MINUTES OF PUBLIC FORUM ON EDUCATIONAL SUPPORT FOR      NON-CHINESE SPEAKING STUDENTS

Date: August 15, 2009
Organizer: Christian Action

Main Guest: Mr. Kenneth Chen, Under Secretary for Education

Number of participants: 123

Mr. Lok Poon – Moderator  (Christian Action)
Welcome to all the guests.

Recent news:
Negative: A Pakistani lady lost her life in a laundry factory (risky environment). Situation not directly related to education, but illustrating situation of ethnic minorities (EM) in Hong Kong: many are not able to pass the Hong Kong Certificate of Education Examination (HKCEE), are coming from low-income families and have limited choice to find a good job.
Positive: A local Chinese student with a physical disability passed the HKCEE exam, which is very encouraging and attributes to the long term support offered by the Education Bureau’s (EDB) special education policy. 
Likewise, can we have a similar or better future for Non-Chinese speaking (NCS) students? Can we let them have a better result in HKCEE and a better access to universities/labor market? Let’s discuss on a long-term perspective.

Mr. Kenneth Chen – Main speaker (Under-Secretary for Education) 

1. Introduction
EDB Basic policy = one that facilitates early integration of NCS students into our schools. The main focus is on teaching Chinese well to NCS students. This is a challenge, as Chinese is not an easy language. Nevertheless, it is the language primarily spoken in Hong Kong, and a good command of Chinese is important.
 A lot of initiatives by EDB were to improve our teachers’ capability to teach Chinese to NCS students, e.g. the launch of a supplementary guide (= a set of resources for teachers to master the skills necessary to teach NCS students effective Chinese)

2. Single Chinese language curriculum = cornerstone of EDB’s policy

From time to time, there are calls to establish an alternative Chinese Curriculum, but we insist that the interests of NCS students are better served by a single curriculum.  EDB does not want to prematurely conclude that a group of students, irrespective of their ethnic background, cannot learn Chinese properly. It is better to teach the same curriculum in different ways to different groups, so that everyone will have a necessary level of Chinese to survive and prosper in society. This is implemented through offering a supplementary guide for teachers.
3. Fine-tuning Medium of Instruction (MOI) policy 
From 2010 on, secondary schools will be given more room to choose the language of instruction more flexibly.  EDB hopes that more classes in schools will have a higher proportion of their time taught in English. 
Schools will always be given the flexibility of teaching subjects in English if the schools consider that the students learn better in English. A higher number of EM students will likely be taught in English because of this new fine-tuning MOI policy. Student interests always go first, so if an EM child will be better taught in English, EDB will encourage the school to put them into classes that teach more in English. 
Many EM will always learn better in English than in Chinese. Therefore EDB has since long offered extra resources for designated schools to develop programmes that are more suitable for ethnic minority families.  
4. Access to universities
Thanks to accepting the alternative Chinese Standard (GCSE Chinese) for admission to universities, more EM students have progressed beyond form 5, and some of them could even go to universities. This new policy needs some more time to evaluate its effects, but we will definitely see an increase in the number of NCS students accessing universities.

5. HK as Asia’s education hub
Hong Kong hopes to attract more students from all over the world. The government has increased the number of University places for non-Chinese students from 10% to 20%.  A one billion HKD scholarship scheme is now open for both local and overseas students.
Ms. Sangita Gurung – Panel Speaker (Nepalese students’ representative)
1. After HKCEE 

HKCEE results were not good: at the time she had no idea what to do for her further studies. When applying for admission with higher schools and institutions, all of them asked  if she could speak and write Chinese, but she could not as she took French as her second language. 
2. Chinese as a second language support

Why didn’t schools enforce Chinese as a second language (instead of French) if higher institutions consider Chinese to be a necessary requirement for admission?

3. Lack of information about educational possibilities

In secondary schools there is not much information available about the educational options in Hong Kong.  There is a lot of information available for local Chinese (e.g. even in the MTR), but she is wondering why she didn’t see any similar information for EM. 
Mr. Rizwan Ullah – Panel Speaker (Pakistani Students’ Association)
1. The “hidden curriculum” of designated schools
The advantage of designated schools is their hidden curriculum. The promotion of multi-cultural education in mainstream schools is not done adequately because the teachers there do not have the professional adequacy to teach EM students. (= one of the drawbacks for sending EM children to mainstream schools)

Even though learning Chinese is important, we should wait and see because successful cases in mainstream schools are low. 
Even though opening up mainstream schools to EM students is giving the parents more freedom and convenience in their choice of schools, designated schools have an advantage as they are providing an environment where teachers are experienced in teaching NCS students.
Suggestions towards EDB: 
· It is important to inform parents about the percentage of local EM and local Chinese students attending specific schools. Parents have the right to know the ratio of ethnic communities in each specific school. (e.g. the learning environment in a school with a ratio of 99,9% EM & 0.01% Chinese is very different from a school with a ratio of 50% Chinese & 50% EM)

· The EDB could more efficiently oversee how the designated schools are implementing their policy in curriculum provisions, how they are launching their adapted Chinese curriculum and how they are handling the NCS students. 

2. Further education

PSA received more than 40 calls for help to further their education in different institutions in HK. If younger students would be given adequate counseling and support, they would be handling much better. 
Suggestion towards EDB:

Set up a ‘task force’ that is assisting schools with the students’ career guidance. If Sangita would have been given more information on where to go, many problems could have been prevented for her. At the moment, NCS students lack an ‘articulation path’: youngsters study for the sake of studying only. If they could get more guidance on their articulation path, many positive changes may occur. This task force may become a resource centre at the same time. 

 Mr. Lee Ping Fai – Panel Speaker (HKSKH Lady MacLehose Centre)
Anecdote: Nepalese father who is very happy about his child’s HKCEE result. When he asked the father if his son could proceed to Form 6; the father answered that the son could not go to form 6 but that he only scored 6 at the HKCEE exam. 
1. Problems for NCS students

Starting from primary school, the same Chinese curriculum is applied to both local EM and Chinese children. Other subjects (e.g. mathematics) are also taught in Chinese. As a consequence, these EM children have low scores and are forced to go to designated schools.

Some may say it is good to go to designated schools as they offer an environment where the EM students can study together with their peers. However, the F6 and University entrance rate of designated school students is much lower compared to the average in mainstream schools.

Some EM parents choose the mainstream schools because they hope for better learning opportunities for their children there. As the children’s school results are not good enough to go to EMI schools, they choose CMI schools. These CMI schools usually mean the end of their future as they cannot use Chinese in every subject (= unfair competition with local Chinese students).  
2. Suggestions for EDB:

· As learning Chinese language is a core problem for NCS students, Lady McLehose hopes that class allocation will effectively be according to the students’ language ability - as EDB has stated earlier. Therefore Lady McLehose requests EDB to include this statement as a written suggestion in their policy paper. 
· More resources are needed for non-designated schools to support EM students in learning Chinese and other subjects. These resources should also be aiming to improve the communication between NCS parents and teachers.
Dr. James Keezhangatte – Panel Speaker (EM academic)
1. History

· No similar forums existed before ’97 because English was the MOI

· ’97: shift in policy because HK joined the motherland. There was firm guidance from EDB for the schools to shift from English to Chinese as MOI
· Now 12 years have passed and problems arose

April ’09: new fine-tuning is proposed to be student-centered and school-based
2. Expectations towards EDB

Hope that also this time, there will be firm guidance from EDB in taking forward this proposal. It is sad to see that currently almost no local EM students are going to universities; this needs to change urgently. Education is a slow process that takes time, but if policies are not formulated well, the situation will never change.

.

Mr. Vincent Cheng Wing-shun – Panel Speaker (Sham Shui Po District Councilor)
1. Start from kindergarten 

As language acquisition already starts at a young age, it is important to extend programmes for NCS students to kindergarten. The current supplementary guide for teaching Chinese to NCS students is only covering primary and secondary schools.
2. Systematic Chinese as a second language policy is needed 
The lower Chinese language standard of EM students is causing them a lot of harm. Because of the lack of a systematic Chinese as a second language policy in Hong Kong and inadequate provision of resources and tailor-made assessments for NCS students in mainstream schools, these students cannot progress in learning effective Chinese. They are also facing an unfair competition with their local Chinese classmates. 
3. Teachers’ training 

There is a lack of teaching experience in teaching NCS students. Therefore the government should urge the schools to employ qualified staff and other facilities to teach NCS students and offer training for the teachers to teach them how to cooperate better with EM.
4. More support for non-designated schools
An allowance and extra support should be provided for non-designated schools that admit NCS students (especially for the Chinese language curriculum, the government should provide more guidelines for mainstream schools)
5. School allocation system should boost equal opportunities
The internal assessments in Primary Schools that are having a direct influence on the secondary school allocation of students should be adapted to the situation of NCS students. As the NCS students have problems in Chinese, it is advised to implement lower requirements for their Chinese tests.
Lok Poon –  Moderator (Christian Action)
Statistics: only 25 out of 532 schools admitting NCS students are designated schools. The rest of the 500 or more schools are without any support for teachers and students. The students there have a lot of difficulties to compete with local Chinese students.
Kenneth Chen – Main Speaker (Under-Secretary for Education)
1. Supplementary Guide on Chinese teaching 
Positive elements:

If we all work together in terms of improving the instruction of Chinese to NCS students (e.g by providing after-class tutorial support through NGOs) we will see an increase in their academic performance.

Negative elements:
As Chinese is important to survive in Hong Kong (e.g. look for a job, go to university),  EDB does not agree with the notion of a different Chinese curriculum.  The focus should be on how we teach Chinese better to NCS students. For most people Chinese is more important than French as a second language.
Through research we can identify ways to teach NCS students better Chinese. The Supplementary Guide is a very good start. The full package of such supplementary resources will be available from now till 2010. There will be a progressive release of additional materials as we finish compiling them.
2. Fine-tuning MOI policy

This strategy is based on the idea to find the most appropriate MOI for students. For most local Hong Kong students, Chinese is the best MOI. As some of them (the more academically inclined) have the ability to be taught in English, more flexibility will be given to schools. It does not mean we will have a large increase of EMI schools, because most local Chinese children are not able to learn in English. Many schools would rather start teaching subjects in a mixture of English and in Chinese.

3. Designated vs. Non-designated
If you want to send your children to mainstream schools: Knowing Chinese will always be important

If you want to send your children to designated schools: additional resources + ‘hidden curriculum’ are available

QUESTIONS BY THE PUBLIC TO THE UNDER-SECRETARY FOR EDUCATION
1. Fatmah Bebeh
There is a limited choice for NCS students. Most NCS students have difficulties to go to universities, because they cannot pass the HKCEE exam. We cannot even take part in project Yijin. What kind of strategy will you take to solve this unfair situation?

Kenneth Chen: Thank you very much for sharing this concern. EDB will look into this.

2. Jamil Shah

After doing his A levels, Jamil searched for many universities. Many of the subjects were taught in Chinese, but as he did not know how to speak Chinese at the time, he did not know what to do. One of his friends is joining a distant learning course at an international university. It was said to be taught in English, but even there the lecturers were speaking in Chinese most of the time.   When Jamil requested his teacher to speak in English, he started teaching in English for a while, but after three minutes he spoke Chinese again. It seems that not only Chinese students, but also Chinese lecturers have difficulties in speaking English properly. EDB wants HK to be the education hub, but how can you imagine this becoming a reality if students and teachers are not able to speak English properly?


No answer

3. Thai Women Association
Burden for Thai women: they cannot communicate effectively with children in Chinese or English. Children look down on them due to their lack in Chinese and English language skills. Most Thai parents in Hong Kong do not know what’s going on in their children’s daily life. The women usually hide and rarely express these problems. Sometimes they even feel that the government looks down at them as they are immigrants. They received no support at all and requested a solution for this problem. 
No answer

4. Nepalese ethnic minority lady
A Nepalese mother has a daughter of 19 who just passed her examinations (mathematics) with good marks. Unfortunately, when she filled in the application form for further studies (IVE), she didn’t get admission. The mother also has a 20 year old son who just passed a higher diploma, but also could not get admission into university. 

Kenneth Chen suggests to discuss specific cases after the public forum. Lok Poon adds that more detailed information is needed to give appropriate feedback about this case.
5. Sara - Lady MacLehose Centre
1. Regarding EDB’s earlier statement in LegCo about class allocation in: how is passing circulation to the schools going to work? Will this be included as a written suggestion in a policy paper?
Kenneth Chen: The cornerstone of our policy is to give professional flexibility to schools: the schools decide which accepted students will be put in which class. The EDB is not going to dictate the class-allocation system. 
Sara clarifies she does not mean the EDB should dictate class-allocation to the schools. Last time in LegCo, EDB mentioned that this circulation would be passed to the schools. As many letters are sent to schools every year, she suggests to issue a proper policy paper or guidebook to make the circulation more efficient.

Kenneth Chen: I hear your views and will talk to my colleagues about it. Incidentally, we have already written documents to encourage the schools in this perspective.
2. Non-designated schools in Hong Kong love to enroll EM children in their schools, but the sad thing is that those schools did not receive any resources from EDB.  She mentions many schools that did not even have a teacher assistant.
Kenneth Chen: What it takes to become a designated school, is that the school is willing to share its practices and resources with other schools. I do not know the particulars of the school you mention, but we can certainly look into why particular schools fail to become a designated school even though they want to.

6. Pakistani man speaking Cantonese 
(1)  NCS students do not have enough options in selecting their school 
(2)  For the most part, schools have Chinese as MOI (not English). In the schools there is a ratio of about 10 Chinese textbooks vs. 2-3 English textbooks. Parents do not know how to assist their children.

(3) Schools should allow female students to wear a religious scarf  

7. South-Asian lady on behalf of Form 5 students

The General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE) Chinese exam fee is very high (965 HKD) compared to HKCEE (194 HKD). It is a must for NCS speaking students to pass this Chinese assessment. It seems impossible to pass the HKCEE Chinese exam as even a lot of local Chinese students cannot pass this test. How does EDB expect NCS students to take this exam and still pass and go to universities?
So EM have no other choice than taking the GCSE exams. But as our families do not have a high income and usually we have many siblings, our parents cannot afford to give a 1000 HKD per sibling for that exam. The amount of money is the main concern.  The government keeps saying it is not a local exam, so they would not sponsor, but what about French? That language is not even relevant in HK but the cost is still 194 HKD. Why is EDB not willing to make the GCSE exam a local one?
Kenneth Chen: We are well aware of this issue. Please be assured we are working on it.

8. South-Asian man
Everybody agrees that the education system is important, as well as learning Chinese. Learning Chinese takes a long time. Since even Chinese people cannot pass in the HKCEE exam (20 to 25% of them fail this exam), how can you say we need to go through the same curriculum?



Kenneth Chen: 

Chinese is a difficult language to learn. But, living in HK, it is a language essential to know. There are positive and negative sides on having an alternative curriculum.

Positive: as the exam is a lower level, it gives EM an easier time to get a good grade
Negative: it will be recognized as a lower Chinese standard, and this will come back to EM when they look for a job or further studies. That’s why we focus on teaching Chinese better to NCS students.

Rizwan Ullah agrees that an alternative Chinese curriculum would create a big political problem. If the curriculum would be there right away now, he foresees that EM would be facing a ‘labeling effect’ (People would label EM by saying that what they are learning is easier). 

A pragmatic example: Imagine the implications that an alternative curriculum would have if it would be here right away.  Many EM are currently struggling to join the police force. If these people would be taking a written exam/dictation to apply for a post in the civil service, there would be a mismatch between the language competence reflected in their results of this written test and their official school certificates.
Therefore, at the first stage, it is better to focus on how these schools are doing their job right now in terms of teaching Chinese as a second language effectively. As natural language education starts at early age, the policy should look more at early childhood education. Research and hard data are also necessary to convince the government to take measures. 
He added that he himself was studying in an English environment and also learnt French instead of Chinese in secondary school.  He could listen and speak in Chinese but was not able to write. Still he’s got a chance to study in CUHK after taking a Chinese test. Therefore, the mentality of the student to work hard is also important. As many EM students started to study in Hong Kong since childhood, we should not only inform the government about their problems regarding education, but we should focus on researching why these students in the end were not able to learn Chinese effectively.

Lok Poon:

Some people are wondering if the GCSE level (equivalent to primary 3 and 4) is good enough to find a job. Also in mainstream schools, most NCS people are not able to take the HKCEE as they have to compete with the local Chinese students. So wouldn’t it be better to have a standardized, tailor-made alternative Chinese curriculum? The concept could be similar to the English syllabus B, but this time a Chinese syllabus B.
Kenneth Chen:

Incidentally, we no longer have an English syllabus B; currently there is only one English syllabus. That reflects the philosophy of our thinking: we should be one community. When looking for a job, we are judged by the same standards.

A single curriculum would allow all our children to start from a common ground. EDB does not underestimate that learning Chinese is a difficult process and wants to assure they are doing everything they can to improve the effectiveness in teaching Chinese. A significant step was made by publishing the supplementary guide (a guide prepared after extensive research and collaboration with universities and industry experts).
9. Pakistani man
When he got a scholarship from China to pursue PhD in Beijing, he also needed to learn Chinese and pass the Hanyu Shuiping Kaoshi.
When he was going to primary school, there was a child requesting for water but he couldn’t express it as nobody understood his language. They gave the child snacks and food, but no water. Eventually the child died. It shows the crucial importance of learning the local language.

10. Fermi Wong – HK Unison
In the United Nations’ convention on Racial Discrimination it was clearly mentioned that the principle of equality should be encouraged by providing measures that can boost equal opportunities (e.g. by implementing an alternative language curriculum). 
The UN has shown great disappointment in the HK government because its Education Bureau did not implement a consistent language and integration policy towards NCS students. In other countries (e.g Canada, Britain,Europe,etc.) the governments do provide a second language curriculum for non-native speakers. The education system seems to stimulate segregation, not integration (integration is an “empty slogan” used frequently by the government) because EDB is allocating resources to designated schools only. 



Kenneth Chen disagrees with this segregation statement.
The situation of NCS students in Hong Kong’s mainstream and kindergarten schools is sad and dreadful as the EDB did not provide them with any resources. Many of the children are bullied by fellow local Chinese students and they suffer tremendous hardships to compete with them as all subjects are taught in Chinese. Teachers do not have access to training in teaching Chinese as a second language or cultural sensitivity. It is a good step to allow the GSCE (Chinese) test for admission into universities, but in actual practice most faculties do not recognize the GSCE (Chinese) results.

Fermi is upset because EDB has not even developed a comprehensive strategy/policy towards non-Chinese speaking students.  

One concrete question for EDB:

“How many resources will you provide to support ethnic minorities in mainstream schools and kindergartens?”


Kenneth Chen:  
EDB has already fruitfully worked together with HK Unison in developing the supplementary guideline in teaching Chinese for NCS students. We need to continue working together with all the NGOs to improve Chinese teaching.
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