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Dubious Benefits of Exposure to a British Environment 
on Hong Kong Teachers' English Ability: 

Comment on Dolan (1994) 
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Dolan (1994) compared the English ability of three groups of Hong Kong (HK) teachers [and a group of 
British (UK) students] who were attending university courses in UK. Among other things, he concluded that 
there was general improvement in language proficiency with British exposure. In this article, Dolan's analyses 
were re-examined. It was found that UK exposure might lead to an increase in HK teachers' specific UK 
knowledge. However, contrary to Dolan's conclusion, reanalyses showed that HK teachers' general English 
proficiency had not improved even after nine months of exposure. The benefits of UK exposure were 
unsubstantiated and dubious. 
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In a study which compared three groups of 
Hong Kong (HK) teachers (and a group of UK 
students) who had different degrees of exposure to 
the British environment, among other things, Dolan 
(1994) concluded, "It revealed that the Hong Kong 
teachers' recall performance improved as they 
became more used to the English background and 
had had time to acquire 'British' schemata" and "it 
also highlighted the benefits of prolonged periods of 
exposure to English and general improvements in 
language proficiency" (p.35) (the general improve
ment in language proficiency is the main concern of 
this paper, which is abbreviated as 'Dolan's claim' 
below). In the present reanalyses of Dolan's study, it 
is found that at best, exposure to the British environ
ment may increase one's knowledge of the country 
and hence helps the recall of British theme items. 
However, Dolan's claim of general improvement in 
English proficiency through UK exposure is totally 
unsubstantiated. In this article, other minor meth
odological problems with Dolan's study are also 
discussed. 

Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to 
Kit-tai Hau, Department of Educational Psychology, Faculty of 
Eduction, the Chinese University of Hong Kong, Shatin, NT, 
Hong Kong. 

94 

As argued by Dolan ( 1994, see also Carroll, 
1986), the English proficiency of HK teachers or 
their students will be enhanced if they have the 
chance to stay in HK where the language is spoken 
as a native language. In view of the recent public 
concern in HK on how to improve teachers' and 
students' English ability, Dolan's claim has signifi
cant policy implications on whether the HK govern
ment should spend money on providing chances of 
exposure (such as suppmting HK teachers for shmt 
stays in UK). Because of such importance, this 
ruticle is written to examine his claim. 

I believe no one will question the benefit of im
mersing oneself in a culture where English is spoken 
as a native language. However, two main pragmatic 
concerns are: 'How long should the immersion be to 
be effective?' and 'Which aspects oflanguage profi
ciency ru·e improved most significantly in the im
mersion?' Obviously, a single day immersion will 
not help, and a ten year immersion program is not 
viable. So, an important task is to find the optimum 
exposure that will substantially enhance language 
proficiency. Equally critical in the evaluation of the 
immersion program is that it should improve HK 
teachers' general language proficiency (in contrast 
to increasing UK knowledge alone). I am not ru·gu
ing that specific UK knowledge (e.g., 'The Atlantic 
often batters the Scottish coast in the winter months 



from November to March', 'The M25 motorway 
was intended to relieve traffic in London but more 
bottlenecks have resulted' as found in the items 
tested) is not important. Rather, as this not intended 
to be a cultural exchange program, the main criterion 
of success is the improvement in teachers' general 
English proficiency. 

The primary concern of the present paper is to 
evaluate whether Dolan's data and analyses sup
ported his claim. I make no attempt and it is actually 
quite beyond the scope of this short comment to 
review and discuss the general advantages and limi
tations of immersion programs. Nonetheless, it 
appears that Dolan's study was not primarily con
cerned with students' general language proficiency. 
Hence, the conclusion in both his abstract and 
discussion section about the benefits of British expe
rience on language proficiency can be very mislead
ing and dangerous, especially when it has important 
educational policy implications. 

Naturally I do not assume and expect that each 
of Dolan's analyses is directly related to general 
English proficiency. But as Dolan did not explicitly 
state how he arrived at his claim, I have to examine 
all the analyses presented in his article. The purpose 
is to see whether any of these analyses individually 
or when combined can support his claim,. In brief, 
my main criticism is that none of Dolan's analyses 
can support his claim about general improvement in 
language proficiency. Of course, I am not arguing 
that his analyses do not support any of his other con
clusions (e.g., improvement in UK knowledge). Nor 
am I suggesting all the conclusions in Dolan's article 
are wrong. Wherever appropriate, I will also make 
suggestions on how Dolan's analyses can be ex
tended to examine his claim of improvement in gen
eral English proficiency. 

Dolan's Study 

Dolan examined subjects' performance on an 
English recall task. These subjects were provided 
with 16 sentences- 8 with Blitish (UK items) and 8 
with HK background themes (HK items) (e.g., UK 
item: 'Most families listen to or watch the Queen's 
address to the nation after Chlistmas dinner at three 
o'clock'; HK item: 'Hong Kong young people are 
often stopped in the New Tetritolies to have their 
I.D. cards checked'). They listened to audio tapes of 
these sentences and wrote down what they thought 
they had heard. Accuracy in spelling was not as
sessed in the task. His subjects were 64, 40 and 40 
HK English teachers who had been living in England 
for 0, 3, and 9 months (HKom, HKJm, HK9m groups) 
respectively and were all taking a B.Ed. course for 

COMMENT ON DOLAN 95 

teachers at Nottingham university. Another group of 
20 native UK undergraduates were also assessed 
with the same task. 

Dolan found: (1) the F-values of three separate 
oneway ANOV As of the UK, HK, and total 
(UK+HK) scores by the four groups of subjects were 
all significant (see Table 1); (2) linear trend com
parison of the three HK groups was significant with 
the UK items but not with the HK ones; (3) regres
sion analyses using HK score to predict UK score, 
followed by oneway ANOV A by the four groups of 
the standardised difference score (ipsative score = 
actual score- predicted score) (for details see Dolan, 
1994, p.34) showed that the HK groups with little 
UK exposure were much worse than predicted, 
whereas those with longer exposure were better than 
anticipated. 

Table 1 
Recall PeJformance by Degree of British Exposure 

Difference 

Group/ Uk themes HK themes Score 

Degree of 

Exposure N Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

HK (0 month) 64 15.89 4.63 33.62 5.71 -6.20 3.92 

HK(3month) 40 18.22 7.36 29.97 9.11 -1.31 3.48 

HK (9 month) 40 25.22 6.72 34.22 8.59 2.72 3.98 

native UK 20 39.90 5.23 34.75 6.02 17.02 3.48 

oneway ANOV A 
F-ratio 

88.40** 

Note. Table adapted fromDo1an (1994). 
*p< .05, **p<.Ol. 

Comment 

3.01* 195.76** 

As relevant to the following comments, it is 
suffice to argue that subjects' recall performance is 
determined by their general English proficiency and 
knowledge of the respective (UK/HK) environment 
(abbreviated as 'ability' and 'knowledge' respec
tively in the following). Thus, for example, native 
UK students did better on the UK items than the HK 
groups because they had better ability and UK 
knowledge. In effect, Dolan hypothesised that UK 
exposure would increase HK teachers' ability and/or 
UK knowledge. However, as perceived by many HK 
educational policy makers, the former is more 
important, that is, their main concern is whether ex
posure will enhance ability. 
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In the following, Dolan's (1994) analyses will 
be critically examined with respect to the informa
tion available in his report. Furthermore, the above 
mentioned criteria will also be used to evaluate 
whether there is any suppmt for his claim of general 
improvement in English proficiency through UK 
exposure. 

Confounding Effects 

In Dolan's two separate ANOVAs of UK and 
HK scores, the overall F-values were both signifi
cant. However, for the first ANOV A, the four groups 
might differ by their ability as well as their UK 
knowledge. For the second ANOV A, the UK group 
differed from the other three HK groups by their HK 
knowledge, whereas all four groups might also differ 
by their ability. So, in Dolan's first ANOV A, there 
was no way to distinguish whether ability or UK 
knowledge was contributing to the differences. 
Similarly, in Dolan's second ANOVA, the effects 
due to HK knowledge and ability cannot be distin
guished. Thus, this set of ANOVAs cannot be used 
to support Dolan's claim (i.e., improvement in abil
ity/general language proficiency). 

A more relevant analysis, if Dolan were to 
justify his claim, would be an ANOV A of the HK 
score by the three HK groups. As all the HK groups 
have similar HK knowledge, the proposed ANOV A 
will show the difference, if any, due to ability. It will 
tell us whether ability changes with UK exposure. 

Lack of Pairwise Comparsion 

Dolan's reliance on the overall F-value alone 
without further post-hoc multiple comparisons is 
problematic. Some people (as exemplified by one of 
the anonymous reviewers) may argue that pairwise 
comparisons are not necessary because they add 
nothing to the pattern. This is an invalid argument 
because multiple comparisons are not used to 
reverse the direction of the differences. Instead, they 
help us to interpret the overall significant F-value 
correctly. A closer examination will show that a 
large difference between the UK and the HK groups 
alone (without great differences among the HK 
groups) can give significant F-values. Thus, post
hoc pairwise comparisons of the means are useful 
and necessary to locate which pairs of groups are 
actually different. 

The multiple comparison suggested above is 
particularly important when a visual inspection 
shows great differences between the UK and HK 
groups and relative small changes among the HK 

groups. For the UK items, using information re
ported by Dolan, it was found that the greatest differ
ences were actually between the UK and HK groups, 
effect size (ES), UK vs. HKom,3m,9m = 5.03, 3.22,2.34 
respectively; whereas those among the HK groups 
were relatively smaller .40, 1.69, .99 only. Further
more, as pointed out earlier, due to the confounding 
effects, there is no way to know whether the differ
ences among the HK groups should be attJ.ibuted to 
their different abilities or to their different UK 
knowledge. Therefore, this analysis cannot be used 
to support Dolan's claim. 

For the HK items, the pairwise comparisons 
did not show strong consistent patterns. The UK 
group was not different from the HK9m group 
(ES=.07), but was better than the HKom (ES=.20) and 
HK3m (ES=.58) groups. Once again, it is not certain 
whether such difference should be attributed to their 
different abilities or HK knowledge. The differences 
among the HK groups were inconsistent. Though 
the HK9m group was better than HK3m(ES=.48), 
contrary to Dolan's exposure theory, the HKom group 
was better than HK3m(ES=.50) and was not much dif
ferent from HK9m (ES=.09). 

The results of the above comparisons on the 
HK items are consistent with Dolan's linear trend 
analysis on the HK items with the three HK groups. 
Both analyses show that there is no clear trend of 
improvement in general ability with UK exposure. 
These analyses are most related to Dolan's claim, 
but surprisingly the results are in an opposite direc
tion to what Dolan has concluded. Using the limited 
available information and the restricted sample, it 
can only be concluded that HK students' ability does 
not improve with UK exposure, even after a nine 
month stay. Dolan's claim is completely contradic
tory to what the data and analyses are showing. 

It is worth noting that the above nonsignificant 
difference in ability with the HK groups when taken 
together with the result of the first ANOV A suggests 
that the differences in HK items are mainly due to 
differences in UK knowledge rather than ability. 
Once again this particular analysis and result cannot 
be used to support Dolan's claim. 

Uninteresting Cmnbined Scale 

In view of the disparate trends of the UK and 
HK items, Dolan's third ANOVA on the total 
(UK+HK) scale is uninteresting because the result 
only reflects the massive effect in the flrst ANOVA 
(i.e., the UK items). In this particular case, when 
independent analyses have been conducted on the 
separate UK and HK scales and provide more mean-



ingful interpretation, the analysis on the combined 
scale does not give additional useful information. 
Furthermore, as discussed previously, due to the 
confounding effects of ability, HK knowledge, and 
UK knowledge, nothing conclusive can be obtained 
in this ANOVA as regards the effects of UK expo
sure on students' ability. 

Inappropriate Four Group Comparison 

Dolan, in an attempt to 'take account of 
sampling differences between the Hong Kong 
groups' (p.34), used the HK score to predict the UK 
score, followed by an ANOV A on the standardised 
ipsative score (actual-predicted) (see p.34 for 
details). As discussed above, the HK score is 
affected by both the ability and HK knowledge fac
tors. The effect of ability is likely to be positively 
related to the extent of exposure and is different for 
all four groups, whereas the HK knowledge factor is 
constant for all HK samples but has a negative effect 
on native UK students (i.e., UK students have rela
tively little HK knowledge). Sampling problems, if 
any, are confDunded with the extent of exposure and 
cannot be totally isolated in this particular design. 
Due to these complicated effects on the four groups, 
therefore, not much can be learnt with respect to 
students' general ability even after partialling out the 
effects due to differences in HK scores. Thus, this set 
of analyses cannot be used to support Dolan's claim. 

Actually, even for Dolan's originally stated 
purpose, the main hypothesis of this study (i.e., ef
fects of schematic background/knowledge on 
recall), the comparison of the three HK groups 
seems to be more appropriate. The analyses will be 
identical to those used by Dolan, but three HK 
groups instead of 3 HK + 1 UK groups (as in his 
study) will be used (see Table 1 last column). The 
suggested analyses on the three HK groups will give 
a clearer comparison and a more definite conclusion 
of the effects of exposure on UK knowledge. As all 
these three groups have the same HK knowledge but 
are of different ability levels (due to different lengths 
of exposure), partialling out the effect ofHK score in 
the ANOVA analyses of the difference/ipsative 
score is in effect controlling the differences in ability 
in the comparison of UK score. What is left behind 
in the comparison will be the difference in UK 
knowledge. This will be the main cause of the varia
tion in the difference/ipsative score among the three 
HK groups. An inspection of the figures in Table 1 
seems to show that UK knowledge is positively 
related to UK score (see Table 1). In other words, 
exposure may improve UK knowledge. 
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In Dolan's miginal analyses on the four groups 
(3 HK + 1 UK)(see his Table 3), as the UK group 
differs from the three HK groups in both UK knowl
edge and ability, a simple ANOV A on the UK score 
is problematic and inconclusive. It is uncertain 
whether the significant F-value is caused by the 
difference in ability or UK knowledge. The use of 
the difference/ipsative score does not solve this 
problem because once the HK score is used in the 
adjustment (the regression to adjust for sampling 
differences as used by Dolan), there is an added 
complication that the UK group differs from the HK 
groups by HK knowledge as well. Dolan's adjust
ment for sampling differences will be appropriate 
only when the UK group has similar HK knowledge 
as other HK groups. In conclusion, in the examina
tion of the hypothesis of schematic background on 
recall (the main hypothesis in Dolan's article), it is 
suggested that Dolan should apply his method (see 
his Table 3) on the three HK groups rather than on 
four groups (3 HK + 1 UK) together. 

A minor problem was also noted with the reli
ability coefficients. Dolan reported Cronbach's 
alpha coefficients for each scale and item. Probably 
those values for items were en·oneously copied from 
the 'alpha if item deleted ' or 'item-total correlation' 
information in the computer output (the latter was 
suggested by an anonymous reviewer). The former 
reflects the change in alpha including and excluding 
a particular item, whereas the latter reflects the 
strength of association between an item and the scale 
score. 

Discussion and Conclusion 

The results of the above analysis show that UK 
exposure can possibly increase specific UK 
knowledge. The results, however, do not substanti
ate Dolan's claim, of 'general improvements in 
language proficiency' ( 1994, p.31 abstract and p.35). 
On the contrary, the reanalyses in this study show 
that there is no clear trend of substantive improve
ment in general language proficiency even after nine 
month study/exposure in UK. If the ultimate and 
most important goal of exposure programs is 
improvement of general language proficiency, then 
the present findings cast serious doubt on the ben
efits of spending money on exposure programs 
shorter than nine months. 

Admittedly, UK exposure may increase 
specific UK knowledge, but these benefits have to be 
evaluated against other, possibly much cheaper or 
more efficient, alternatives. For example, can the 
same increase in UK knowledge be gained through 
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books, lessons, films, or other audio-visual media, in 
a much shorter time and in a more affordable way? 
Futhermore, for studies whose main interest is the 
improvement in general language proficiency, more 
appropriate instruments which measure a much 
wider spectrum of language abilities should be used. 

It is to be noted that in Dolan's study, the com
parisons among HKom, HK3m, H:K9m groups have to 
be carried out with care because the effect of expo
sure is confounded with extra English lessons. For 
example, the H:K9m group had advantages in having 
both greater UK exposure and an extra nine months 
of intensive English learning from the B. Ed. course 
they were attending. A possibly stronger research 
design is to compare the experimental groups with 
other equivalent groups who attend the same course 
in HK and are taught by the same instructor. A 
general language proficiency battery should also be 
administered throughout various stages of the 
course. These control groups differ from Dolan's 
HKom in that the latter has not attended additional B. 
Ed. courses. I am not recommending this research 
design as a subsitute for Dolan's one. Instead, I pro
pose the new design in order to show the confound-

ing effects of UK exposure and extra B. Ed. courses, 
and hence some possible limitations of Dolan's 
interpretations of his findings. 

In summary, Dolan's study shows a possibility 
that UK exposure increases subjects' UK specific 
knowledge and thus improves their recall perform
ance on UK items. But a re-examination of all his 
analyses reveals no support for his claim of the 
relation between exposure and improvement in 
general language proficiency. Rather, the above 
reanalyses show that substantial improvement in 
language proficiency cannot be gained even after 
nine months of exposure. From a pragmatic point of 
view, the benefits of UK exposure are unsubstanti
ated and dubious. 
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