Compulsory Language Streaming between Secondary Schools: Background, Obstacles and Facilitating Conditions

Introduction

    Owing to historical background, English is the preferred language in many aspects in Hong Kong. Education is not an exception. However, with a view to preparing for the transition in 1997, the use of Chinese has been encouraged in the past two decades. After the sovereignty change, the call for it has become even stronger, and the Education Department (ED) issued the ‘Medium of Instruction: Guidance for Secondary Schools’, which restricts the majority of secondary schools to change the channel of instruction from English to Chinese. Nevertheless, this is not very welcomed by the public, and, there has been a hot debate on this issue. 
    Consequently, this essay is going to briefly state the background information leading to the Government’s policy of compulsory language streaming between secondary schools in 1998. It will also discuss the possible obstacles of and the conditions need to facilitate the implementation of this policy.

A) Background of the Policy of Compulsory Language Streaming  
    155 years ago, Hong Kong became a British colony. One of the most considerable impacts this brought forth to the education system at that time was a change of medium of instruction (MOI) from Chinese to English. However, the colonial government did not insist on that, it, on the other hand, made several attempts to change MOI back to Chinese:

· In 1935, Burney Report criticized the  ‘low priority given to vernacular education’ (Bray, 1997), and it suggested that students be capable of using Chinese in all daily aspects, while learning English should be limited to vocational demands.

· In 1946, the Director of Education declared that the MOI in all government-assisted schools should be Chinese.(Sweeting, 1991; quoted in Bray, 1997)

· In 1973, a green paper on Junior Secondary Education reinforced this declaration (Bray, 1997).

· In 1981, the Llewellyn Report was in support of the language switch.

· In 1984, Education Commission Report (ECR) No.1 established a clear policy to encourage secondary schools to teach in the mother tongue (Hong Kong, 1997b, p.2).

· In 1986, the Government introduced support measures to Chinese schools practically (Hong Kong, 1997b, p.2).

· In 1990, ECR4 endorsed the principles for MOI and recommended regular reviews to monitor progress and stronger measures to encourage Chinese-medium instruction and minimize mixed-code teaching (using both Chinese and English in teaching) (Hong Kong, 1997b, p.2).
 

    Although the Government had made an effort to switch the MOI, especially in the 1980s and the early 1990s, the progress was still slow. The major resistance accounts for this came from the parents. At early stages of colonial rule, English was the only official language and a good command of it would enable a local student a brighter future. However, in the past two decades, the matter has become more sophisticated and complex. English is now essential for international communications, and as there has been a trend of expansion of different businesses globally, parents are even more eager to let their children study in English schools. In coping with this resistance, the Government has started using stronger measures since 1994:

· In 1994, the Government announced a Policy Commitment to issue firm guidance to all secondary schools on MOI by1997/98 (Hong Kong, 1997b, p.2). 

· In 1996, ECR6 claimed that ED should publish its advice on the appropriate MOI in 1997 for adoption by individual schools in 1998. It also asked for ED’s clear indications of sanctions for non-compliance (ECR6, p.18).  

· In March 1997, ED issued a consultation document, “ Arrangements for Firm Guidance on Secondary Schools’ Medium of Instruction”.

· In September 1997, ED issued the finalized guidelines entitled “ Medium of Instruction: Guidance for Secondary Schools”, which restricted the majority of secondary schools to use Chinese as MOI for their Form1 intakes in the 1998/99 school year.

    Disappointingly, all these stronger measures, except the last one, have shown no significant effects in catalyzing the language switch. This probably results from the obstacles discussed below.

B) Possible Obstacles to this Compulsory Policy
1. Problems of  Government’s Administrative Instruction

 a)  Vague Policies

    Government’s vague language policies are obviously reflected in the MOI guidance for secondary schools:

    To begin with, the title of the guidance is problem-possessing. Actually, the idea of issuing that guidance was first mentioned in ECR4, then in ECR6, and finally ED issued a consultation document in March, 97, namely ‘Arrangements for Firm Guidance on Secondary Schools’ Medium of Instruction’. However, when the guidance was put into reality in September, 97, the word ‘Firm’ was deleted, and the title for the new booklet became ‘Medium of Instruction: Guidance for Secondary Schools’. One can easily discover the softening of the Government’s determination in promoting mother tongue education from this deletion.

    Apart from the title, there is still evidence for the Government’s blurred attitude in the content of the guidance. For example, throughout that guidance, the importance of learning through mother tongue is reinforced many times.
 Notwithstanding, ED still permits 100 schools to use English as MOI.

    In addition, there are two signs of concessions in the guidance booklet:

    Firstly, in the consultation document issued in March, it was claimed that all local public sector schools should, starting with their S1 intake for the 1998/99 school year, progressively adopt Chinese as the MOI for all subjects except English Language and other approved commercial or technical subjects (Hong Kong, 1997a, p.3). 

    Secondly, in accordance with that document, only schools with evidence of suitable student ability and teacher capability may apply to the Director of Education for special approval to use English as their MOI (Hong Kong, 1997a, p.3).

     However, in the finalized guidance, the word ‘all’ was changed into ‘most’ (Hong Kong, 1997b, p.7) and the expression ‘apply to the Director of Education for special approval’ was modified into ‘demonstrate to ED that they (schools wishing to remain using English as MOI) have satisfied the requirements’ (Hong Kong, 1997b, p.7).

    Furthermore, the sanctions for non-compliance of the compulsory language streaming policy listed in the consultation document [annex1] were deleted in the finalized guidance (Poon, 1997).  

    In fact, this guidance booklet is not the first time the Government has shown contradictions:

    In ECR1, it was stated repeatedly that learning would be more effective if the MOI were the students’ mother tongue. However, the report also argued that for the sake of students’ developmental needs and aptitudes, schools which had used English quite successfully should not be deprived of the chance to learn through the English medium (ECR1, p.45).

    Not only do these Government’s ambiguities and contradictions discussed above baffle the public and hence discourage them to accept the new policy, but they also lead to such indirect obstacles as labeling effect.


       b)   Labeling Effect

    As mentioned above, 100 secondary schools are still permitted to remain using English as MOI under the latest policy. The public may thus have a misconception that these schools are superior to others and even underrate mother tongue education to a more severe extent. One ought not to have forgotten the recent news that hundreds of parents queuing up overnights only to seek application forms for several famous English primary schools; now whether the new policy will lead to the reappearance of such strange phenomomen remains a question, but it is sure that an ‘equal’ sign will be put between English Schools and famous schools in parents’ mind.     

2. Parents’ Biased View over Mother Tongue Education
    Among parents, there has been a long-lasting belief that learning through English is more secure for their children, particularly in receiving higher education and seeking a good job. Some of them even perceive a Chinese-medium education as a potential handicap to their children’s future (ECR4, p.102). This is why they accept the disadvantages of learning through a second language or mixed-code to their children without asking for a change.

3. Non-cooperative Mass Media

    It is internationally agreed that the mass media influences the public very much, as they usually get the most up-to-date information through such media as TV, radio and newspapers. With this influencing potential the media should emphasize on reporting the various advantages of mother tongue teaching.

    Unfortunately, this is not the case. For instance, after the release of the list of the 100 schools which are still allowed to use English as MOI, many newspapers made a contrast between those schools which succeeded and those which failed:

 They reported that teachers and students of the former ones were overwhelming with the good news, while their counterparts regarded that failure as a misfortune or even a disaster.

    According to Tsang Yuk Shing (Tsang, 1997), provisional legislator and principal of a Chinese school, the only message that this kind of reporting inspired the public to believe was teaching and studying at English Schools are honorable, while those who are forced to study at Chinese schools are unfortunate and inferior to others. In this way, under no circumstances can the general public be expected to possess a positive attitude towards the language switch, and this is why some educational critics argued that implementing the policy is an obstacle to mother tongue education itself.   

4. Physical Obstacles
a) Lack of Chinese Textbooks

    Since English has been the MOI in most secondary schools for many years, most textbooks, other teaching materials and teaching aids were written in English. If schools are to adopt Chinese for teaching, there will be insufficient textbooks available. Although ED claimed that there are more than 160 sets of Chinese textbooks at the moment (Hong Kong, 1997b, p.11), they may not be up-to-date and suitable for the current curriculum. Furthermore, even for those textbooks which will be published in time, they may contain numerous typing errors. 

     b)  Imperfect Translation of Terms and Jargons

    Many subjects contain special terms that are originally coined in English. Examples include names of specific items in Computer Literacy, 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. Even different regions of China, e.g. Hong Kong, Taiwan and mainland China, may have different versions of a particular translation. Being puzzled in following the various versions, both teachers and students may feel frustrated during lessons.
5.  Adaptation Problems

a) Teachers

    Based on the above two physical obstacles, teachers may not be capable of carrying out Cantonese teaching. Moreover, since most local teachers, although Chinese speaking, were trained for their job in English, so they may not be competent in presenting what they have learnt 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. According to Chow Lo-sa, vice-chairperson of the Education Policy Concern Organization (Kwok, 97), teachers will also be confused over using Chinese in junior classes and English in senior classes.

  b)   Students

    Under the compulsory policy, schools may change MOI back to English in Secondary 4 or Secondary 6. However, if the students are brought up in Chinese, they may find it difficult to adapt themselves to using English in higher form studies. This problem will become more serious when it comes to the phase of higher education, as most tertiary institutions adopt English for teaching most of their courses. Accordingly, these students will inevitably encounter barriers in their University learning, especially when expressing their points of view during tutorials.

    The adaptation problems mentioned above lower the public’s confidence on mother tongue education and thus hinder the implementation of the policy of compulsory language streaming.

C. Conditions Needed to Facilitate the Implementation of the Policy
         Despite the various obstacles examined above, there are respective conditions to cope with them and facilitate the implementation of the policy:

1. Clear Policy

     Government should show firm determination in carrying out the language switch policy, i.e. ordering all public-funded secondary schools to adopt Chinese as MOI, although this may foster public’s objections. Essentially, this should be first imposed on Government schools, which were founded with a view to serving as sample schools in helping the Government to promote significant policies (Law, 1997). It is really ironic that 30% government schools are allowed to remain using English as MOI. 

     However, the Government should still put more resources in conducting research in this aspect, and in evaluating the outcome of the policy implementation regularly. This is to prevent any unfavorable situations caused by the above obstacles, which in turn ensure a smooth implementation of the policy. 

2. Affirmation of the Parents’ Concern upon Their Children’s Prospects

             It is suggested that parents’ hostile manner towards the language switch is partly due to the fact that they are always considered as biased and unjustified by the Government. It is not uncommon to see such complaints in the ‘letter to the editor’ session of the newspapers.
 Only after their dedicated attitudes towards their children’s education are assured can they calmly reconsider the whole matter.

              In fact, ED has published a variety of on-going public education and promotion activities in its guidance booklet [annex2]; however, diverse and abundant may be these activities, parents’ discouraging views towards mother tongue education seem to be unchanged. If these promotion activities were carried out in the above context, the feedback would be certainly be more positive.

3. Mass Media’s Cooperation

     For effective implementation of the language policy, the media should reverse the negative way of reporting news concerning the issue. In reality, it is difficult for the Government to restrict them to do so legally, as this will contradict with the freedom of press. However, the Government, together with other educational organizations, can make the maximum use of the media to publicize the advantages of mother tongue teaching, like producing TV and radio programmes and delivering feature articles in local newspapers.

4.  Solutions to the Physical Obstacles
a) Compensation for the Lack of Chinese Textbooks

    In order to remedy this problem, teachers should prepare their own Chinese supplementary notes. This is a short term solution; nevertheless, this cannot be easily accomplished, as the teachers’ workload is already excessively heavy. Thus, the school authorities should harmonize with and provide assistance for the teachers in doing so.

    Furthermore, publishers should put more resources not only in translating textbooks, but also in proof-reading procedures. 
b) Unification of the Translation Process

    To achieve this goal, an official committee should be set up to unite all publishers in translating English terms into Chinese ones, so as to ensure that the translated names are standardized. This is a long term solution as it is quite time-consuming to gather the publishers. Also, this committee should restrict the use of Chinese textbooks published outside Hong Kong in schools so as to minimize any possible confusion.

5. Supportive Measures for Adaptation of Teachers and Students

    Firstly, the Government should strength the on-going in-services courses for the teachers, whose emphasis must be put on providing them efficient presentation skills in Cantonese. Ultimately, an assessment on this has to be imposed as part of the ‘Quality School Education’ act.
   

     Secondly, bridging courses should be provided for secondary students who are going to change MOI, probably during the summer vacation. 

    Thirdly, for the university students, 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.

 6. Additional Resources for Building up Parental Confidence on Mother Tongue Education 


    Apart from the one discussed above, another reason for the parents’ refusal of mother tongue education is that they fear the language switch will deteriorate the students’ standard of English.  In fact, this is comprehensible, as research findings (ECR4, p.88) do show that although teaching and learning would be more effective if the medium of instruction were the student’s mother tongue, there may be a fall in his/her standard of English, which results from the consequential loss of exposure to it. In order to prevent this situation, the Education Department has published a list of additional resources in its guidance booklet.

    Actually, the consultation document included several other additional measures as well [annex3], which can help facilitate the implementation of the language policy, especially in increasing public confidence.

Conclusion

    In conclusion, English is a lingua franca. Promoting its learning is very important if Hong Kong is to keep the reputation as an international financial and commercial centre. Notwithstanding, this must be done in the right direction, i.e. treating it as a separate subject, and using it as MOI should not be the only and the best way. In addition, although there are a number of possible obstacles to the policy, seeing the conditions that can help facilitate its implementation, one should be confident that this compulsory language streaming is in the best interests of students in Hong Kong. 

Annex 1

(p. 5)

Sanctions for Non-compliance for Schools not Adopting their appropriate MOI

    In the consultation document ‘Arrangements for Firm Guidance on Secondary Schools, Medium of Instruction’, a number of sanctions were listed for non-compliance of the compulsory language streaming policy. However, in the finalized guidance, all of them are excluded. The list of possible sanctions is as follows (Hong Kong, 1997a, p.7,8, pt.18):

· Termination of benefits under the positive discrimination measures stipulated in the Code of Aid for Secondary Schools;

· Serving of notice under  Section 82 of the Education Ordinance to give directions to the school;

·  Appointment of manager(s) to the school management committee;

·  Cancellation of registration of manager(s); and 

· Change of school sponsorship.

                                                                                                                                Annex 2

(p. 10)

On-going public education and promotion activities included in the finalized guidance on MOI

(Hong Kong, 1997b, p.16)

1. Radio broadcasts and TV filmclips and features on the benefits of mother tongue teaching

2. Feature articles on the benefits of mother tongue teaching in local newspapers

3. Seminars on benefits of mother tongue teaching for teachers

4. Booklets on the policy on MOI and on research findings on the benefits of mother tongue teaching

5. Posters and advertisements at MTR stations

6. Set of posters to all primary and secondary schools

Annex 3

(p. 12)

Supportive Measures for Schools Using Chinese as MOI

Listed in the Consultation Document on MOI

(Hong Kong, 1997a, p.2)

(a) positive discrimination measures under the Code of Aid for secondary schools (also included in the guidance booklet) - -

· additional teachers of English;

· partitions to create additional rooms for split-class teaching;

· additional wirefree induction loop system to enhance teaching through listening; and

· one-off library grant for additional reading materials and other English teaching aids;

(b) training courses to prepare teachers to teach in Chinese;

(c) Chinese Textbooks Incentive Award Scheme to encourage publishers to produce good quality Chinese textbooks;

(d) English-Chinese glossary of terms to assist teachers to teach in Chinese; and

(e) Intensive English Language Programme for S6 and 7 students who have studied through the Chinese medium to assist them to achieve the standard of English required for admission to tertiary institutions. 
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�  ECR1 also indicated that research findings had shown that learning and teaching through mother tongue would be more effective and provided a list of back-up measures for schools using Chinese as MOI. 


�  ECR4 also claimed that the Government had accepted the recommendations made in ECR1and record the actions done by it in response to them.


� Two examples of the reinforcement are: ‘Mother-tongue education has positive effects on students’ learning’ (Hong Kong, 1997b, p.1), & ‘Students learning in the mother tongue generally perform better than their counterparts using English as MOI’ (Hong Kong, 1997b, p.1).





� An example of this type of complaints can be found in the 5th December, 97 issue of South China Morning Post, p.20, with the title ‘Education officials not seeing big picture’. 


� The additional resources listed in the guidance booklet include additional teachers of English (also mentioned in ECR1, p.43 & ECR4, p.88); partitions to create additional rooms for split-class teaching (also mentioned in ECR1, p.43 & ECR4, p.88); additional wirefree induction loop system (previously mentioned in ECR1, p.43 & ECR4, p.90) and library grant for additional reading materials and other English teaching aids (also mentioned in ECR1, p.43 & ECR4, p.91)   
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