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EDITOR'S NOTE

Whether the expatriate community in Hong Kong has shrunk or not,

one thing is certain: there’s still a big demand for international

school places. Many schools are struggling to find more land to

expand, but the limited space available in the city doesn’t make it

easy. Some have made more use of existing campuses to

accommodate extra students.

It’s unlikely to dampen parents’ desire to look beyond the local system in search of

an educational model that brings more joy, stimulation and less pressure for their

children. Some are drawn to the Montessori educational approach, others are eyeing

schools that foster a rising trend in bilingualism. Educators are divided on when is the

best stage for a child to learn a second language, but such curriculums will continue to

be a drawcard. As always, tuition fees will continue to be a big issue and are set to

increase further. Parents have to decide what they can spend on a child’s education –

whether they can afford the cost of international schools or opt for the partially

government-funded direct subsidy scheme schools. Boarding schools are another

option for students aiming to enter overseas universities. It’s up to parents to weigh a

host of factors in deciding what’s best for their child. 

Our reports and listings cover most of the options. We hope it helps in the search

for a good school.

Linda Yeung Education Editor

Weighing up the options for what’s best 
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LANGUAGES

Yee-lok, five, records his
impressions of a school outing to a
nearby fire station into a class iPad.
His words are illustrated by a screen
shot of his drawing from the visit
and a few Chinese characters.

He speaks confidently, recalling
details of the visit – the purposes of
the different coloured fire hoses, for
example. The fact he is talking in
Putonghua – not his mother tongue
– is no barrier to communication.

While he and a small group of
children in the Treetops reception
class at Chinese International
School (CIS) work on their
Putonghua recordings with a
teacher, another group is reading a
book with their English teacher. 

They are participating in reading
and writing workshops that are core
to CIS’s strategy for developing
children’s dual-language abilities,
with each child receiving individual
support for a 40-minute period.

Beforehand, a student teacher
read Eric Carle’s classic Brown Bear
to them, in English. But the children
don’t just listen. They interject: “You
said red bear. It was red bird,” says
one boy. “You forgot the blue horse,”
says another.

These children have been
immersed in dual-language learning
since joining the school at age four,
and most will have been so before,
in kindergarten and at home. 

While it is government policy
that all children should eventually
become biliterate in Chinese and
English, and trilingual in Cantonese,
Putonghua and English, the age they
start learning in a second language is
contentious.

The Standing Committee on
Language Education and Research
recommends that English teaching
not start until primary school, even
though most kindergartens
introduce it from the first year, and
many claim to be bilingual in
medium of instruction.

The rationale for the later start is
that children should develop their
mother tongue first, through which
to make sense of their world. Once
they have built vocabulary in one

language, they can transfer that to
another. Professor Tse Shek-kam,
director of the Centre for
Advancement of Chinese Language
Education and Research at the
University of Hong Kong, says
children acquire their native
language by being surrounded by it.

“Other languages need to be
learnt, requiring a different
approach to teaching,” he told a 

Chinese International School teacher Maggie Lo helps Portia Bolitho get to grips with Chinese characters. Photos: May Tse

Experts are divided
on how early
children should start
learning a second
language, writes
Katherine
Forestier

SPEAKING IN TONGUES

We want children
to be acceptive 
… flexible and
multicultural
LI BIN, CHINESE INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL

> CONTINUED ON PAGE 12
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LANGUAGES

British Council and University of
Hong Kong conference on early
education. This could mean
children were learning at a lower
level of understanding in the early
stages, if not exposed to the
language in their daily lives.

Yet proponents of early
development of multilingualism
believe that transfer can begin more
quickly, without compromising the
mother tongue.

Li Bin, CIS’s deputy principal,
says the benefits go beyond
language to involve cultural literacy.
“We want children to see things
from different perspectives, to be
acceptive rather than rigid, open,
flexible and multicultural, instead of
monocultural.”

Tonya Porter, the school’s head
of primary, does not disagree on the
importance of mother tongue. One
criteria for selection to CIS is a
child’s confidence in their
foundation language. “There is a
strong belief that if they have a
strong mother tongue, this will help
them acquire other languages.” 

She describes CIS’s approach as
dual language rather than bilingual.
“We value the two languages
equally, but they are not exactly
used side by side all the time.”

During CIS primary, pupils
spend half their time working in
English and half in Putonghua. By
secondary, English is the main
teaching language, but a dual-
language programme is maintained
for history in Years Seven to Nine.
Year 10 is spent at a study centre in
Hangzhou, taught in English but
surrounded by Putonghua.

The ISF Academy phases in
English during the primary years,

from 30 per cent in the foundation
year to 70 per cent by secondary.
Pupils, including those from non-
Chinese backgrounds, should be
comfortable in Putonghua and
English well before the end of
primary. 

Principal Malcolm Pritchard
says: “We are pursuing the holy grail
of bilingualism – what I call ‘equal-
lingualism’.” The aim is for all
students to reach “language A”

standard in the International
Baccalaureate Diploma. Last year,
83 per cent of students graduated
with a bilingual diploma. 

“It is a delicate balance and there
are challenges. As a school, you have
to commit yourself culturally,
linguistically and administratively to
honour both languages,” Pritchard
says. 

Children need to accept two
different learning cultures, which for
the Chinese includes the
importance of memorisation –
which is of value to the English too.
“When they go into the Chinese
classroom they are experiencing a
microcosm of Chinese culture,” the
principal says. 

Even though primary children
have less lesson time in English, they
perform well above the average in
the Australian Council for
Educational Research international
student assessment tests. “They are
transferring skills learned in Chinese
to the English test,” Pritchard says.

Professor Nirmala Rao, a
developmental psychologist at the
Faculty of Education at HKU, said at
a British Council conference held for
parents alongside the academic
event at HKU: “When young
children are learning more than one
language, both languages follow the
typical development process. This

does not cause language disorders
or substantiative language delays.” 

Professor Brendan Weekes, chair
in communication science at HKU,
says children taught in bilingual
settings might face some
impediments in the early phases but
in the long term they should enjoy
the cognitive advantages.

He says the younger they start
learning the second language, the
easier it can be, because the brain
has the most neurons at birth – more
than it will ever use – and can take
advantage of rapid connections
between neurons as learning takes
place in early life. Weekes has
participated in international
research that has shown that
bilinguals have larger brains. The
reason is likely due to the extra work
the brain does in inhibiting one
language while it uses the other. 

“It has something to do with the
cognitive process: the working
memory and the retrieval of words,”
he says. That added brain strength
can also have health benefits later in
life, such as delaying the onset of
memory loss and dementia. 

Dr Richard Wong Kwok-shing,
assistant professor in the
Department of Early Childhood
Education at the Hong Kong
Institute of Education, conducted
research on English learning in six
kindergartens.

The team found that only a small
number of children with normal
cognitive abilities were delayed in
developing their mother tongue,
and that those with stronger
bilingual skills benefited in their
cognitive development.

A consideration in choosing the
language for preschool is whether
you intend to send your child to an
international or local primary
school. If it is local, the child may
struggle to catch up with the
Chinese, Wong told the British
Council conference.

The researchers found large
variations in English standards
within single classes. Parents need to
know how a school caters for these
differences. 

“For some children, English can
become the dominant language.
They will use English for thought
and expressions,” Wong says.

While development of the mother tongue is important, children at a young age are receptive to learning a second language. 

> CONTINUED FROM PAGE 10

We are pursuing
the holy grail of
bilingualism …
‘equal-lingualism’
MALCOLM PRITCHARD, THE ISF ACADEMY
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