Annex 13


Medium of instruction


		In paragraphs 378 to 380 of the previous report, we explained that the introduction of the system of nine years universal and free education in 1979 meant that the schools had to accommodate students with a wider range of academic and linguistic ability.  Teachers in English medium schools often found themselves having to use Chinese for explanation and discussion, because of their pupils� inadequate level of English.  Teaching in a combination of English and Chinese did help some students.  But in most cases it led to time being wasted on translation of English texts in class and, worse, learning being reduced to rote memorization of facts in English.


2.		We remain convinced that students learn best in their mother tongue and that most would learn English better if it were simply treated as an important subject and taught well.  But, as previously explained, our efforts - and those of schools which have tried to revert to using Chinese - have met with resistance from parents.  Nevertheless, we have continued encouraging schools to teach in Chinese, while ensuring that students who have a proven ability to learn effectively in English continue to have the opportunity to do so.


3.		To that end - as foreshowed in paragraph 380 of the previous report - schools were advised that, by late 1997, they would have to choose the language of instruction best suited to their students.  To help them make informed choices, the Education Department provided them with language proficiency profiles of their past intakes.  But they were warned that - from the 1998-99 school year - schools that continued teaching in a language (or mixture of languages) unsuited to their pupils� ability would be instructed to teach in the appropriate medium.


4.		Accordingly, in September 1997, we issued the �Medium of Instruction Guidance for Secondary Schools�.  Its prescriptions will take effect from the 1998-99 school year when over 70% (about 300) public-sector secondary schools (government and aided schools) will teach all academic subjects (except English) in Chinese�.  It will apply first to the Secondary 1 intake progressing to Secondary 2 in the second year and to Secondary 3 in the third.  At that point, we will review the policy before considering its application to Secondary 4.


5.		The 300 schools were directed to teach in accordance with the �Guidance� after proficiency assessments (conducted by the Education Department�) indicated that their pupils were not capable of benefiting from instruction given in English and that the schools themselves could not adequately deliver such instruction.  The assessment process identified 114 schools that were so capable and whose pupils demonstrated ability to benefit from an English-based education.  Those schools will continue to use English as the medium of instruction.


�
6.		Some commentators have said that the policy is divisive, and elitist.  The government rejects this view.  The policy ensures that students are taught in the linguistic medium through which they are best equipped to learn.  That, in turn, is their best guarantee of educational attainment and later career progression.  The quality of a school cannot be assessed by its medium of instruction: schools that teach in Chinese and schools that teach in English have both produced outstanding students.  We fully expect that the mother tongue policy will enable greater numbers of students to perform with distinction.


� 	Non-academic subjects, such as Religious Studies may continue to be taught in English.





� 	The assessment was conducted by a vetting committee - whose members were mostly unofficials - and an appeals committee comprised entirely of non-officials.
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