attention on better expression of Cantonese, rather than on better methodology of teaching. This will certainly degrade their teaching qualities and, in turn, students’ standards. To remedy this, the Government should provide appropriate retraining programmes for school teachers, whose emphasis must be put on providing them efficient presentation skills in Cantonese. Ultimately, an assessment on this ought to be imposed as part of the ‘Quality School Education’ act.

   The third problem is imperfect translations of terms and jargons (Chu, 1997). Many subjects contain special terms which were originally coined in English. Examples include names of atoms and compounds in Chemistry, and of particular figures and places in World History. So far there has been no exact criterion set up for supervising the translation process, thus, different versions may be generated from person to person, and from textbook to textbook. Being puzzled in following the various versions, both teachers and students may feel frustrated during the lessons. With a view to solving this problem, an official committee should be set up to unite all publishers in translating English terms into Chinese ones, so as to ensure the standardization of translated terms.

  The fourth problem is the lack of Chinese textbooks. Since English has been the medium of instruction in most secondary schools for many years, most textbooks, other teaching materials and teaching aids were written in English. If schools are to use Chinese for teaching, there may be insufficient textbooks available. Even for those which will be published in time, they may contain numerous typing errors. To compensate for this, teachers should prepare their own Chinese supplementary notes. Furthermore, publishers should put more resources not only in translating textbooks, but also in proof-reading procedures.

   Apart from all those mentioned above, there are still such problems as the public’s biased view of mother tongue teaching. The solution to these problems lies in the Government’s motivation on changing their misconceptions.

   In conclusion, English is a lingua franca. Promoting its learning is very important if Hong Kong is still to keep its reputation as an international financial and commercial centre. Nevertheless, this must be done in the right direction, and it is obviously not the only and the best way for the Government to adopt English as the medium of instruction. In addition, referring to the solutions which may help solve the problems fostered by this policy, one should be confident that language switch is a right move.
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