Introduction


After the compulsory switch of medium of instruction (MOI) in 1998, there are still more than a hundred schools which are allowed to continue using English for teaching. For the students in such schools, learning involves not only the internalisation of the knowledge within the textbooks of different subjects, but also the previous understanding of the language in which such knowledge is conveyed. Thus, it is worth studying whether the English subject helps these students in terms of the latter, and how the English teachers can help students in mastering that. The following essay is going to investigate these two areas from the perspective of discourse analysis of the genres found in the English textbook and those of other subjects of the Form two students of a secondary school where English is the MOI. The investigation is divided into three main parts, the first describes the range of genres identified in the different subject textbooks, which will then be followed by a discussion on the extent to which the English textbook helps prepare students for the genres they will meet in other subjects. Finally, practical suggestions on how  English teachers can help in this aspect will be attempted. 

Background

· The school in which the textbooks were chosen for analysis is Ying Wa College, which is a band one school with English being its MOI throughout its history.

· Within the Form two curriculum, there are altogether eight subject textbooks written in English, excluding the Chinese language and History ones. For the particular investigations mentioned above, all common genres that can be found in these eight textbooks will be identified and tabled at the end of the annex discussion section (located at the end of this paper), The classification of genres in this essay will be based on the system in the TeleNex web page, which is also discussed in the annex discussion section. 

· Readers are strongly advised to read through such annex discusion section before they move on to the three parts of the main discussion, since its provides important background information about the distinctive features of the different genres and about the distributions of such genres in the different subject textbooks, both of which will be referred to in the main discussion.  

Part A—Range of Genres in the Subject Textbooks

In this section, the distribution of the seven genres identified in the different textbooks at the end of the annex discussion section will be analysed. First, as discussed in that section, one of the most common types of genres is instructions (which were found in all textbooks), as revealed in all exercises and comprehension-checking questions. Besides, it was found that the amount of instructions are particularly high in science subjects, i.e. integrated science, mathematics and computer literacy. This probably results from the fact that the subject knowledge of these textbooks is conveyed in such a way that students often need to perform certain actions in order to acquire the knowledge. For instance, in proving a mathematical formula, students need to perform some relevant calculations gradually leading to the final formula, in making the computer to perform a certain function, students need to write out the corresponding program step-by-step; and in getting the results of experiments which are important chemical/biological/physical properties, students are required to perform such experiments by themselves. In order to guide students to carry out all these actions, it is undeniable that the most direct and simple way is through giving instructions.

Besides instructions, another equally common genre is specific descriptions. They are so common partly because before one can explain how something can be achieved and why it should be achieved, he/she must ensure that the readers know what the ‘something’ is. On the contrary, if one wants to describe what something is, he/she is not required to give the ‘how’ and ‘why’ explanations. Moreover, in view of the general concepts that students have developed in their primary studies, I would argue that the secondary curriculum aims to make them develop some more specific understanding( for example, in integrated science, they have to learn the properties of different metals and not just metals in general), which in turn results in higher frequencies of specific descriptions than those of general ones. Lastly, and most importantly, such a high frequency may be accounted for by the switch of medium of instruction from their mother tongue in primary lessons to English in junior secondary lessons, in which a lot of learnt concepts needed to be ‘relearnt’ in English again, thus leading to a high demand for English descriptions of such concepts.

Among the seven genres identified, narratives is the least common one. The reason may be that by their nature, narratives aimed to entertain, and in formal teaching, textbooks function as sources of knowledge that students have to study and revise seriously, thus leaving no place for narratives. Indeed, of the two textbooks that contain narratives, only the English language one adopts a complete piece of narrative as its main teaching contents; the EPA textbook, on the other hand, assigns only two sentences to build up a ‘situation’ at the beginning of the selected chapter for stimulating students’ interest in the topic of that particular chapter. However, with the advocating of such educational innovations as TOC and learning with fun, one may expect to see more narratives, that are more capable in arousing students’ interest, in other textbooks as well. 

In order to achieve a more comprehensive picture of the genre distribution, apart from the above, it is also necessary to take the textbook perspective. Among the total eight textbooks analysed, it was found that History textbook contains the widest range of genres. This is because in reporting historical events, the writer has to not only ‘recount’ them factually, but also ‘explain why’ such events occur and ‘how’ they occur, so as to make the overall presentation more comprehensible to the students. In addition, since History accounts are realised in not only the vertical dimension (i.e. along the time-line) as achieved by recounts, but also the ‘horizontal’ dimension (i.e. the situation at a particular time on the time-line), which is best achieved by ‘descriptions’. Moreover, since such accounts usually involve such complicated concepts as ‘reform’ and ‘revolution’ which are completely fresh to the students, a ‘general description’ of these terms is often included before the ‘specific’ ones of a particular reform/ revolution etc
.  

Apart from History, Mathematics is another subject involving a wide range of genres. Apart from ‘explanations’ and ‘descriptions’ which are generally present in most textbooks, the Mathematics one, like History, also contains one genre which is rarely found in other subjects—‘arguments’, and, as shown in the annex section, they are typically adopted in proving mathematical formulae. 

Finally, for the so-called minor subjects which account for smaller weights in assessments like computer literacy and music, although the number of genres identified are similar to those of some major subjects (like geography), it should be stressed that the amount of each genre found in the former is much smaller than that in the latter. This indicates that these subjects are expected to convey less concrete and structured knowledge to students and may explain why there is usually only one or two such lesson(s) per cycle/week.

Part B –Extent to which the English Textbook helps prepare students for the genres in other subjects 



In this section, the match between the genres found in the English textbook (as revealed in Annex 8) and those in other subjects will be analysed, with a view to investigating the degree of which the former help students grasping the latter. Seeing that the main reading passage is often the focus of teachers’ teaching and that they tend to neglect many of the remaining components within each chapter, the genre identification in Annex 8 and the following discussion will be based primarily on those that can be found in such reading passages. 



To begin with, from the table in Annex 8, it was found that the passages in two chapters belong to the recount genre. As shown in the Annex discussion, recounts are typical in the History textbook. Thus, one may suggest the above degree is high for this particular genre. Indeed, within such two texts, most of the structural and grammatical features identified in the analysis of the recount text in the History book (in the Annex discussion) were found. For instance, prepositional and noun phrases were extensively adopted to indicate location in space (e.g. at the meeting, Chapter one)& time (e.g. in one week’s time, Chapter one; last year, Chapter 10). However, there also exists a difference between the recounts found in English and History textbooks. In the History ones, the sequence of events were implicitly indicated by the ‘order in which they appear in the text’ (TeleNex) or the above time adverbials. That in the English recounts, on the other hand, were often marked by such explicit sequence adverbs as ‘first’ and ‘then’ (Chapter one), which may convey to students the wrong message that such adverbials were always necessary, and may in turn inhibit their comprehending recounts without them. 



Secondly, descriptions, one of the most common genres in textbooks of the other subjects, are well-addressed in the English textbook, as it can be found in four reading passages, and in two of them, it is the sole genre found. Like recounts above, the descriptions in these passages contain such typical features as using present tenses to refer to present actions/situations which are ‘typically true of all time’ (TeleNex) and extensive use of adjectives, determiners & nouns to qualify & classify things. In this sense, the English textbook helps students get familiar with (or at least makes them experience) the description format through the discussion of somewhat more concrete and interesting topics (e.g. ‘computers’ in Chapter 3), which are often related to their daily life. This in turn facilitates their grasping descriptions of more complicated and abstract concepts in other subjects.

Thirdly, for instructions, which is another most common genre, none of the thirteen textbook passages include them. However, they can be abundantly found in such other sections of the English textbook as speaking, pre-reading and grammar, since they all instruct students to practise particular language points. Thus, for this genre, the extent to which the English textbook can help depend very much on whether the teacher includes these other sections in his/her teaching.



Fourthly, the explanation genre, which is also common in the different textbooks, was found in three reading passages. Particularly, in four out of the five short texts of chapter seven, the different aspects of the topic ‘memory’ is explained by lively and interesting examples, with the ‘how’ and ‘why’ explanations being treated separately. However, when considering the explanations in other subject textbooks, examplification is only one of the various approaches that explanations are achieved. In this sense, the help from the English textbook is very limited. Of the two other chapters containing explanations, the genre only accounts for a small portion of the reading passages and thus students still cannot receive much help from them.



Fifthly, no arguments or experiment reports were found in the reading passages. Although each of these two genres were found in only one subject textbook respectively (arguments in Mathematics & experiment reports in Integrated Science), they possess distinctive structural and grammatical features such as the high frequency of ‘modal verbs’ in arguments and ‘using nominalisations for actions and processes’ in experiment reports (TeleNex), which are certainly not expected to be highlighted by teachers of the two particular subjects. Thus, students may find it difficult to be aware of and comprehend these two genres since they do not receive any help from the English textbook either.



Finally, out of the total thirteen reading passages, narratives were found in eight of them. On the one hand, the extensive use of the genre makes the passages more ‘entertaining’ and thus increases students’ interest in learning English through them. This, on the other hand, does not help preparing students for the genres that they will come across in other subjects, since narratives are rarely found in the textbooks of these subjects.



In view of the above, although the English textbook covers more than half of the genres that can be found in the other textbooks, it does not necessarily help students to a large extent in mastering such genres, let alone those that are not covered. This finding should not surprising in the Hong Kong school curriculum, where there is very little matching between the different subjects within it. An evidence of this is the frequent independent treatment of the same subject knowledge in different subjects. For example, the topic of environmental pollution is discussed from completely different perspectives in the Certificate Level Chemistry and Biology. On the one hand, this prevents students from getting confused by these perspectives and having to acquire excessive knowledge at a time. This, on the other hand, inhibits students’ making sense of the relationship between these perspectives and thus that between the knowledge conveyed in different subjects. In other words, the knowledge that students gain in one subject is not ‘transferable’ to other subjects. Seeing this, I would wonder whether catering students’ needs in their understanding the genres in other subjects is one of the English textbook writers and editors’ considerations when they select texts to incorporate in their books. Moreover, even that some such genres are really covered, the degree of help to the students will be low, since texts of the same genre found in English and other subject textbooks may contain different structural and grammatical features, as pointed out above. More importantly, even if these texts are similar, students may not benefit either, since they were seldom, if not never, encouraged to ‘transfer’ the things that they have learnt in one subject to the others. 
Part C –Suggestions on how English Teachers could help prepare students for the genres in other subjects



Based on the variety of genres that are present in the different subject textbooks discussed in the Annex & part A, and the 
little help that the English textbook can offer discussed in part B, it is clear that there is something that English teachers can and should do if they are to help prepare their students for dealing with such genres. This can be reflected at two levels.



To begin with, at the macroscopic level, English teachers should first make students aware of what the concept ‘genre’ refers to. For many junior secondary students, the notion of ‘genre’ may be a completely new concept, since when they encounter English texts in English or whatever subjects, they are often required to focus only on the surface level, i.e. the messages and knowledge that such texts convey, but not the format and language in which they are conveyed. 

To build up such an awareness among the students, teachers should first value ‘genre’ as an important language item that should be taught, like tenses and prepositions in grammar. They then should identify an appropriate situation for the teaching, a suggestion of which is while teaching compositions. As most compositions of junior form students belong to the same ‘narrative’ genre (e.g. story/diary writing), teachers can make use of this consistent genre to introduce and consolidate students’ awareness of it before introducing its variety to them.  



 Next, in order for students to master the different genres that they have to come across in different subjects, they need to be able to distinguish between them. At this stage, English teachers could introduce the whole range of such genres and the various distinctive structural (organisational) and grammatical features typical of each of them. Particularly, they are advised to use extracts from textbooks of different subjects for such an introduction, since, as discussed in part B, different texts of the same genre may have different features and it is the genres found in these extracts, and in the rest of the books, that the present discussion focuses on. Moreover, this helps establishing the link between English and the other subjects, which in turn conveys to students the positive message that what they learn in the former will be of help in their learning the latter; and students’ learning motivation in the English subject is thus hoped to increase as well
. As an alternative, or complement, for higher form students, teachers can build their discussion of the different genres on students’ schemata concerning the various composition types that they need to write, since at such levels, students must have come across a wider variety of text types in their composition lessons
.



Ultimately, English teachers should introduce to students the possibility that different genres can be integrated within one text, and the common combinations of such integration. This is to prepare students for tackling the genres that they have to come across not only in texts in other subjects, but also the more complicated ones that they will meet in life after school.



Besides the above macroscopic measures which focus on teachers’ instilling knowledge, English teachers can also help their students microscopically. After presenting students the knowledge, it is equally important to ensure that they ‘internalise’ such knowledge on their own. One effective way of achieving this is through making them apply the knowledge. This can be done by teachers’ doing discourse analysis with them. Such analysis should be focused on the structural and grammatical features since they are the most observable ones for determining a particular genre, and for the same reasons as above, it may be desirable to adopt the texts from different subject textbooks for it. In fact, for more capable students, such analysis could be carried out more critically by comparing the features of the same genre found in different subjects, which allows students to explore the different ways or styles in writing a particular genre.



By instilling students knowledge of genres and making them apply, it is hoped that students will be more competent in dealing with the different genres that are present in not only English, but also all other subjects. However, in adopting both the above macro & microscopic means, it should be stressed that teachers need to take students level into account and make corresponding adjustments, so as to give them ‘comprehensible input’ which will be of greatest help. Particularly, for junior students, the lexical choices in the presentation should be carefully made, and the number of metalinguistic terms should be minimised, since they are not only unhelpful to these students’ gaining understanding, but are also demotivating to them.

�For example, in the chapter of the History textbook selected for analysis, there is a separate section describing what the term ‘revolution’ means.


� For local students, the motivation in learning language subjects is often lower than that in learning the other so-called practical ones, as many of them complain that one’s language competency depends very much on one’s talent and that they cannot be assured in getting high marks in examinations of the former subjects even if they have studied hard. 


� For example, in the Certificate level English examination, students are already required to be prepared to write texts of such a wider range of genres as arguments and descriptive essays. 
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