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Trilingualism Trilingualism –– Our ExpectationsOur Expectations

• The needs and expectations of the 
community place a premium on higher 
levels of trilingualism (Cantonese, 
Putonghua and English) and biliteracy 
(Chinese and English) to support the 
rapid restructuring of Hong Kong, its 
rich culture and global inter-
connectedness.
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What do we know about What do we know about 
language standards inlanguage standards in

Hong Kong?Hong Kong?
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Workplace English CampaignWorkplace English Campaign
• Since 2000, over 22 000 working adults 

have attained the English benchmarks 
relevant to the job nature through the 
Campaign’s funding scheme.

• Another 5 000+ individuals have also 
improved their English proficiency through 
other means of Government sponsorship, 
such as the Continuing Education Fund 
since 2002.
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CommunityCommunity’’s Attitudes Attitude
According to a recent survey by HKU’s Department of 
Linguistics and its Social Science Research Centre –

• In 2003, 63% of respondents claimed some knowledge of 
the three languages, compared to 38% in 1993 and 17% in 
1983

• In 1983, 33% said they did not know any English.  This 
drops to 17% in 1993 and 11% in 2003

• 46% claimed to know English “quite well” or better
• Conclusion: our population believes their English is 

improving, but perhaps not fast enough to meet the 
expectations of the business community.  

• Similar trend seen in Putonghua too.
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IELTS for university graduatesIELTS for university graduates

Average score of 6.51 in 2004Average score of 6.51 in 2004
(6.46 in 2003)(6.46 in 2003)

““competent usercompetent user””
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3.173.163.13Management skills

3.533.473.52Interpersonal skills

3.623.573.57Work attitude

3.323.263.26Problem solving 
abilities

3.753.693.62IT Literacy

3.553.513.52Numerical 
Competency

3.413.373.38English Language

3.613.593.57Chinese Language

3.513.463.46Overall Performance

200019991998

Employers’ Survey on Performance 
of University Graduates

Generally speaking… sometimes exceeding the employers required standard.
NOTE: The same survey is to be conducted on a tri-annual basis since 2000.  
The next one for the cohort of 2003 is now being conducted.
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Progress in English in HKCEE and HKALE Progress in English in HKCEE and HKALE 
(1997 (1997 –– 2004)2004)
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Programme for International Programme for International 
Student Assessment (PISA) 2003Student Assessment (PISA) 2003

• 15-year olds
• 43 countries participated
• 1  Mathematics
• 3  Science
• 10 Reading (Chinese) - four countries had a 

mean performance statistically significantly 
higher than HK, namely Finland, Korea, Canada 
and Australia.  Other countries in the range are 
with results statistically not that different from 
those of HK.
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Hong Kong Attainment TestsHong Kong Attainment Tests
Students' Performance in Chinese and Students' Performance in Chinese and 

English Language at PreEnglish Language at Pre--Secondary 1 LevelSecondary 1 Level

Av erage HKAT scores at Pre-Secondary 1 (2001-2004)
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Program for International Reading Program for International Reading 
Literacy Survey (PIRLS)Literacy Survey (PIRLS)

Dr SK Tse and colleagues, HKU
Study of bilingual literacy of P4 students

Findings 2001 – 2004

• Improved literacy in Chinese, but individual differences are 
growing

• For biliteracy our top students are good at both C and E and 
by international standards are excellent

• Girls do better than boys
• Parents give importance of learning to Chinese more than 

they do for English.  We may have the impression otherwise
• Reading habit and self concept in C is as high as other 

countries, but not so for E
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TerritoryTerritory--System Assessment (TSA)System Assessment (TSA)
P3 English
• 75.9% able to proceed with confidence to 

key stage 2 
• 25% need support 
• Point in time : over time TSA will show 

trend
• Improvement expected as teachers 

engage more with the expected 
professionally defined competencies
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Student PerformanceStudent Performance

• Reading

• Listening

• Speaking

• Writing

! !
!!

!!
!!
BCTop
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WritingWriting
Performance of Top Students
• description of an animal
• responding to descriptions of 

characters 
• description of a good friend
• ending a short, simple story
• completing a short, simple rhyme
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Description of an animal Description of an animal 
(top)(top)
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Responding to Responding to 
descriptions of descriptions of 

characters (top)characters (top)
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Description of a good Description of a good 
friend (top)friend (top)
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Ending a short, simple Ending a short, simple 
story (top)story (top)



19

WritingWriting
Performance of Students with 

Minimally
Acceptable Levels of Basic Competence 

(BC)
• relevant content
• writing about an animal
• writing about a good friend
• completing a story
• completing a short, simple poem
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Relevant content Relevant content -- 3 3 
wishes (BC)wishes (BC)
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Writing about an animal Writing about an animal 
(BC)(BC)
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Writing about a good Writing about a good 
friend (BC)friend (BC)
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Completing a story (BC)Completing a story (BC)
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SpeakingSpeaking

Performance of Top Students
• speak fluently
• provide relevant answers to all questions 

naturally and readily  
• give elaboration to many answers
• make very few mistakes in pronunciation 
• capable of using their own words
• give detailed information about the topic
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SpeakingSpeaking

Performance of Students with Minimally 
Acceptable Levels of Basic Competence 
(BC)

•make some mistakes in pronunciation 
•respond to some simple questions hesitantly
•give brief answers 
•lack vocabulary to provide more details
•need prompting to continue responses
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TSATSA
• P3 and P6 assessments held

during July 2005
• First S3 assessment in July 2006

Empirical evidence shows those 
behind at KS1 will fall further 
behind unless we narrow the gap 
early.



27

TSATSA

• Schools are not necessarily consistently 
strong or weak in all subjects, Chinese, 
English and Mathematics

• Schools have a greater range of performance 
in English than for Chinese and Mathematics

• School performance varies within and across 
districts

Therefore … support for schools in language 
learning must be targeted and school based…. 
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ConclusionConclusion
• There is evidence showing modest but 

steady trend in improvement of English 
Language standards.

• However community aspirations, 
expectations and demands are escalating 
more rapidly than any improvement we are 
making.

• The biggest challenge is the range of 
performance standards among our young 
people.

• Enhanced targeted professional support for 
teachers and schools remains our key 
strategy for improved language learning.


