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Students’ English Language Abilities
in Listening and Grammar in

Notes and

In this study, students’ ability in gram-
mar and listening were being investigated
through “snapshots” of short grammar
and listening tests administered at the end
A of each school year. From Coniam’s
Language Fund study (1996-1999) of 15
schools (Coniam, 1999), a cohort of three
EMI (English as the medium of
instruction) schools participating in that
study were tracked again after the imple-
mentation of the HKSAR Government’s
1998 Medium of Instruction policy. Two
more CMI (Chinese as the medium of
instruction) schools were added to the
sample, making a total of approximately
1,000 students being tracked for the three-
year period. The students in these five
schools were administered the short tests
at the start of S1 (Sept. 2000)— end of S1
(June 2001) — end of S2 (June 2002)—
end of S3 (June 2003).
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The study — investigating the concept of
gain in terms of grammatical proficiency

and listening abilities from the perspective

of lower secondary students learning
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English in Hong Kong after the introduction of the
HKSAR Government’s medium of instruction policy
in 1998 — illustrated three major features of a
longitudinal/gain study in the Hong Kong
perspective. The first of these is that the picture of
gain from the start of Secondary 1 to the end of
Secondary 3 represents, in terms of grammar, a gain
of approximately one logit, which is comparable to the
results in Coniam (1995), suggesting that the me-
dium of instruction policy may not have impacted
significantly on the acquisition of grammar. In the
case of listening, one and a half logits were recorded.
Figures 1 and 2 present the data for the combined
three EMI schools (whose backgrounds were broadly
comparable) and the two CMI schools A and B.
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Figure 1: The growth function of grammar in Figure 2: The growth function of listening in
different schools different schools

The figures clearly show that both sets of grammar and listening tests can reliably delineate the different
schools in terms of students’ level of language. At no point in either figure do the curves representing the
old band 5 CMI school (School A), the band 2 CMI school (School B) and the combined EMI group intersect.
In terms of growth, a linear growth function is observed in the case of grammar but a mixture of non-
linear and linear functions is recorded for listening. School B has a more or less constant growth function,
whereas School A exhibits an increasing growth in the later stages of the project (contrary to the de Avila
[1997] picture of steep initial gains among less proficient users of English). Finally, the combined data of
the EMI schools show that there was more growth in the beginning as compared to the later stages of the

project (again, contrary to de Avila’s findings because this group is actually the more proficient group).

Expressing gain values as percentages over the observed three-period (Figures 3 and 4) indicates that the
high band EMI schools exhibit a more or less constant gain in grammatical proficiency and a decelerating
growth in listening comprehension over the three-year period, whereas the least able school demonstrated
an accelerating progress especially in listening.
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Figure 3: The percentage change in gain for Figure 4: The percentage change in gain for
grammar in different schools listening in different schools

The mid-ability group appears to be intermediate between the high ability group and the least able
group: initial steep growth followed by decelerating growth. It can therefore be appreciated that even
students in the lower band schools, who tend to have a low self-image and less motivation to study
(see the final report of Working Group on Support Services for Schools with Band 5 Students, 1993),

are making achievements and progress with English.



Secondly, with regard to gains in grammar over the
three years of the study, a picture of generally slow
but reasonably steady growth was observed — in line
with the results observed in Coniam (1995, 1999),
confirming the stability and reliability of the test
items. In the case of listening, students’ level of
language appears to influence strongly the nature of
the growth function: The mid-ability group seemed to
follow the same growth pattern as in grammar.
However, the high-ability group tended to exhibit
strong initial growth in contrast with the slow early
growth of the less able group.

There is, in addition, a “school effect” in this project:
student ability does matter in the issue of gain. The
EMI schools started off more able and have ended
considerably more able in terms of raw achievement in
both grammar and listening than the lower band, and
less able, students. The mean gain of the EMI group
was approximately 1.25 logits for grammar and just
over two logits for listening, compared to just under one
logit in grammar and slightly less than one logit in
listening for School A.

Since the average difference between secondary years is
approximately half a logit, it can be seen that the high-
est gain of over two logits recorded by the EMI group
for listening, for example, equates to almost four years’
“worth” of development being achieved in three years.
What this suggests, together with the fact that all
schools always made gains at every year of the project,
is that the students’ levels of English improve over their
time in school, and that time spent learning English
bears fruit, even though this may be seen to be “maxi-
mized” more in the higher band schools than in others.

The third issue concerns the manner in which growth
occurs at the elementary stage of ability in English. The
picture proposed by de Avila (1997) of strong early
growth which is in inverse proportion to students’ level
of language is not borne out by the results of this study.
Neither, exactly, is the picture which was put forward
by Lee and Wylie (1998), where students take twenty
months to reach Level 1 of the ISLPR (International
Second Language Proficiency Rating), but then only
require twelve months to attain Level 2. The current
study shows a slow but steady growth in grammar and

a growth function which is dependent on
students’ level of language in the case of
listening — steep initial growth for the
more able group.
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PISA 2003 International Conference|

In view of the need for an exchange of ideas among the

countries participating in the Programme for Interna-
tional Student Assessment (PISA), the HKPISA Centre,
together with the Organization for Economic Co-opera-
tion and Development (OECD) and the Hong Kong
Education and Manpower Bureau, organized the PISA
International Conference with the theme “What Do the
PISA Results Tell Us About the Education Quality and
Equality in the Pacific Rim?”on 21-22 November 2003 at
CUHK. The Conference served as a platform for inter-
national experts and project investigators to gather in
Hong Kong to address the findings of their respective
regions from a global perspective. Local investigators
also took the opportunity to share ideas with their
international peers, policy makers, school administra-
tors and practitioners. Their synthesis of ideas casts a
new light on the quest for better education quality
among stakeholders in the local field. Around 350
participants attended this international gathering.

Mr. Andreas Schleicher, Head of the Indicator and
Analysis Division of the OECD’s Directorate for
Education, and Prof. Douglas Willms, Director of the
Canadian Research Institute for Social Policy, Univer-
sity of New Brunswick, delivered keynote addresses at
the Conference. There were also four paper sessions
and three
forums on
Reading,
Mathemat-
ics and
Science,
Policy
Research
and Educa-
tional
Policy.
Issues on
student
achieve-
ment and
assessment were also discussed. It was hoped that the
discussions and interactions would facilitate the develop-

ment of curriculum, instruction, and assessment.

WHAT Do the PISA Results Tell Us Abouk the }
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Forthcoming Conferences
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Special Issue: Ethical Practice of Counseling in Asia
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Focus: English Language Teaching
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e
From this issue onwards, we will bring you up-to-date news about our three Centres in this
new column. They are the Hong Kong Centre for the Development of Educational Leadership
(including the School Development and Evaluation Team), Centre for Research and Development
of Putonghua Education, and the Hong Kong Centre for International Student Assessment
(HKPISA Centre).
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Hong Kong Centre for the Development of

Educational Leadership (HKCDEL)

The first part of the year has been a busy time for the
Centre. Most of our energies have been spent working
with aspiring school leaders in formal programs de-
signed to help them reflect upon their leadership devel-
opment and better prepare for a principalship in the
future.

At present the Centre runs two major programs for
Aspiring Principals. The first is the Preparation for
Principalship Course (PPC) and the second a Needs
Analysis program. The PPC comprises six course
modules which introduce participants to a range of key
leadership areas, ranging from how to set strategic
direction in a school to how to bolster the learning and
teaching program. It also asks participants to engage in
an action learning project in their schools. These
projects aim to combine leadership learning with school
improvement for the betterment of student outcomes.

The Needs Analysis program provides aspiring princi-
pals with an opportunity to engage in a number of
dynamic activities designed to help them identify their
personal and professional leadership needs and plan a
leadership learning agenda. Participants work in small
groups with experienced principals who provide feedback
and advice. The Needs Analysis aims to help partici-
pants develop an awareness of how they can develop
their leadership regardless of the position in school they

hold or aspire to (for more information
go to: wwwa3.fed.cuhk.edu.hk/eldevnet).
The main benefit of this program is the
close interaction aspiring principals
have with dedicated practising princi-
pals as they explore their strengths and
development needs.

Both programs fit neatly with the core
purposes of HKCDEL. These include a
desire to collaborate in creative develop-
ment projects to support improved
leadership practice and understanding;
and to develop training programs for
leaders in schools using a range of
approaches. HKCDEL could not
operate without the support and active
involvement of school leaders from all
levels, whether they are facilitating,
teaching, or involved as participants in
our programs.

If you would like to know more infor-
mation about the HKCDEL, please do
not hesitate to contact us or visit us at
the HKIER website.
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PISA, PISA, PISA!

“ PISA, PISA, PISA! ” The current activities in
HKPISA Centre links up exactly the three cycles of
PISA 2000, 2003, and 2006.

Firstly we are working on the post-result-release
tasks left to be done after the PISA International
Conference held in last November. The research team
is writing, editing, and collecting articles related to
PISA 2000. Colleagues are writing a few thematic
reports or journal articles, for instance, one being on
the theme of Medium of Instruction and another on
gender differences of learning in Science. A special
issue of Education Journal on PISA is taking shape.
Hopefully, it will be out this winter.

Secondly, the preliminary result of PISA 2003 is
“evolving”. Currently the Centre is working in
collaboration with PISA Consortium to see if there
are any bugs in the result, i.e., any unreasonable
result due to some systematic error. The data munch-
ing process takes a longer time and the result will
not go public until the scheduled international
release in this mid-summer.

While the work of PISA 2000 is not over yet, that of
PISA 2006 has already started. We have just submit-
ted a tender proposal for the project “PISA 2006 in
Hong Kong”. We have attended two preparatory
meetings related to PISA 2006 on behalf of the
HKSAR. Some substantial preparatory work,
namely, review of the test items, has to go ahead.
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