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Selecting Models of English and Setting Standards for
Teachers of English in Hong Kong

Prof. David Coniam

With reference to the setting of language benchmarks for English language
teachers in Hong Kong, this paper presents some background as to why the
“model” was defined not from the perspective of a native speaker, but from that
of an “educated” Hong Kong speaker of English.

The development of the language benchmarks in Hong Kong began in early
1996 when a consultancy study was commissioned (as a follow-up to the
recommendations in Education Commission Report No. 6 ) to investigate the
feasibility of establishing language benchmarks, initially for lower secondary
(i.e., Grades 7–9) teachers of English. After the consultancy report (Coniam &
Falvey, 1996) was accepted by the Advisory Committee on Teacher Education
and Qualifications (ACTEQ), steps were taken to develop the recommendations
of the investigative consultancy report into government policy. The first, and
most important, step in developing policy involved the creation, in late 1997,
of a widely representative English Language Benchmark Subject Committee
(ELBSC), which was composed of the main stakeholders involved in English
language education in Hong Kong.



HKIHKIHKIHKIHKIMay 2007    Issue no. 22

2

The ELBSC worked together or in sub-
committees over the period 1997–2000
agreeing assessment constructs,
establishing specifications, designing
exemplar tasks, creating scales and
descriptors for criterion-referenced task
assessment, and monitoring the piloting
and moderation of the assessment
instruments. Towards the end of this
process, it was recommended by the
ELBSC, and subsequently accepted by
ACTEQ, that the assessment should
consist of a battery of tests.

Following the work of the ELBSC, the
Hong Kong Special Administrative Region
(SAR) government publicized the
introduction of language benchmarks in
mid-2000. The policy document stated that
pre-service teachers would, from September
2001, have to be benchmarked before they
join the teaching profession. In-service
teachers (i.e., established serving teachers)
would have until 2005 to meet the
prescribed benchmarks.

The Model of English to Be Taken
as the Standard for Language
Teacher Benchmarks in Hong Kong

In early discussions of models (or
“varieties”) of English that should be
considered by the consultancy group in
investigating English language teacher
benchmarks, and later, in discussions
within the ELBSC, it soon became clear
that any proposed model of English should
be fully acceptable to Hong Kong teachers
of English and the Hong Kong public. It
was also agreed that the model to be
proposed must be wholly intelligible in an
international context

It was also clear from the outset that no
one native-speaking L1 model such as
British Received Pronunciation (RP),
Standard American or an Australian
educated usage should be adopted. There
were two reasons for this decision:

1. Concerns about neo-colonialism or the influence of
economics and American English

The benchmark initiative extended from April 1996 until 2001.
This meant that it covered the period of transition from the British
government to an SAR of the People’s Republic of China (P.R.C.).
Since the P.R.C. wanted to foster nationalism and love of the
mother country, it is possible that the idea of another nation’s
phonological system being imposed on Hong Kong teachers would
have been found to be unacceptable. It would also have been
considered inappropriate in terms of expediency and political
correctness. This sense of a desire for national respect is mentioned
in Jenkins (1998) when she discusses the “social and psychological
need to respect the norms of the largest group of users of English,
i.e., non-natives” (p. 120). However, another, and equally plausible
explanation for language models could be the increasing influence
of the American economy in Hong Kong and the growth of
American firms, personnel and the return of people educated on the
North American continent.

2. Access to a model that most educated Hong Kong L2
speakers of English would find comprehensible,
accessible, and attainable

In addition to not desiring a “foreign” model of English, both the
consultancy group and the ELBSC agreed that a potentially
attainable model, which would have worldwide acceptability in
terms of its phonological system and accessibility in terms of
acquisition, would be most acceptable to Hong Kong teachers of
English. It was considered unreasonable to expect teachers to
acquire an RP, Australian or American accent. It was considered
reasonable and feasible to consider a model to which teachers of
English could aspire. It would need to be one that they could accept
as potentially accessible to them no matter how far away from the
prescribed model they were initially (either before taking the
benchmark assessment or beginning a language benchmark course
which would help them develop their English language skills
towards the selected “model”).

It was thus agreed, no later than 1997, that the language
benchmark model to be expected from teachers would be
phonologically recognizable, to an interlocutor, as belonging to a
speaker whose L1 was Cantonese. As a model of spoken language,
it would not, however, be so different from other acceptable
varieties of English (e.g., Singaporean English) either
phonologically, or, in terms of discourse patterns and organization,
as to be markedly “deviant.” We will call this model an “educated”
model of English.
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An educated model of English for a Hong Kong speaker would be
one which distinguishes it phonologically from an educated
Singaporean, educated P.R.C., or educated Filipino speaker of
English. For example, clause final rising intonation and sentence
final particle “lah” in Singaporean English is not a feature of
educated Hong Kong speech. The English of an educated Hong
Kong speaker of English would, for the majority of teachers of
English, be that of someone who speaks fluent, intelligible English,
who has received secondary and tertiary education in Hong Kong,
not in an overseas context where external influences would be
likely to affect the discourse intonation of the speaker. (In addition,
it was agreed that Hong Kong teachers should be able to
understand varieties of English from other regions of the world).
The educated Hong Kong speaker of English should be understood
anywhere in the world because the speaker’s English does not
display too many phonological, syntactic, or discourse
organizational features that are likely to impede communication
with L1 and L2 speakers of English. Jenkins (1998) proposes that
such “bilingual speakers of English” should be referred to as
“fluent bilinguals” rather than “non-native speakers” (p. 121).

In terms of written English (its discourse and text patterns), the
written discourse produced by an educated Hong Kong speaker/
writer would show no appreciable difference between the writing of
an educated L1 speaker or an educated L2 speaker from South
East Asia. It should be wholly acceptable internationally.

Jenkins (1998, p. 124) makes a useful distinction between
language norms and models of English. She cites RP and Standard
American Usage as language norms. She cites, as models, those
varieties which have emerged throughout the world where
language is spoken by a large number of the inhabitants. In this
context, it should be noted that Jenkins defines varieties in two
distinct ways. The first, which we shall call “average,” will be that
variety, spoken by the majority of speakers of an L2. That means
that they will be understood and be able to communicate within
their own region and farther afield. However, many speakers of
other varieties would have problems understanding them (e.g.,
speakers of English from the Asian sub-continent, who are
unintelligible to many people who live outside that region). The
second, which we shall call the “educated” model, is described by
Jenkins below:

The demands of “the specific situation” of classroom teaching are
such that non-native teachers will, themselves, still be required to
develop the ability to approximate more closely than their
students to a standard native norm. (pp. 124–125)

The teacher must be a model who is able to
provide her students with pronunciation
levels of intelligibility which will enable the
students to cope with English in an
international context when conversing with
other nationalities through the medium of
English.

The level of language that is set must,
inevitably, be linked to the model of
language that the ELBSC benchmark
creators chose. For further details, with a
discussion of the level of language ability
that should be the standard for teachers of
English in Hong Kong to attain, the reader
is referred to Falvey and Coniam (2002).
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The Centre has continued to engage in
theoretical and applied research as well as
professional learning and development
programmes for aspiring principals,
beginning principals, serving principals,
and mid-level leaders in international
schools. Current programmes are funded
by RGC Earmarked Grants, the Quality
Education Fund, Education and Manpower
Bureau, English Schools Foundation,
clusters of local and international schools
and private donors. In this newsletter, we
introduce one recent programme which is
sponsored by an anonymous donor from the
private sector.

(leading above the) Blue Line:
A Professional Learning Body for
Serving Principals
Programme Director: Prof. Allan Walker

The Blue Line is a leadership learning
programme which has been specifically
designed for experienced principals. While
it continues to build on the professional
learning of the blue skies programme
(a learning programme for principals in the
first years of their principalship), it is also
suitable for other experienced principals.

The programme aims to enrich and
reinforce the purposeful construction of
collaborative and shared leadership
learning, and stresses the need for
principals to take professional control of
and responsibility for their own learning.

The essence of the Blue Line is ethical
leadership, mutual personal and learning
support, the centrality of student learning,
and a strong belief that principals must see
their professional learning as an integral
part of their work, not as an add-on or
something distinct from their work.

Principals participating in the programme are asked to consider
a set of affirmations about what they stand for. They are asked to
consider these within the context of their schools and to add to the
list as they see appropriate. The affirmations are:

By participating in the Blue Line, participants will:

Be encouraged and helped to take control of their own ongoing
professional learning.
Be exposed to innovative ideas from local and international
contexts.
Work closely in Learning Clusters and as a cohort to maximize
the sharing of knowledge, skills, innovations, or “what works
in schools.”
Recognize their accountability as professionals for maintaining
high standards of ongoing learning for themselves, their staff,
and their colleagues.
Work within a guiding structure for monitoring and tracking
their own and their colleagues’ professional learning.
Gear the outcomes of their learning towards the betterment of
their schools and student learning.
Be committed to ethical and educative leadership.

To know more about the Blue Line, please contact
Prof. Allan Walker (Email: adwalker@cuhk.edu.hk) or visit:
http://www3.fed.cuhk.edu.hk/ELDevNET/BlueLine.asp

Hong Kong Centre for the Development of Educational Leadership

Research and Development Centres

Blue Line principals:

1. Focus on improving student lives and learning.
2. Articulate and enact their values and vision.
3. Build the capacity of other leaders in their schools.
4. See and create space for innovative practice.
5. Are resilient and reliable.
6. Make good learners, networkers and colleagues.
7. Base their actions on clear ethical principles.
8. Are socially aware and active.
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The School Development and Evaluation Team

In catering for the increasing needs of schools to enhance their
students’ ability to learn, the School Development and
Evaluation Team (SDET) emphasizes the improvement of the
effectiveness of teaching and learning when designing its
projects during the year 2006–2007. The project on
“Metacognition in Learning and Teaching — Supporting
Students’ Learning Needs,” sponsored by the Quality Education
Fund, is moving in high gear as the school year begins. Three
training programmes were provided to the members of the
participating schools’ Facilitating Committees. Whole-school
workshops for teacher development are in progress. In addition,
SDET has also finished the first-round class visit and the
quantitative evaluation in various areas of teaching and
learning of the participating schools. The response from most of
the participating schools is encouraging. Principals and teachers
think that the project can help their schools nurture a quality
culture of teaching and learning.

The projects of SDET aim at helping schools strive for
sustainability by adopting the “walking with two legs” approach.
It means that SDET projects stress not only the importance of
school evaluation, but also that of school-based development.
They enable schools to gain in-depth understanding about their
performance in areas from management and organization to
school culture, teaching and learning, and students’ and parents’
perception of their schools. Schools can make appropriate
measures for development in accordance with their strengths
and weaknesses as revealed in the evaluation. There are
currently 38 schools (including aided, direct subsidy scheme,
and private primary and secondary schools) joining various
SDET projects according to their own needs in this year. For
details about the projects run by SDET, please visit the website:
http://www.fed.cuhk.edu.hk/sdet/

Training for the Facilitating Committee Members
of the Participating Schools

2006 12 14

30
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HKPISA 2006 Main Study
When data collection was completed in
June 2006, the project on PISA 2006
entered its final stages. Much effort would
then be put on data analysis and write-up
of the PISA 2006 Regional Report. In the
past few months, preliminary yet
meaningful findings from the 2006 dataset
were generated in the hope of providing
earlier feedback to schools and teachers.

Meanwhile, a newsletter would be
published twice a year in 2007 to maintain
a good relation with schools and provide
earlier feedback to teachers regarding the
findings in HKPISA 2006. The newsletter
would mainly highlight significant findings
revealed from HKPISA 2006 Student
Questionnaires, with emphasis on students’
views towards science learning.

Research Project in Macao
The 2-stage project, “Macao parents’ view
on education reform, school education and

children’s development” commissioned by the Macao Special
Administrative Region Government, was completed successfully
and the reports were submitted to the Education and Youth Affairs
Bureau of Macao in February 2007. The first stage centred on
a focus group interview of parents representing an array of
diversified background. The second stage was a large-scale survey
based on the findings of the earlier stage as well as other
references. It is hoped that the findings will shed some light on
Macao’s on-going education reform.

The Chinese Community Is Growing Bigger in PISA
In the first cycle of PISA 2000, Hong Kong was the only
participating Chinese community. HKPISA Centre also acted as
the Regional Centre of our good neighbour, Macao, when Macao
participated in the second cycle in 2003. Ever since, more and more
Chinese communities participated in PISA: Taiwan (in the title of
Chinese Taipei) joined PISA 2006, and Shanghai is now in the
participant list of PISA 2009. Moreover, last winter, the National
Education Examinations Authority under the Ministry of
Education conducted the pilot programme, “PISA 2006 China
Trial” and invited HKPISA Centre to provide the relevant training.
This suggested China’s interest in PISA at the national level. All in
all, we are happy to see that the Chinese-speaking community in
PISA is expanding.

Hong Kong Centre for International Student Assessment

Members of PISA 2009 meeting from the U.S., Australia,
Shanghai, Macao, Singapore and Hong Kong
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Virtual Interactive Student-Oriented Learning Environment
VISOLE 256 16

VISOLE

VISOLE
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VISOLE

http://www.farmtasia.com/
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Education Policy Studies Series

No. 61 Mastering Change in a
Globalizing World: New
Directions in Leadership
John Pisapia

This paper described the environment
created by globalization as the postmodern
condition, a stage which differs from the
modern paradigm in that it signals a shift
towards a new era which will replace the
previous one. A new conceptualization of
strategic leadership to serve as a bridge to
the era of globalization was offered. The
paper described strategic leadership and its
five components, with the focus placed on
the fifth strategy (applying the artist’s
paintbrush). Its essence is that the
strategic leader works in a multifaceted
reality and must therefore apply a
multifaceted set of leadership actions.
Finally the pyramids of change were
presented to guide leaders in mastering
change.

ISBN: 978–962–8077–00–1
52 pages paperback HK$20

No. 62

20 60

ISBN: 978–962–8908–12–7
44 20

No. 63

ISBN: 978–962–8908–13–4 32 20

No. 64 Student Performance in Chinese Medium-of-
Instruction (CMI) and English Medium-of-
Instruction (EMI) Schools: What We Learned
from the PISA Study
Esther Sui-chu Ho & Evelyn Yee-fun Man

The article begins with a brief review of the context of the language
policy in Hong Kong. Then, the major empirical studies concerning
language policies and practices in Hong Kong are analyzed.
Finally, the authors present the research findings and examine the
relationship between student outcomes and MOI tracking based on
an analysis of the Hong Kong PISA data. Implications for
educators, researchers and policy makers, and recommendations
for further research and practice are discussed in the final section.

ISBN: 978–962–8908–14–1 68 pages paperback HK$20

Journals 

Asian Journal of Counselling, Vol. 13 No. 1; Vol. 13 No. 2 (2006)

Education Journal, Vol. 34 No. 2 (2006)

Educational Research Journal, Vol. 21 No. 2 (2006)

Journal of Basic Education, Vol. 15 No. 2 (2006)


