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1. Introduction

Writing is one of the most important skills 
in learning English as a foreign language. 
In some researchers’ opinion, there is a 

relationship between learners’ success and their writing 
abilities (Lerstorm, 1990).[8] In writing a passage in 
English, learners utilize writing strategies to write a text 
better. These strategies are different in different students. 
For example, proficient students have more awareness of 
writing process than novice ones. Lipstein and Renninger 
(2007)[9] mentioned that successful learners develop a 
better understanding of writing skill, set writing goals, and 
use diverse writing strategies.

Writing Strategies are cognitive and meta-cognitive 
procedures that writers use to control the production 

of writing (Richards & Schmidt, 2002).[13] It can be 
defined as a sequence of engaging a writer in planning, 
composing, and revising activities in a writing task 
(Torrance, Thomas & Robinson, 2000).[14] 

Today one can find some university EFL students who 
cannot write even a simple coherent English sentence after 
four years of study at the university level and the grades 
they get in the norm-referenced assessment culture of Iran 
do not have accountability. This problem might be due 
to their unfamiliarity with strategies involved in writing 
process. Therefore, this study intends to investigate 
the relationship between Iranian EFL students’ use of 
writing strategies and their writing ability. Therefore, the 
following research question was formulated:

Is there any statistically significant relationship 
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Writing is one of the most important skills 
in learning English as a foreign language. 
In some researchers’ opinion, there is a 

relationship between learners’ success and their writing 
abilities (Lerstorm, 1990).[8] In writing a passage in 
English, learners utilize writing strategies to write a text 
better. These strategies are different in different students. 
For example, proficient students have more awareness of 
writing process than novice ones. Lipstein and Renninger 
(2007)[9] mentioned that successful learners develop a 
better understanding of writing skill, set writing goals, and 
use diverse writing strategies.

Writing Strategies are cognitive and meta-cognitive 
procedures that writers use to control the production 

of writing (Richards & Schmidt, 2002).[13] It can be 
defined as a sequence of engaging a writer in planning, 
composing, and revising activities in a writing task 
(Torrance, Thomas & Robinson, 2000).[14] 

Today one can find some university EFL students who 
cannot write even a simple coherent English sentence after 
four years of study at the university level and the grades 
they get in the norm-referenced assessment culture of Iran 
do not have accountability. This problem might be due 
to their unfamiliarity with strategies involved in writing 
process. Therefore, this study intends to investigate 
the relationship between Iranian EFL students’ use of 
writing strategies and their writing ability. Therefore, the 
following research question was formulated:

Is there any statistically significant relationship 
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the problems are called monitoring strategies. Evaluating 
strategies include strategies that are used for changing the 
text and used after reconsidering the text and learners’ 
objectives. Resourcing strategies means using external 
referencing sources of information. When writers are 
reviewing the text, they can apply repeating chunks 
of language. Reduction strategies involve removing 
some phrases in a text, trying to solve the problem, and 
paraphrasing. A writer can use L1 to generate new ideas 
and evaluate L2 or foreign language written text. 

Riazi (1997)[12] asserted that some categories can 
be added to previous categories of writing strategies. 
He believed that the students can use these strategies 
for mental representations of writing task and social 
activities. He said that cognitive strategies include note 
taking, inferencing, elaboration, L1 use, and revising and 
editing multiple drafts of writing. He stated that students 
use their previous knowledge and called this a dynamic 
and interactive process. Metacognitive strategies lead 
to the control of writing tasks and the decrease of the 
levels of stress and anxiety. Social strategies included 
interaction with teachers and students for clarifying the 
task, problem solving, and discussing about comments 
in writing process. The last category of strategies i.e. 
search strategies deal with searching and using supporting 
sources. The composing strategies are displayed in table 2 
below. 
Table 2. Composing strategies (adapted from Riazi, 1997)

Composing strategies Constituents                                 Phases of composing process

Cognitive strategies

Interacting with the mate-

rials to be used in writing 

by manipulating them 

mentally or physically

Note-taking                                   Reading & Writing

Elaboration                                   Reading & Writing                         

Use of mother tongue                   Reading & Writing

Knowledge and skill transfer 

from L1

Inferencing                                   Reading

Drafting                                        Writing
Metacognitive strategies

Executive processes used 

to plan, monitor, and 

evaluate a writing task. 

Assigning goals                            Task representation and reading

Planning                                       Writing

Rationalizing appropriate             Reading & Writing

Formats

Monitoring and evaluation           Reading/Writing/

                                                      task representation 
Social strategies

Interacting with other 

persons to assist in per-

forming the task or to gain 

affective control

Appealing for clarifications         Task representation

Getting feedback from                 Writing 

Professors & peers

 
Search strategies

Searching and using 

supporting sources

Searching and using libraries

Using guidelines                            Reading and writing

Using others’ writing as a model

2.3 Empirical Studies
Gahungu (2007)[5] conducted a study to find the 

interrelationship among strategy use, self-efficacy, and 
language ability in foreign language learners in Northern 
Arizona University.  Participants of this research were 37 
students studying French. One of the researchers asked 
the students to fill out a forty-item questionnaire which 
was strategy inventory for language learning (SILL). They 
were also asked to complete a forty-item questionnaire 
about their levels of self-efficacy. Learners’ levels and 
their abilities in French language were measured by a 
cloze test. Open-ended questions, interviews, and class 
observation were used in this research, too. He found that 
there was a positive and significant relationship between 
these three variables.

Yilmaz (2010)[18] aimed at investigating the relationship 
between language learning strategies, gender, proficiency 
and self-efficacy beliefs. The results showed that there 
was a statistically significant difference for the strategies 
in favor of good learners. Also, it was shown that the 
highest and lowest ranks were for compensation strategies 
and affective strategies respectively.

Assadi Aidinlou and Massomi Far (2014)[2] investigated 
the relationship between self-efficacy beliefs, writing 
strategies, and correct use of conjunctions by Iranian 
EFL learners. The participants of this study were 67 EFL 
learners who studied English in a language school in Iran. 
They asked participants to fill out two questionnaires 
including self-efficacy beliefs questionnaire and a writing 
strategy questionnaire. They also used a writing task 
in which they asked students to complete it by using 
appropriate conjunctions.  The findings showed that 
there was a statistically significant relationship between 
students’ self-efficacy beliefs and writing strategies but 
there was not any statistically significant relationship 
between writing strategies and appropriate use of 
conjunctions.

Bai, Hu, and Gu (2014)[3] found that there was a 
relationship between language proficiency and the choice 
of strategies in Singapore primary schools. As they said, 
a wide range of writing strategies is available to young 
writers. However, their reliance on and use of certain 
writing strategies might be different in different stages of 
proficiency development.

Kao and Reynolds  (2017) [7] inves t igated  the 
relationship between strategy use and perceived writing 
ability of Taiwanese university students. They found a 
statistically significant positive relationship between the 
use of cognitive/preparation strategies and students’ self-
rated writing ability.

It could be said that there have been contradictory 
findings in the literature with regard to the relationship 
between strategy use and language learning skills and sub-
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between Iranian EFL students’ writing strategies and their 
writing ability?

Accordingly, the following null hypothesis could be 
presented:

There is no statistically significant relationship between 
Iranian EFL students’ writing strategies and their writing 
ability.

2. Literature Review
2.1 Writing

Richards and Schmidt (2002)[13] defined writing as 
strategies, procedures, and decision making processes 
which are utilized when the authors write about a topic. 
They mentioned that writing included planning, drafting, 
reviewing and revising processes.

Heaton (1975)[6] explains that a writer needs four 
fundamental skills to write about a topic. The first skill 
is grammatical skill which helps the writer to write 
grammatically correct sentences. The second skill is 
stylistic skill which is about the ability to manipulate the 
sentences and use the language efficiently. Mechanical 
skill is the third necessary skill in writing process. Writers 
should use conventions peculiar to written language. 
Judgment skill is the last skill which is related to 
appropriate manner of writing according to the purpose of 
writing. 

Writing is a complex process which is considered 
as one of the most essential skills in language learning. 
Shopping lists, letters and academic texts are some 
forms of writing. Each of these forms have a variety of 
features regarding their levels of grammar or structure.  
Nunan (1999)[11] stated that writing is productive skill 
and shares some functional characteristics with spoken 
discourse. Halliday (as cited in Nunan, 1999)[11] described 
three purposes for writing. Action, information, and 
entertainment are the main purposes of writing a text. 
Action includes public signs, product labels, and so on. 
Information is related to the newspapers and magazines, 
and entertainment includes comic strips, novels, and 
newspaper features. Emig (1977)[4] defines writing as a 
unique mode of learning and in this process both sides of 
brain should be used. Emig believed that writing a text 
increases thinking skills, it also helps the author to analyze 
and synthesize ideas better. 

Students in EFL classes have lots of problems with 
writing. Lack of skills to write is the first problem that 
students may face. Students do not write in their L1, and 
this issue impacts their confidence and experience, so 
learners avoid writing which compounds the problem. 
Another factor which affects writing is previous learning 
experience. It impacts the learners’ views about their 

capabilities, and this prevents them from experimenting
writing skills. Nunan (1999)[11] said that written discourse
is not an important problem, and, linguistically, written
language tends to consist of clauses that are complex
internally. Students also need to master new vocabulary,
format and register conventions.

2.2 Writing Strategies
Writing Strategies include cognitive and metacognitive

procedures that writers use to control the production of
writing. There are eight categories of writing strategies.
“Planning” is the first category in which the writer
chooses what to write about. “Global planning” is about
organizing the whole text.  In “Rehearsing” the writer tries
out ideas and in “Repeating” phase, they provide impetus
to continue writing. Writers review what had already been
written down in “Re-reading”, and in “Questioning”, ideas
are classified and evaluated. “Revising” and “Editing”
are the last categories which are related to making some
changes to clarify meaning and correct syntax and spelling
(Arndt, 1987).[1] She proposed the following table for
describing her own categories of writing strategies.

Table 1. Arndt’s Categories of ESL Writing Strategies

Category of strategies Definition
Planning
Global planning
Rehearsing
Repeating

Re-reading
Questioning
Revising
Editing

Finding a focus, deciding what to write about
Deciding how to organize the text as a whole
Trying out ideas and the language in which to express them
Of key words and phrases- an activity which often seemed to provide 
impetus to continue composing
Of what had already been written down
As a means of classifying ideas, or evaluating what had been written
Making changes to the written text in order to clarify meaning
Making changes to the written text in order to correct the syntax or 
spelling

Wenden (1991)[16] asked eight students to write a text 
at the computer and investigated how metacognitive 
strategies impacted students’ writing. She classified 
writing strategies in two sections. The first section includes 
metacognitive strategies such as planning, evaluation, and 
monitoring. Cognitive strategies are in the second part 
which include clarification, retrieval, resourcing, deferral, 
avoidance, and verification. Metacognitive strategies 
are mental operations that students use to regulate their 
learning process. They are used for execution of a writing 
task. Cognitive strategies are used for learning new 
information and using it in a particular task or situation. 
They are used to solve the problems during writing and 
help the implementation of the metacognitive strategies. 

Victori (1995)[15] classified writing strategies into seven 
types. They included planning strategies, monitoring 
strategies, evaluating strategies, resourcing strategies, 
repeating strategies, reduction strategies, and the use of 
L1 strategies. In planning strategies, the writers decide 
about their ideas and state their aims for writing. The 
strategies which writers use for checking and identifying 
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the problems are called monitoring strategies. Evaluating 
strategies include strategies that are used for changing the 
text and used after reconsidering the text and learners’ 
objectives. Resourcing strategies means using external 
referencing sources of information. When writers are 
reviewing the text, they can apply repeating chunks 
of language. Reduction strategies involve removing 
some phrases in a text, trying to solve the problem, and 
paraphrasing. A writer can use L1 to generate new ideas 
and evaluate L2 or foreign language written text. 

Riazi (1997)[12] asserted that some categories can 
be added to previous categories of writing strategies. 
He believed that the students can use these strategies 
for mental representations of writing task and social 
activities. He said that cognitive strategies include note 
taking, inferencing, elaboration, L1 use, and revising and 
editing multiple drafts of writing. He stated that students 
use their previous knowledge and called this a dynamic 
and interactive process. Metacognitive strategies lead 
to the control of writing tasks and the decrease of the 
levels of stress and anxiety. Social strategies included 
interaction with teachers and students for clarifying the 
task, problem solving, and discussing about comments 
in writing process. The last category of strategies i.e. 
search strategies deal with searching and using supporting 
sources. The composing strategies are displayed in table 2 
below. 
Table 2. Composing strategies (adapted from Riazi, 1997)

Composing strategies Constituents                                 Phases of composing process

Cognitive strategies

Interacting with the mate-

rials to be used in writing 

by manipulating them 

mentally or physically

Note-taking                                   Reading & Writing

Elaboration                                   Reading & Writing                         

Use of mother tongue                   Reading & Writing

Knowledge and skill transfer 

from L1

Inferencing                                   Reading

Drafting                                        Writing
Metacognitive strategies

Executive processes used 

to plan, monitor, and 

evaluate a writing task. 

Assigning goals                            Task representation and reading

Planning                                       Writing

Rationalizing appropriate             Reading & Writing

Formats

Monitoring and evaluation           Reading/Writing/

                                                      task representation 
Social strategies

Interacting with other 

persons to assist in per-

forming the task or to gain 

affective control

Appealing for clarifications         Task representation

Getting feedback from                 Writing 

Professors & peers

 
Search strategies

Searching and using 

supporting sources

Searching and using libraries

Using guidelines                            Reading and writing

Using others’ writing as a model

2.3 Empirical Studies
Gahungu (2007)[5] conducted a study to find the 

interrelationship among strategy use, self-efficacy, and 
language ability in foreign language learners in Northern 
Arizona University.  Participants of this research were 37 
students studying French. One of the researchers asked 
the students to fill out a forty-item questionnaire which 
was strategy inventory for language learning (SILL). They 
were also asked to complete a forty-item questionnaire 
about their levels of self-efficacy. Learners’ levels and 
their abilities in French language were measured by a 
cloze test. Open-ended questions, interviews, and class 
observation were used in this research, too. He found that 
there was a positive and significant relationship between 
these three variables.

Yilmaz (2010)[18] aimed at investigating the relationship 
between language learning strategies, gender, proficiency 
and self-efficacy beliefs. The results showed that there 
was a statistically significant difference for the strategies 
in favor of good learners. Also, it was shown that the 
highest and lowest ranks were for compensation strategies 
and affective strategies respectively.

Assadi Aidinlou and Massomi Far (2014)[2] investigated 
the relationship between self-efficacy beliefs, writing 
strategies, and correct use of conjunctions by Iranian 
EFL learners. The participants of this study were 67 EFL 
learners who studied English in a language school in Iran. 
They asked participants to fill out two questionnaires 
including self-efficacy beliefs questionnaire and a writing 
strategy questionnaire. They also used a writing task 
in which they asked students to complete it by using 
appropriate conjunctions.  The findings showed that 
there was a statistically significant relationship between 
students’ self-efficacy beliefs and writing strategies but 
there was not any statistically significant relationship 
between writing strategies and appropriate use of 
conjunctions.

Bai, Hu, and Gu (2014)[3] found that there was a 
relationship between language proficiency and the choice 
of strategies in Singapore primary schools. As they said, 
a wide range of writing strategies is available to young 
writers. However, their reliance on and use of certain 
writing strategies might be different in different stages of 
proficiency development.

Kao and Reynolds  (2017) [7] inves t igated  the 
relationship between strategy use and perceived writing 
ability of Taiwanese university students. They found a 
statistically significant positive relationship between the 
use of cognitive/preparation strategies and students’ self-
rated writing ability.

It could be said that there have been contradictory 
findings in the literature with regard to the relationship 
between strategy use and language learning skills and sub-
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between Iranian EFL students’ writing strategies and their 
writing ability?

Accordingly, the following null hypothesis could be 
presented:

There is no statistically significant relationship between 
Iranian EFL students’ writing strategies and their writing 
ability.

2. Literature Review
2.1 Writing

Richards and Schmidt (2002)[13] defined writing as 
strategies, procedures, and decision making processes 
which are utilized when the authors write about a topic. 
They mentioned that writing included planning, drafting, 
reviewing and revising processes.

Heaton (1975)[6] explains that a writer needs four 
fundamental skills to write about a topic. The first skill 
is grammatical skill which helps the writer to write 
grammatically correct sentences. The second skill is 
stylistic skill which is about the ability to manipulate the 
sentences and use the language efficiently. Mechanical 
skill is the third necessary skill in writing process. Writers 
should use conventions peculiar to written language. 
Judgment skill is the last skill which is related to 
appropriate manner of writing according to the purpose of 
writing. 

Writing is a complex process which is considered 
as one of the most essential skills in language learning. 
Shopping lists, letters and academic texts are some 
forms of writing. Each of these forms have a variety of 
features regarding their levels of grammar or structure.  
Nunan (1999)[11] stated that writing is productive skill 
and shares some functional characteristics with spoken 
discourse. Halliday (as cited in Nunan, 1999)[11] described 
three purposes for writing. Action, information, and 
entertainment are the main purposes of writing a text. 
Action includes public signs, product labels, and so on. 
Information is related to the newspapers and magazines, 
and entertainment includes comic strips, novels, and 
newspaper features. Emig (1977)[4] defines writing as a 
unique mode of learning and in this process both sides of 
brain should be used. Emig believed that writing a text 
increases thinking skills, it also helps the author to analyze 
and synthesize ideas better. 

Students in EFL classes have lots of problems with 
writing. Lack of skills to write is the first problem that 
students may face. Students do not write in their L1, and 
this issue impacts their confidence and experience, so 
learners avoid writing which compounds the problem. 
Another factor which affects writing is previous learning 
experience. It impacts the learners’ views about their 

capabilities, and this prevents them from experimenting
writing skills. Nunan (1999)[11] said that written discourse
is not an important problem, and, linguistically, written
language tends to consist of clauses that are complex
internally. Students also need to master new vocabulary,
format and register conventions.

2.2 Writing Strategies
Writing Strategies include cognitive and metacognitive

procedures that writers use to control the production of
writing. There are eight categories of writing strategies.
“Planning” is the first category in which the writer
chooses what to write about. “Global planning” is about
organizing the whole text.  In “Rehearsing” the writer tries
out ideas and in “Repeating” phase, they provide impetus
to continue writing. Writers review what had already been
written down in “Re-reading”, and in “Questioning”, ideas
are classified and evaluated. “Revising” and “Editing”
are the last categories which are related to making some
changes to clarify meaning and correct syntax and spelling
(Arndt, 1987).[1] She proposed the following table for
describing her own categories of writing strategies.

Table 1. Arndt’s Categories of ESL Writing Strategies

Category of strategies Definition
Planning
Global planning
Rehearsing
Repeating

Re-reading
Questioning
Revising
Editing

Finding a focus, deciding what to write about
Deciding how to organize the text as a whole
Trying out ideas and the language in which to express them
Of key words and phrases- an activity which often seemed to provide 
impetus to continue composing
Of what had already been written down
As a means of classifying ideas, or evaluating what had been written
Making changes to the written text in order to clarify meaning
Making changes to the written text in order to correct the syntax or 
spelling

Wenden (1991)[16] asked eight students to write a text 
at the computer and investigated how metacognitive 
strategies impacted students’ writing. She classified 
writing strategies in two sections. The first section includes 
metacognitive strategies such as planning, evaluation, and 
monitoring. Cognitive strategies are in the second part 
which include clarification, retrieval, resourcing, deferral, 
avoidance, and verification. Metacognitive strategies 
are mental operations that students use to regulate their 
learning process. They are used for execution of a writing 
task. Cognitive strategies are used for learning new 
information and using it in a particular task or situation. 
They are used to solve the problems during writing and 
help the implementation of the metacognitive strategies. 

Victori (1995)[15] classified writing strategies into seven 
types. They included planning strategies, monitoring 
strategies, evaluating strategies, resourcing strategies, 
repeating strategies, reduction strategies, and the use of 
L1 strategies. In planning strategies, the writers decide 
about their ideas and state their aims for writing. The 
strategies which writers use for checking and identifying 
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4.1 Test of Normality of distribution of data
The normality of distribution for writing strategies and 

writing scores are summarized in the following table. 
Table 4. Tests of Normality

Kolmogorov-Smirnova

Statistic df Sig.
Writing strategies .157 120 .200

IELTS Writing task1 .114 120 .200

a. Lilliefors Significance Correction
As seen in the table above, the sig level for both writing 

strategies and IELTS writing scores were .20. Therefore, it 
could be said that the data were normally distributed.

4.2 Analysis of the Research Question
As stated in previous parts, students completed a 

writing strategies questionnaire to find out about their 
writing strategies use in foreign language. IELTS writing 
task 1 was used to elicit students’ writing samples. 
Students wrote about a diagram to show their ability in 
foreign language writing. The results of writing strategies 
questionnaire and the students’ IELTS writing task 1 
would provide data and an answer to the research question 
i.e. whether there is any relationship between the students’ 
writing strategies use and their writing ability. To find 
the relationship between writing strategies and writing 
ability, a Pearson correlation test was done. As shown in 
table 5 below, the correlation coefficient is .888 which 
suggests that there was a statistically significant positive 
relationship between Iranian EFL students’ writing 
strategies and their writing ability. 

Table 5. Pearson Correlation Test for Writing Strategies 
Use and Writing ability

IELTS Writing 

task1

Writing strategies

Writing 

ability

Pearson Correlation 1 .888**

Sig. (2-tailed) .000
Sum of Squares and Cross-products 3502.3 449.73

Covariance 29.43 3.77
N 120 120

Writing 

strategies

Pearson Correlation .888** 1
Sig. (2-tailed) .000

Sum of Squares and Cross-products 449.73 94.96
Covariance 3.77 .67

N 120 120

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

5. Discussion and Conclusion
The results showed that there was a significant positive 

relationship between Iranian EFL students’ writing 
strategies and their writing abilities. The findings echo 
earlier findings in the literature. For example, the findings 
are in line with Yilmaz (2010)[18] and Bai, Hu, and Gu 
(2014)[3] that there is a relationship between language 
learning strategies and students’ proficiency. Also, findings 

are in line with Kao and Reynolds (2017)[7] who found 
a statistically significant positive relationship between 
Taiwanese EFL students’ use of cognitive/preparation 
strategies and their self-rated writing ability. However, the 
results are to some extent in contrast with Assadi Aidinlou 
and Massomi Far (2014)[2] who found that there was 
no statistically significant relationship between writing 
strategies and correct use of conjunctions. This might 
necessitate further research to find out more about the 
nature of the relationship between writing strategies and 
different components of writing including conjunctions. 

Winne (1995)[17] recommended that students will obtain 
better results and scores in their learning process if they 
check how well they progress and control the impact and 
efficacy of their learning methods and strategies.

Moreover, Zimmerman and Bandura (1994)[20] 
mentioned that students should be aware of their abilities 
and the teachers should teach them to foster their writing 
strategies and self-efficacy. They believed that students 
should be aware of the effect of their own writing 
strategies and their relationship with self-efficacy beliefs. 

The findings of this study will be insightful for teachers 
in that they will help them to find new ways to solve 
their problems in EFL writing. Most of the students are 
aware of writing strategies but they do not know how to 
use them. Teachers should teach them how to use these 
strategies in a proper context. Teaching these strategies 
and practicing them in writing classes can help the 
students to write in a more efficient way. 

The study had some limitations. The first one concerned 
the data collection procedure. The students filled out the 
questionnaire but it is hard to know if the learners use 
these strategies in their own writing. The second limitation 
concerned the selection of participants. The participants 
were 120 EFL students in one language school. Dues to 
the limitations of the present study, caution needs to be 
exercised in generalizing the findings to the population of 
Iranian EFL learners. 

Further studies could opt to choose more participants 
from different institutes across the country. Also, they 
could other instruments such as interviews to gauge 
students’ writing strategies. The participants of this study 
were both males and females. It is suggested that further 
research deal with males and females separately or take 
into account the variable of gender which might have 
affected the results. 
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skills. Due to the paucity of research in the Iranian EFL 
context, the present study delved in to the issue of writing 
strategies to find out if there exists a positive relationship 
between Iranian EFL students’ writing strategies and 
writing abilities.

3. Methodology
The study is of a correlational nature. The aim of the 

study was to investigate the relationship between Iranian 
EFL students’ writing strategies and writing abilities. 
Data were obtained through the Persian version of writing 
strategies questionnaire (Assadi Aidinlou & Masoomi Far, 
2014)[2] and an IELTS writing task. 

3.1 Participants
The part icipants were 120 randomly selected 

intermediate EFL students at Iran Language Institute. The 
students had learned English formally at school for more 
than five years and they participated in English language 
classes in this institute. 

3.2 Instrumentation
The following instruments were used to obtain valid 

and reliable data: Writing strategies questionnaire and an 
IELTS writing task. They are explained below:

3.2.1 Writing Strategies Questionnaire
The writing strategies questionnaire was taken from 

Language Strategy Use Inventory by Cohen, Oxford 
and Chi (2002).[21] Yoong (2010)[19] mentioned that 
this questionnaire has a high level of reliability as 
the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient is 0.91. The original 
questionnaire included ninety questions. It was divided 
into six parts based on six language skills of listening 
strategy, vocabulary strategy, speaking strategy, reading 
strategy, writing strategy, and translation strategy. 

The second version of Language Strategy Use 
Questionnaire included 40 statements concerning four 
main English language skills, namely listening, speaking, 
reading, and writing.  The adapted version used in this 
study includes ten statements for writing skill. This 
questionnaire is in the form of 5-point likert scale ranging 
from 1 to 5. It was validated by Assadi and Massoumi Far 
(2014)[2] in Iran (See appendices A & B). 

3.2.2 IELTS Writing Task
Task 1 of an IELTS writing test was used to assess the 

learners’ writing ability. The writing task was chosen from 
the book entitled Academic Writing Practice for IELTS 
(McCarter, 2002).[10] The students were supposed to write 
150 words in 20 minutes to describe a graph. The writing 
samples were rated by two raters and the inter-rater 
reliability was found to be .95. 

3.3 Data collection procedures 

The students were asked to fill out the writing strategies 
questionnaires. They were informed that the items were 
about their personal views and there were no right or 
wrong answers. Also, they were given an IELTS writing 
test to elicit their writing samples.

3.4 Design
The design of the study was ex-post facto design. The 

variables of the study were writing strategies and writing 
abilities. Students’ writing strategies and writing abilities 
were measured by giving them a writing strategies 
questionnaire and an IELTS writing task respectively. 
The minimum and maximum scores students could get 
on the writing strategies test were 10 and 50 respectively. 
To rate students’ writing samples, public band descriptors 
of Cambridge University were used. Four main criteria 
including “Task achievement”,  “Coherence and 
cohesion”, “Lexical Resource” and “Grammatical Range 
and accuracy” were used to assess writing samples. The 
minimum and maximum scores they could get on the test 
were 0 and 36 respectively.  

3.5 Data analysis
As for data analysis, descriptive and inferential 

statistics were used.  The purpose of descriptive statistics 
was checking the underlying assumptions of the statistical 
procedures used in the study. As for the inferential 
statistics Pearson correlation test was used to check the 
hypothesis.

4. Results
As to this study, the writing strategies questionnaire 

was administered to indicate students’ levels of using 
writing strategies. Table 3 below provides information 
about descriptive statistics for writing strategies used by 
Iranian EFL learners. In this table, the ranks and means of 
these items are summarized. 

Table 3. Writing Strategies Used by Iranian EFL Learners

meanWriting strategiesrankItem no

2.81Exercising the alphabet and/or new words in the second language101

4.34Designing in advance essay writing by preparing an outline for the essay12

3.86Writing different types of texts in the target language53

3.65Benefiting from notes taken in the classroom in the target language64

4.12
Finding a different way for expressing the idea when not knowing the 

correct expression
35

3.93Reviewing the written text before continuing46

4.23
Using of reference issues such as a glossary, a dictionary, a thesaurus for 

finding words in the second or foreign language
27

3.45Waiting to edit the writing until the ideas are down on paper78

2.97
Modifying writing several times to change the language and content into 

a better format
99

3.24Getting feedback from others, especially native speakers of language810

3.66mean

0.82SD

DOI: https://doi.org/10.30564/jler.v2i1.3774



Journal of Linguistics and Education Research | Volume 02 | Annual Issue | December  2019

5

Journal of Linguistics and Education Research | Volume 02 | Issue 01 | March 2019

Distributed under creative commons license 4.0

4.1 Test of Normality of distribution of data
The normality of distribution for writing strategies and 

writing scores are summarized in the following table. 
Table 4. Tests of Normality

Kolmogorov-Smirnova

Statistic df Sig.
Writing strategies .157 120 .200

IELTS Writing task1 .114 120 .200

a. Lilliefors Significance Correction
As seen in the table above, the sig level for both writing 

strategies and IELTS writing scores were .20. Therefore, it 
could be said that the data were normally distributed.

4.2 Analysis of the Research Question
As stated in previous parts, students completed a 

writing strategies questionnaire to find out about their 
writing strategies use in foreign language. IELTS writing 
task 1 was used to elicit students’ writing samples. 
Students wrote about a diagram to show their ability in 
foreign language writing. The results of writing strategies 
questionnaire and the students’ IELTS writing task 1 
would provide data and an answer to the research question 
i.e. whether there is any relationship between the students’ 
writing strategies use and their writing ability. To find 
the relationship between writing strategies and writing 
ability, a Pearson correlation test was done. As shown in 
table 5 below, the correlation coefficient is .888 which 
suggests that there was a statistically significant positive 
relationship between Iranian EFL students’ writing 
strategies and their writing ability. 

Table 5. Pearson Correlation Test for Writing Strategies 
Use and Writing ability

IELTS Writing 

task1

Writing strategies

Writing 

ability

Pearson Correlation 1 .888**

Sig. (2-tailed) .000
Sum of Squares and Cross-products 3502.3 449.73

Covariance 29.43 3.77
N 120 120

Writing 

strategies

Pearson Correlation .888** 1
Sig. (2-tailed) .000

Sum of Squares and Cross-products 449.73 94.96
Covariance 3.77 .67

N 120 120

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

5. Discussion and Conclusion
The results showed that there was a significant positive 

relationship between Iranian EFL students’ writing 
strategies and their writing abilities. The findings echo 
earlier findings in the literature. For example, the findings 
are in line with Yilmaz (2010)[18] and Bai, Hu, and Gu 
(2014)[3] that there is a relationship between language 
learning strategies and students’ proficiency. Also, findings 

are in line with Kao and Reynolds (2017)[7] who found 
a statistically significant positive relationship between 
Taiwanese EFL students’ use of cognitive/preparation 
strategies and their self-rated writing ability. However, the 
results are to some extent in contrast with Assadi Aidinlou 
and Massomi Far (2014)[2] who found that there was 
no statistically significant relationship between writing 
strategies and correct use of conjunctions. This might 
necessitate further research to find out more about the 
nature of the relationship between writing strategies and 
different components of writing including conjunctions. 

Winne (1995)[17] recommended that students will obtain 
better results and scores in their learning process if they 
check how well they progress and control the impact and 
efficacy of their learning methods and strategies.

Moreover, Zimmerman and Bandura (1994)[20] 
mentioned that students should be aware of their abilities 
and the teachers should teach them to foster their writing 
strategies and self-efficacy. They believed that students 
should be aware of the effect of their own writing 
strategies and their relationship with self-efficacy beliefs. 

The findings of this study will be insightful for teachers 
in that they will help them to find new ways to solve 
their problems in EFL writing. Most of the students are 
aware of writing strategies but they do not know how to 
use them. Teachers should teach them how to use these 
strategies in a proper context. Teaching these strategies 
and practicing them in writing classes can help the 
students to write in a more efficient way. 

The study had some limitations. The first one concerned 
the data collection procedure. The students filled out the 
questionnaire but it is hard to know if the learners use 
these strategies in their own writing. The second limitation 
concerned the selection of participants. The participants 
were 120 EFL students in one language school. Dues to 
the limitations of the present study, caution needs to be 
exercised in generalizing the findings to the population of 
Iranian EFL learners. 

Further studies could opt to choose more participants 
from different institutes across the country. Also, they 
could other instruments such as interviews to gauge 
students’ writing strategies. The participants of this study 
were both males and females. It is suggested that further 
research deal with males and females separately or take 
into account the variable of gender which might have 
affected the results. 
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skills. Due to the paucity of research in the Iranian EFL 
context, the present study delved in to the issue of writing 
strategies to find out if there exists a positive relationship 
between Iranian EFL students’ writing strategies and 
writing abilities.

3. Methodology
The study is of a correlational nature. The aim of the 

study was to investigate the relationship between Iranian 
EFL students’ writing strategies and writing abilities. 
Data were obtained through the Persian version of writing 
strategies questionnaire (Assadi Aidinlou & Masoomi Far, 
2014)[2] and an IELTS writing task. 

3.1 Participants
The part icipants were 120 randomly selected 

intermediate EFL students at Iran Language Institute. The 
students had learned English formally at school for more 
than five years and they participated in English language 
classes in this institute. 

3.2 Instrumentation
The following instruments were used to obtain valid 

and reliable data: Writing strategies questionnaire and an 
IELTS writing task. They are explained below:

3.2.1 Writing Strategies Questionnaire
The writing strategies questionnaire was taken from 

Language Strategy Use Inventory by Cohen, Oxford 
and Chi (2002).[21] Yoong (2010)[19] mentioned that 
this questionnaire has a high level of reliability as 
the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient is 0.91. The original 
questionnaire included ninety questions. It was divided 
into six parts based on six language skills of listening 
strategy, vocabulary strategy, speaking strategy, reading 
strategy, writing strategy, and translation strategy. 

The second version of Language Strategy Use 
Questionnaire included 40 statements concerning four 
main English language skills, namely listening, speaking, 
reading, and writing.  The adapted version used in this 
study includes ten statements for writing skill. This 
questionnaire is in the form of 5-point likert scale ranging 
from 1 to 5. It was validated by Assadi and Massoumi Far 
(2014)[2] in Iran (See appendices A & B). 

3.2.2 IELTS Writing Task
Task 1 of an IELTS writing test was used to assess the 

learners’ writing ability. The writing task was chosen from 
the book entitled Academic Writing Practice for IELTS 
(McCarter, 2002).[10] The students were supposed to write 
150 words in 20 minutes to describe a graph. The writing 
samples were rated by two raters and the inter-rater 
reliability was found to be .95. 

3.3 Data collection procedures 

The students were asked to fill out the writing strategies 
questionnaires. They were informed that the items were 
about their personal views and there were no right or 
wrong answers. Also, they were given an IELTS writing 
test to elicit their writing samples.

3.4 Design
The design of the study was ex-post facto design. The 

variables of the study were writing strategies and writing 
abilities. Students’ writing strategies and writing abilities 
were measured by giving them a writing strategies 
questionnaire and an IELTS writing task respectively. 
The minimum and maximum scores students could get 
on the writing strategies test were 10 and 50 respectively. 
To rate students’ writing samples, public band descriptors 
of Cambridge University were used. Four main criteria 
including “Task achievement”,  “Coherence and 
cohesion”, “Lexical Resource” and “Grammatical Range 
and accuracy” were used to assess writing samples. The 
minimum and maximum scores they could get on the test 
were 0 and 36 respectively.  

3.5 Data analysis
As for data analysis, descriptive and inferential 

statistics were used.  The purpose of descriptive statistics 
was checking the underlying assumptions of the statistical 
procedures used in the study. As for the inferential 
statistics Pearson correlation test was used to check the 
hypothesis.

4. Results
As to this study, the writing strategies questionnaire 

was administered to indicate students’ levels of using 
writing strategies. Table 3 below provides information 
about descriptive statistics for writing strategies used by 
Iranian EFL learners. In this table, the ranks and means of 
these items are summarized. 

Table 3. Writing Strategies Used by Iranian EFL Learners

meanWriting strategiesrankItem no

2.81Exercising the alphabet and/or new words in the second language101

4.34Designing in advance essay writing by preparing an outline for the essay12

3.86Writing different types of texts in the target language53

3.65Benefiting from notes taken in the classroom in the target language64

4.12
Finding a different way for expressing the idea when not knowing the 

correct expression
35

3.93Reviewing the written text before continuing46

4.23
Using of reference issues such as a glossary, a dictionary, a thesaurus for 

finding words in the second or foreign language
27

3.45Waiting to edit the writing until the ideas are down on paper78

2.97
Modifying writing several times to change the language and content into 

a better format
99

3.24Getting feedback from others, especially native speakers of language810

3.66mean

0.82SD
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Sometimes true of me    Usually true of me  
Always true of me. 
6.I review what has already been written before 

continuing to write more. 
Never true of me            Usually not true of me
Sometimes true of me    Usually true of me
Always true of me. 
7.I use reference materials such as glossary, a 

dictionary, or a thesaurus for finding or verifying words in 
the target language.

Never true of me            Usually not true of me
Sometimes true of me    Usually true of me
Always true of me. 
8.I wait to edit my writing until all the ideas are down 
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Appendix B- Persian Version of Writing Strategies Questionnaire

on the paper. 
Never true of me            Usually not true of me
Sometimes true of me    Usually true of me
Always true of me. 
9.I revise my writing once or twice for improving the 

language and content.
Never true of me            Usually not true of me
Sometimes true of me    Usually true of me
Always true of me. 
10.I try to get feedback from others, especially native 

speakers of the language. 
Never true of me            Usually not true of me
Sometimes true of me    Usually true of me
Always true of me. 
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Appendices
Appendix A- Writing Strategies Questionnaire

1.I practice writing the alphabet and/or new words in 
target language.

Never true of me            Usually not true of me
Sometimes true of me    Usually true of me 
Always true of me. 
2.I define an outline of the essay to design the way for 

writing.
Never true of me            Usually not true of me
Sometimes true of me    Usually true of me
Always true of me. 
3.I try to write different kinds of texts in the target 

language.
Never true of me            Usually not true of me
Sometimes true of me    Usually true of me
Always true of me. 
4.I take notes in the class in the target language as 

much as I’m able. 
Never true of me            Usually not true of me
Sometimes true of me    Usually true of me
Always true of me. 
5.I try to find different way of expressing the idea when 

not knowing the correct expression. 
Never true of me            Usually not true of me
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Sometimes true of me    Usually true of me  
Always true of me. 
6.I review what has already been written before 

continuing to write more. 
Never true of me            Usually not true of me
Sometimes true of me    Usually true of me
Always true of me. 
7.I use reference materials such as glossary, a 

dictionary, or a thesaurus for finding or verifying words in 
the target language.

Never true of me            Usually not true of me
Sometimes true of me    Usually true of me
Always true of me. 
8.I wait to edit my writing until all the ideas are down 
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on the paper. 
Never true of me            Usually not true of me
Sometimes true of me    Usually true of me
Always true of me. 
9.I revise my writing once or twice for improving the 

language and content.
Never true of me            Usually not true of me
Sometimes true of me    Usually true of me
Always true of me. 
10.I try to get feedback from others, especially native 
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Appendices
Appendix A- Writing Strategies Questionnaire

1.I practice writing the alphabet and/or new words in 
target language.

Never true of me            Usually not true of me
Sometimes true of me    Usually true of me 
Always true of me. 
2.I define an outline of the essay to design the way for 

writing.
Never true of me            Usually not true of me
Sometimes true of me    Usually true of me
Always true of me. 
3.I try to write different kinds of texts in the target 

language.
Never true of me            Usually not true of me
Sometimes true of me    Usually true of me
Always true of me. 
4.I take notes in the class in the target language as 

much as I’m able. 
Never true of me            Usually not true of me
Sometimes true of me    Usually true of me
Always true of me. 
5.I try to find different way of expressing the idea when 

not knowing the correct expression. 
Never true of me            Usually not true of me
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it in a casual conversation afterwards, she asked me not to 
discuss HKE in a non-linguistic course again.

It was actually after this lesson that I first became 
interested in HKE and academic writing. I wondered 
why she discouraged me from teaching something that 
should be beneficial to students and their learning. As a 
linguistics researcher, more importantly, I recognized that 
HKE should be a natural product of language in contact. 
I started reading scholarly works on HKE and academic 
writing respectively. Recently, I even conduct action 
research to examine any invisible links between them.

Just like other international cities, Hong Kong is 
a metropolis where English functions like a second 
language in many workplace settings. It is so widely used 
that Hong Kong people have developed their own variety 
of English, often called Hong Kong English (HKE). 
While the term often refers to the dialect (i.e. phonetic 
characteristics) of the English language spoken in Hong 
Kong, it also denotes the grammatical and vocabulary 
features of the English language used in different channels 
in the city. However, since English is not used as a lingua 
franca by the majority of Hong Kong people[1], the variety 
remains not officially codified[2]. The mass media, local 
commentators, and Netizens in Hong Kong usually 
criticize the phenomenon of HKE[3]. Its grammatical 
characteristics, together with the pronunciation “mistakes”, 
are often considered “errors” from an English teaching 
perspective[4].

In the past, higher education in Hong Kong was for the 
elite, who could be somewhat “grammatically correct” 
or “near-native” when writing in English[5]. Nowadays, 
owing to mass tertiary education in Hong Kong, many 
secondary school graduates who do not have sufficient 
English proficiency are still able to have a place in a 
degree or an associate degree program[6]. Their use of 
English may contain HKE, and they are likely to find 
academic writing, which is often a compulsory course 
for all year one students, exceedingly challenging. They 
can be discouraged in the learning process because they 
find it so hard to get rid of the HKE label. Sometimes 
even graduating students may not be satisfied with their 
academic writing skills[7].

However, interdisciplinary studies on HKE and 
academic writing are scarcely found. The problem is 
that academic writing, compared to speaking, is not 
soft skills that can be acquired in an informal setting. 
There is clearly a need for more discussion on these two 
supposedly unrelated topics. This article illustrates an 
action research study of how basic knowledge of and 
linguistic discussions about HKE may help students learn 
English academic writing. It proposes that knowledge 

of the grammatical features of HKE would indirectly 
assist students, especially those who are weak in written 
English, in learning the standard norms of using tenses 
and sentences in academic writing. The paper also 
suggests that a linguistic, descriptive discussion about 
HKE could be conducive to the development of a holistic, 
critical view of using English in different contexts in the 
digital, globalization era.

2. The Role of English in Hong Kong
Although Cantonese is the mother tongue of most 

Hong Kong locals, English has become essential in higher 
education and career development across all disciplines in 
the city. Hong Kong was under British rule for about 150 
years. Before the transfer of sovereignty to the People’s 
Republic of China (PRC) on July 1, 1997, English was the 
official language of most formal settings, especially legal 
and governmental settings. This legitimated Standard 
British English to be a symbolic power that constructed a 
reality where different people in Hong Kong, regardless of 
their nationalities, had to agree on its superiority beyond 
question[8]. The historical reality, which was best suited 
to the particular interests of British in the colony, has 
engendered the perception that English is critical for going 
up in the social hierarchy. In the 1980s, international trade 
in Hong Kong started growing rapidly, and since then 
English has also played a practical, commercial role in the 
society[9]. People normally consider it an important (if not 
the most important) indicator of social mobility, career 
prospects, and economic opportunities[10]. Even with the 
increasing importance of Putonghua after the turnover, 
Hong Kong people still believe that English will determine 
whether or not a person will succeed in life, which mostly 
means being wealthy and enjoying high social status. 
Since English is seen as a tool for making a living, few 
people in Hong Kong are emotionally or affectionately 
attached to English[11]. As English is considered a tool for 
career development and social development as well, when 
it comes to education, the policy of English education in 
Hong Kong is rarely driven by educationists or applied 
linguists, but mainly by the business community, parents, 
and the upper or ruling class[12][13]. Despite the differences 
among their vested interests, their forces jointly 
consolidate the pragmatic and ideological importance 
of English in Hong Kong. The aforementioned three 
stakeholders, who are not authorities, mostly support 
Standard English, and they tend to claim that, albeit 
without sound or strong evidence, the English used by 
Hong Kong people (i.e. HKE) is inferior and destructive 
to competitiveness and international trade[14].

2.1 Negative Transfer and Hong Kong English
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1. Introduction

I began to teach academic writing in Hong Kong 
five years ago. One of the common topics of such a 
university course is “how to proofread an essay” or 

the like. In my first lecture of this topic, I mentioned Hong 
Kong English (HKE) in passing. Although it was not a 

sociolinguistics course, I had thought that Hong Kong 
students’ common mistakes in academic writing might 
originate from their own English variety, which was why 
I spent half an hour on it. After class, the students said 
that knowledge of HKE had facilitated their learning of 
writing. Nonetheless, when the course coordinator knew 
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it in a casual conversation afterwards, she asked me not to 
discuss HKE in a non-linguistic course again.

It was actually after this lesson that I first became 
interested in HKE and academic writing. I wondered 
why she discouraged me from teaching something that 
should be beneficial to students and their learning. As a 
linguistics researcher, more importantly, I recognized that 
HKE should be a natural product of language in contact. 
I started reading scholarly works on HKE and academic 
writing respectively. Recently, I even conduct action 
research to examine any invisible links between them.

Just like other international cities, Hong Kong is 
a metropolis where English functions like a second 
language in many workplace settings. It is so widely used 
that Hong Kong people have developed their own variety 
of English, often called Hong Kong English (HKE). 
While the term often refers to the dialect (i.e. phonetic 
characteristics) of the English language spoken in Hong 
Kong, it also denotes the grammatical and vocabulary 
features of the English language used in different channels 
in the city. However, since English is not used as a lingua 
franca by the majority of Hong Kong people[1], the variety 
remains not officially codified[2]. The mass media, local 
commentators, and Netizens in Hong Kong usually 
criticize the phenomenon of HKE[3]. Its grammatical 
characteristics, together with the pronunciation “mistakes”, 
are often considered “errors” from an English teaching 
perspective[4].

In the past, higher education in Hong Kong was for the 
elite, who could be somewhat “grammatically correct” 
or “near-native” when writing in English[5]. Nowadays, 
owing to mass tertiary education in Hong Kong, many 
secondary school graduates who do not have sufficient 
English proficiency are still able to have a place in a 
degree or an associate degree program[6]. Their use of 
English may contain HKE, and they are likely to find 
academic writing, which is often a compulsory course 
for all year one students, exceedingly challenging. They 
can be discouraged in the learning process because they 
find it so hard to get rid of the HKE label. Sometimes 
even graduating students may not be satisfied with their 
academic writing skills[7].

However, interdisciplinary studies on HKE and 
academic writing are scarcely found. The problem is 
that academic writing, compared to speaking, is not 
soft skills that can be acquired in an informal setting. 
There is clearly a need for more discussion on these two 
supposedly unrelated topics. This article illustrates an 
action research study of how basic knowledge of and 
linguistic discussions about HKE may help students learn 
English academic writing. It proposes that knowledge 

of the grammatical features of HKE would indirectly 
assist students, especially those who are weak in written 
English, in learning the standard norms of using tenses 
and sentences in academic writing. The paper also 
suggests that a linguistic, descriptive discussion about 
HKE could be conducive to the development of a holistic, 
critical view of using English in different contexts in the 
digital, globalization era.

2. The Role of English in Hong Kong
Although Cantonese is the mother tongue of most 

Hong Kong locals, English has become essential in higher 
education and career development across all disciplines in 
the city. Hong Kong was under British rule for about 150 
years. Before the transfer of sovereignty to the People’s 
Republic of China (PRC) on July 1, 1997, English was the 
official language of most formal settings, especially legal 
and governmental settings. This legitimated Standard 
British English to be a symbolic power that constructed a 
reality where different people in Hong Kong, regardless of 
their nationalities, had to agree on its superiority beyond 
question[8]. The historical reality, which was best suited 
to the particular interests of British in the colony, has 
engendered the perception that English is critical for going 
up in the social hierarchy. In the 1980s, international trade 
in Hong Kong started growing rapidly, and since then 
English has also played a practical, commercial role in the 
society[9]. People normally consider it an important (if not 
the most important) indicator of social mobility, career 
prospects, and economic opportunities[10]. Even with the 
increasing importance of Putonghua after the turnover, 
Hong Kong people still believe that English will determine 
whether or not a person will succeed in life, which mostly 
means being wealthy and enjoying high social status. 
Since English is seen as a tool for making a living, few 
people in Hong Kong are emotionally or affectionately 
attached to English[11]. As English is considered a tool for 
career development and social development as well, when 
it comes to education, the policy of English education in 
Hong Kong is rarely driven by educationists or applied 
linguists, but mainly by the business community, parents, 
and the upper or ruling class[12][13]. Despite the differences 
among their vested interests, their forces jointly 
consolidate the pragmatic and ideological importance 
of English in Hong Kong. The aforementioned three 
stakeholders, who are not authorities, mostly support 
Standard English, and they tend to claim that, albeit 
without sound or strong evidence, the English used by 
Hong Kong people (i.e. HKE) is inferior and destructive 
to competitiveness and international trade[14].

2.1 Negative Transfer and Hong Kong English

8

Journal of Linguistics and Education Research | Volume 02 | Issue 01 | March 2019

Distributed under creative commons license 4.0 DOI: https://doi.org/10.30564/jler.v2i1.331

Journal of Linguistics and Education Research

https://ojs.bilpublishing.com/index.php/jler

ARTICLE

Teaching Hong Kong English before Teaching Academic English: The 
Gateway to Effective Learning of College Writing

Bernie Chun Nam MAK*
Hong Kong Baptist University, Hong Kong, China

ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Article history
Received: 15 November 2018
Accepted: 13 March 2019
Published: 26 March 2019

Owing to the negative view of Hong Kong English (HKE) in popular 
discourse, few English lecturers in Hong Kong universities directly 
acknowledge or discuss the variety in a non-linguistic course. This 
paper illustrates an action research study of how HKE may play a role 
in an academic writing course of a sub-degree program in Hong Kong. 
Focusing on 8 representatives from an academic writing course with 
100 students, it employed the qualitative experiment method to examine 
whether students who had possessed basic linguistic knowledge of 
HKE from an additional tutorial would perceive HKE and academic 
writing differently from those who had not. Student representatives 
from each group were invited to a focus group to explore ideas about 
the two subjects discussed in class. Their conversations suggested that 
prior knowledge of the syntactic features of HKE might raise students’ 
awareness of the grammatical differences between the variety and the 
standard. The analysis also suggested that introducing the linguistic view 
of HKE to students might render them optimistic about their variety, 
helping them identify the situations where the variety would be tolerant 
of and settings where Standard English would be expected. The study 
suggested that such an intervention might facilitate students’ learning of 
Standard English for academic purposes and practices of English in actual 
professional communication. Upon the improvement or advancement, 
they will position themselves more powerfully in the dichotomy between 
the standard and non-standard. More formal research on a similar or 
relevant topic is required to validate the impact of understanding HKE on 
learning academic writing.

Keywords:
Hong Kong English
World Englishes
Academic writing
Second language learning
Bilingualism

*Corresponding Author:
Bernie Chun Nam MAK, 
Lecturer (English Language and Linguistics), 1401, 14/F, 
Hong Kong Baptist University Shek Mun Campus, Shatin, N.T., Hong Kong, China; 
Email: bcnmak@hkbu.edu.hk.

1. Introduction

I began to teach academic writing in Hong Kong 
five years ago. One of the common topics of such a 
university course is “how to proofread an essay” or 

the like. In my first lecture of this topic, I mentioned Hong 
Kong English (HKE) in passing. Although it was not a 

sociolinguistics course, I had thought that Hong Kong 
students’ common mistakes in academic writing might 
originate from their own English variety, which was why 
I spent half an hour on it. After class, the students said 
that knowledge of HKE had facilitated their learning of 
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by Cantonese or Chinese, especially on the Internet or 
smartphone. They may pick up forms from HKE, which 
is used in spoken interaction and informal online talk, 
in their academic assignments without realizing they are 
non-standard. Teachers, on the other hand, spend  time on 
correcting students’ mistakes at the expense of training 
their abilities to reasoning[33]. The possible drawback 
is that some students keep receiving criticisms of their 
mistakes, feeling embarrassed, and unknowingly losing 
the passion for and confidence in moving up the academic 
ladder.

2.3 Summary of the Literature Review and 
Research Questions

The above brief review has delineated 1) the importance 
of English in Hong Kong society and higher education, 
2) the negative label of HKE, and 3) its invisible impact 
on university students’ learning of academic writing. As a 
linguistic capital, English represents not only the current 
interests of the adults who have the power to assess it but 
also the future interests of the youngsters who have the 
opportunities to reproduce it. However, the picture has 
been complicated by their attachment to Standard English, 
repulsion against HKE, lack of knowledge of negative 
transfer, and the societal move to mass tertiary education. 
While it is difficult to directly subvert the linguistic order 
or popular discourse, it is possible to effectively mediate 
between the dominant and suppressed voices. Scholarly 
voices have called for more space for discussing the 
local variety in the curriculum[34]. Such discussion will 
encourage students to accept (at least partially) the non-
standard and advance their learning of the standard[35], 
cultivating the next generation of global citizens. 
Notwithstanding, virtually no studies in Hong Kong, an 
international and multicultural city, have directly explored 
the role of discussing HKE in higher education. In view 
of this knowledge gap, this action research is centered on 
higher education in Hong Kong, aiming at addressing two 
questions:
 How will a discussion about Hong Kong English 

benefit students in terms of grammar and essay writing?
 How will such a discussion benefit students in terms 

of English learning in general?
It is hope that through addressing these questions could 

English teachers and applied linguists be motivated to 
examine possible approaches to teach Standard English 
and acknowledge the non-standard Englishes shared by 
students. Such ways will be alternatives to the traditional 
ways of teaching English in the classroom.

3. Methods
This study was conducted in a non-government-

funded tertiary institution in Hong Kong (the college 

henceforth). The college offered full-time associate degree 
(AD) programs for secondary school leavers and top-up 
degree programs for AD graduates. While English was the 
medium of instruction for most courses in the college, the 
AD students normally had obtained level 2 (i.e. marginal 
pass) in the English subject of the Hong Kong Diploma of 
Secondary Education Examination (HKDSE). The level 
reflects their low proficiency in English[36]. In the college, 
approximately 85% of AD students were teenagers who 
had grown up in Hong Kong and tended to use HKE in 
daily English communication. All year-one AD students 
in the college had to take two compulsory courses, 
College Writing I and College Writing II. Both courses 
taught students English academic writing in APA (6th ed.) 
style. Compared to the former, the latter focused more on 
academic reading.

One hundred students from College Writing II were 
invited to participate in this study. It employed the 
qualitative experiment method to examine the possible 
impact of HKE on the academic writing classroom. The 
method has been conceptualized by Gerhard Kleinging’s 
works on qualitative-heuristic methodology since 
the early 1980s[37]. Unlike the traditional quantitative 
experiment, the qualitative experiment enables researchers 
to use a qualitative technique (e.g., interviews, non-
participant observation, text analysis) to examine whether 
the participants who have been executed a treatment will 
behave and/or think differently from those who have not[38][39]. 
If they do, the treatment is arguably correlated to such 
differences or transformations, subject to a follow-up and 
larger scale quantitative study to validate and structure the 
findings. This method aims at collecting unstructured and 
textual data, instead of numbers, to scrutinize the possible 
effect of an extra, intervening event that is difficult to 
immediately measure or objectively quantify. Although 
it lacks an authoritative code of practice and does not 
provide space for generalization to the target population, 
it has played an important role in the natural sciences[40]. It 
is also frequently used in innovation research that involves 
the perspective of practitioners in the social sciences[41].

The 100 participants were divided into two groups. In 
week 4 of the semester, Group A (n=48) learnt academic 
writing as scheduled, and the students were not given 
any additional knowledge of HKE in class. By contrast, 
Group B (n=52) was given an additional one-hour tutorial 
on the grammatical features of HKE and their deviations 
from Standard English. These features have been reported 
by sociolinguists in Hong Kong and are traditionally 
considered “negative transfers” from Cantonese, the 
participants’ first language[42]. The typical HKE variants 
discussed in the tutorial are summarized as follows:
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As the second language of Hong Kong people, it is not 
exaggerated to say that HKE is a product of transfer. The 
concept “transfer” denotes how new learning proceeds 
based on previous learning[15]. In linguistics, “transfer” 
refers to the process in which a learner applies items or 
structures from his or her first language to speak or write a 
second language[16]. When the L1 is greatly different from 
the L2, the transfer outcome will be “negative”, which 
makes the output deviant from the standard norms[17]. 
Although negative transfer does not entail communication 
failure from a linguistic perspective, it often equals 
“errors” or “mistakes” in popular discourse. This is likely 
the case in Hong Kong, where citizens normally learn 
English as a second language based on their previous 
acquisition of Cantonese as the first language. The 
significant differences between the two languages make a 
negative transfer in general, followed by a criticism from 
the abovementioned three dominant groups.

Because of the British rule before July 1, 1997, 
Standard British English was seen the Standard English 
variety in Hong Kong. Nevertheless, the long period of 
being a British colony and the increasing use of English 
in the workplace have also provided the city with an 
opportunity for the development of its own variety of 
English[18]. It could be further classified as the educated 
HKE (native-like but locally distinctive with fewer negative 
transfers) and broad HKE (indicative of low language 
proficiency with more negative transfers)[19][20]. Nevertheless, 
since HKE has never been codified in the official circle, 
nor has it been consistently defined in scholarly studies, 
its meaning sometimes overlaps with Chinese English, 
code-mixing of Chinese and English, and transliteration of 
Chinese in English texts. Some lexical elements of HKE 
come from interactions between Hong Kong indigenous 
people with other countries, such as India and Malaysia[21]. 
In this article, Hong Kong English specifically refers 
to the non-standard English language carrying lexical 
and grammatical characteristics originating from 
Cantonese or Chinese, namely due to negative transfer. 
This understanding enables a discussion focused on the 
recurring structural patterns of HKE that permeate among 
the low-educated in informal conversation, especially in 
digital communication.

Applied linguists in Hong Kong have well discussed 
the pronunciation[22], grammar[23], and vocabulary[24] 
features of HKE (also see the next section). However, 
HKE is frequently considered a plague outside the 
linguistics circle, and its features are often considered to 
be indicators of incompetence or the failure of English 
education[25].This phenomenon, which echoes the 
understanding of negative transfer, comes as no surprise:

 Parents know too well about Standard English as a 
form of economic capital that determines their children’s 
social mobility in Hong Kong[26];
 The mass media keep imposing and amplifying 

the effect of HKE on youngsters’ “declining” English 
standards[27]; and
 Business enterprises always stress the supposed 

importance of Standard English to maintain international 
competitiveness[28].

The popular discourses about HKE are hardly neutral 
or positive, and the prescriptive criticisms of HKE 
permeate and are magnified on the Internet. The majority 
of Hong Kong people simply want to align or identify 
with the standard, without understanding the nature of 
language and the science of second language learning. 
Indeed, “[t]he local people have always also wanted to 
keep standards very high, refusing to admit the existence 
of features like a local accent or to treat local usages as 
normal or grammatical”[29]. In particular in the writing 
domain, grammatical correctness is given top priority over 
meaning[30]. Due to the prevalent negative view of HKE, 
few courses and few English teachers in Hong Kong 
universities directly acknowledge or discuss the variety. 
HKE seems to be a politically incorrect topic, except in a 
course on world Englishes or sociolinguistics.

2.2 English Learning in Hong Kong Universities
English is the official language in all Hong Kong 

tertiary institutions. It is used as the medium of instruction 
in most university courses (including sub-degree courses), 
and most students have to finish their written assignments 
(e.g., essays, projects), except for Chinese courses, in 
English[31]. Underlying this situation is the traditional 
belief that college graduates are supposed to be elites in 
Hong Kong, whose English abilities and literacy levels 
should be distinctive from other lower-educated people. 
To empower them and their shared interests, they should 
face English on campus every day. Even students not 
majoring in English or language studies have to take 
English courses, often known as general education (GE) 
English courses, in the first year of study. These GE 
English courses usually teach students academic writing 
and reading. The former is to teach how to compose an 
essay in a particular referencing style (e.g., APA, MLA, 
etc.). In line with other local English teachers, who 
normally defer to guides produced upon the standard 
exonormative models[32], university English teachers are 
also expected to teach the standard norms of academic 
writing. Students are in turn expected to write Standard 
English in their assignments. These expectations, 
unsurprisingly, have posed challenges to a considerable 
number of freshmen whose writing habits are influenced 
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by Cantonese or Chinese, especially on the Internet or 
smartphone. They may pick up forms from HKE, which 
is used in spoken interaction and informal online talk, 
in their academic assignments without realizing they are 
non-standard. Teachers, on the other hand, spend  time on 
correcting students’ mistakes at the expense of training 
their abilities to reasoning[33]. The possible drawback 
is that some students keep receiving criticisms of their 
mistakes, feeling embarrassed, and unknowingly losing 
the passion for and confidence in moving up the academic 
ladder.

2.3 Summary of the Literature Review and 
Research Questions

The above brief review has delineated 1) the importance 
of English in Hong Kong society and higher education, 
2) the negative label of HKE, and 3) its invisible impact 
on university students’ learning of academic writing. As a 
linguistic capital, English represents not only the current 
interests of the adults who have the power to assess it but 
also the future interests of the youngsters who have the 
opportunities to reproduce it. However, the picture has 
been complicated by their attachment to Standard English, 
repulsion against HKE, lack of knowledge of negative 
transfer, and the societal move to mass tertiary education. 
While it is difficult to directly subvert the linguistic order 
or popular discourse, it is possible to effectively mediate 
between the dominant and suppressed voices. Scholarly 
voices have called for more space for discussing the 
local variety in the curriculum[34]. Such discussion will 
encourage students to accept (at least partially) the non-
standard and advance their learning of the standard[35], 
cultivating the next generation of global citizens. 
Notwithstanding, virtually no studies in Hong Kong, an 
international and multicultural city, have directly explored 
the role of discussing HKE in higher education. In view 
of this knowledge gap, this action research is centered on 
higher education in Hong Kong, aiming at addressing two 
questions:
 How will a discussion about Hong Kong English 

benefit students in terms of grammar and essay writing?
 How will such a discussion benefit students in terms 

of English learning in general?
It is hope that through addressing these questions could 

English teachers and applied linguists be motivated to 
examine possible approaches to teach Standard English 
and acknowledge the non-standard Englishes shared by 
students. Such ways will be alternatives to the traditional 
ways of teaching English in the classroom.

3. Methods
This study was conducted in a non-government-

funded tertiary institution in Hong Kong (the college 

henceforth). The college offered full-time associate degree 
(AD) programs for secondary school leavers and top-up 
degree programs for AD graduates. While English was the 
medium of instruction for most courses in the college, the 
AD students normally had obtained level 2 (i.e. marginal 
pass) in the English subject of the Hong Kong Diploma of 
Secondary Education Examination (HKDSE). The level 
reflects their low proficiency in English[36]. In the college, 
approximately 85% of AD students were teenagers who 
had grown up in Hong Kong and tended to use HKE in 
daily English communication. All year-one AD students 
in the college had to take two compulsory courses, 
College Writing I and College Writing II. Both courses 
taught students English academic writing in APA (6th ed.) 
style. Compared to the former, the latter focused more on 
academic reading.

One hundred students from College Writing II were 
invited to participate in this study. It employed the 
qualitative experiment method to examine the possible 
impact of HKE on the academic writing classroom. The 
method has been conceptualized by Gerhard Kleinging’s 
works on qualitative-heuristic methodology since 
the early 1980s[37]. Unlike the traditional quantitative 
experiment, the qualitative experiment enables researchers 
to use a qualitative technique (e.g., interviews, non-
participant observation, text analysis) to examine whether 
the participants who have been executed a treatment will 
behave and/or think differently from those who have not[38][39]. 
If they do, the treatment is arguably correlated to such 
differences or transformations, subject to a follow-up and 
larger scale quantitative study to validate and structure the 
findings. This method aims at collecting unstructured and 
textual data, instead of numbers, to scrutinize the possible 
effect of an extra, intervening event that is difficult to 
immediately measure or objectively quantify. Although 
it lacks an authoritative code of practice and does not 
provide space for generalization to the target population, 
it has played an important role in the natural sciences[40]. It 
is also frequently used in innovation research that involves 
the perspective of practitioners in the social sciences[41].

The 100 participants were divided into two groups. In 
week 4 of the semester, Group A (n=48) learnt academic 
writing as scheduled, and the students were not given 
any additional knowledge of HKE in class. By contrast, 
Group B (n=52) was given an additional one-hour tutorial 
on the grammatical features of HKE and their deviations 
from Standard English. These features have been reported 
by sociolinguists in Hong Kong and are traditionally 
considered “negative transfers” from Cantonese, the 
participants’ first language[42]. The typical HKE variants 
discussed in the tutorial are summarized as follows:
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As the second language of Hong Kong people, it is not 
exaggerated to say that HKE is a product of transfer. The 
concept “transfer” denotes how new learning proceeds 
based on previous learning[15]. In linguistics, “transfer” 
refers to the process in which a learner applies items or 
structures from his or her first language to speak or write a 
second language[16]. When the L1 is greatly different from 
the L2, the transfer outcome will be “negative”, which 
makes the output deviant from the standard norms[17]. 
Although negative transfer does not entail communication 
failure from a linguistic perspective, it often equals 
“errors” or “mistakes” in popular discourse. This is likely 
the case in Hong Kong, where citizens normally learn 
English as a second language based on their previous 
acquisition of Cantonese as the first language. The 
significant differences between the two languages make a 
negative transfer in general, followed by a criticism from 
the abovementioned three dominant groups.

Because of the British rule before July 1, 1997, 
Standard British English was seen the Standard English 
variety in Hong Kong. Nevertheless, the long period of 
being a British colony and the increasing use of English 
in the workplace have also provided the city with an 
opportunity for the development of its own variety of 
English[18]. It could be further classified as the educated 
HKE (native-like but locally distinctive with fewer negative 
transfers) and broad HKE (indicative of low language 
proficiency with more negative transfers)[19][20]. Nevertheless, 
since HKE has never been codified in the official circle, 
nor has it been consistently defined in scholarly studies, 
its meaning sometimes overlaps with Chinese English, 
code-mixing of Chinese and English, and transliteration of 
Chinese in English texts. Some lexical elements of HKE 
come from interactions between Hong Kong indigenous 
people with other countries, such as India and Malaysia[21]. 
In this article, Hong Kong English specifically refers 
to the non-standard English language carrying lexical 
and grammatical characteristics originating from 
Cantonese or Chinese, namely due to negative transfer. 
This understanding enables a discussion focused on the 
recurring structural patterns of HKE that permeate among 
the low-educated in informal conversation, especially in 
digital communication.

Applied linguists in Hong Kong have well discussed 
the pronunciation[22], grammar[23], and vocabulary[24] 
features of HKE (also see the next section). However, 
HKE is frequently considered a plague outside the 
linguistics circle, and its features are often considered to 
be indicators of incompetence or the failure of English 
education[25].This phenomenon, which echoes the 
understanding of negative transfer, comes as no surprise:

 Parents know too well about Standard English as a 
form of economic capital that determines their children’s 
social mobility in Hong Kong[26];
 The mass media keep imposing and amplifying 

the effect of HKE on youngsters’ “declining” English 
standards[27]; and
 Business enterprises always stress the supposed 

importance of Standard English to maintain international 
competitiveness[28].

The popular discourses about HKE are hardly neutral 
or positive, and the prescriptive criticisms of HKE 
permeate and are magnified on the Internet. The majority 
of Hong Kong people simply want to align or identify 
with the standard, without understanding the nature of 
language and the science of second language learning. 
Indeed, “[t]he local people have always also wanted to 
keep standards very high, refusing to admit the existence 
of features like a local accent or to treat local usages as 
normal or grammatical”[29]. In particular in the writing 
domain, grammatical correctness is given top priority over 
meaning[30]. Due to the prevalent negative view of HKE, 
few courses and few English teachers in Hong Kong 
universities directly acknowledge or discuss the variety. 
HKE seems to be a politically incorrect topic, except in a 
course on world Englishes or sociolinguistics.

2.2 English Learning in Hong Kong Universities
English is the official language in all Hong Kong 

tertiary institutions. It is used as the medium of instruction 
in most university courses (including sub-degree courses), 
and most students have to finish their written assignments 
(e.g., essays, projects), except for Chinese courses, in 
English[31]. Underlying this situation is the traditional 
belief that college graduates are supposed to be elites in 
Hong Kong, whose English abilities and literacy levels 
should be distinctive from other lower-educated people. 
To empower them and their shared interests, they should 
face English on campus every day. Even students not 
majoring in English or language studies have to take 
English courses, often known as general education (GE) 
English courses, in the first year of study. These GE 
English courses usually teach students academic writing 
and reading. The former is to teach how to compose an 
essay in a particular referencing style (e.g., APA, MLA, 
etc.). In line with other local English teachers, who 
normally defer to guides produced upon the standard 
exonormative models[32], university English teachers are 
also expected to teach the standard norms of academic 
writing. Students are in turn expected to write Standard 
English in their assignments. These expectations, 
unsurprisingly, have posed challenges to a considerable 
number of freshmen whose writing habits are influenced 
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tutorial. Based on the overall analysis, a number of 
quotations were purposefully selected on two criteria: 1) 
the perspective showed a sharp contrast with that from 
another group, and 2) the perspective referred to the HKE 
tutorial, something stated in the HKE tutorial, and/or the 
mass lecture. Both criteria were directed at capturing 
the possible existence of qualitative changes in and new 
experiences with the tutorial. The selection processes 
involved inductive interpretation, rather than instruments 
or deductive calculations. The following subsections 
discuss the major findings from the preliminary data 
analysis.

Possible Effects of the HKE Tutorial on Learning 
Tenses in Academic Writing

When asked to share their learning experience in using 
tenses in academic writing, most participants agreed 
that using tenses was a challenge. They said that the 
future tense was easier to use, and that continuous tenses 
were not common in academic writing. However, the 
participants who had attended the HKE tutorial showed 
more confidence in switching between different tenses 
in discussing previous research. They demonstrated 
more awareness of the present and past tenses in English 
academic writing. For example:

“I am sensitive to (the) change between tenses when 
writing essays… At least I am comfortable (with) shifting 
between simple past (and) simple present… Unlike (in) 
Chinese, When we mention publish(ed) finding(s), we 
should change to (use) simple present, because they are 
already consider(ed) knowledge. But the action verb(s) 
in (the) citations should be in (the) past tense because 
they refer to other scholars’ past behaviors like reporting, 
finding, suggesting, etc.” (Participant B2)

“I pay attention to tense(s) when I borrow an external 
point… Time of event(s) is not shown in Chinese, but 
it (is) carefully shown in English… Each tense has (a) 
different meaning to the sentence. [This] is very different 
from Chinese. When I write Chinese essay(s), I don’t care 
(about) tenses.” (Participant B3)

By contrast, the participants who were not given the 
HKE tutorial seemed to be more confused by the use of 
tenses in academic writing. In particular, they tended to 
inappropriately simplify the use of tenses in the literature 
review. They also said that English tenses made them 
“puzzled” or “confused”. For instance:

“Even (when) you allow me to use Chinese to think, 
I am still not sure how to use tense(s) to discuss other 
studies correctly. To me, they (have been) already 
published. But their findings (are) paraphrase(d) 
sometimes to (the) present tense and sometimes (the) past 
tense, and even (the) present perfect (tense). It’s very 

confusing to me. Why not just use (the) past tense all the 
time?” (Participant A1)

“It really puzzle(s) me (why) we have to change between 
tenses when we cite (previous studies). When I am writing 
the essay, the writing action is (ongoing) right now, so I 
think it should be in (the) present tense. When I refer to other 
people’s research, they are all done, so I think it should be in 
(the) past tense… I also took the Chinese writing class. Their 
rules are easier.” (Participant A3)

The results suggest that the HKE tutorial might render 
students attentive to the differences in tenses between 
HKE and Standard English. In the Oxford English 
Grammar, Greenbaum stated that “[g]ood English is 
good use of the resources available in the language.”[50] 
Tenses are important resources in English. They not only 
function as time referencing in an essay, but also indicate 
the status of the existing studies being discussed[51]. On 
the other hand, Cantonese (Chinese) is a language without 
restricted rules of using tenses. In the Chinese language, 
time is often indicated by use of adverbs or inference 
from context. Although, from an ELF perspective, using 
no tenses or incorrect tenses in the English classroom may 
have become variants for Chinese[52], teaching academic 
writing aims at socializing students into the scholarly 
world in the written setting – where Standard English is 
normally expected[53]. This justifies the need to conform to 
the standard norms of utilizing tenses for time reference 
and stylistic purposes in academic writing[54]. The findings 
suggest that knowledge of HKE seems to play a subtle 
role in drawing Hong Kong students’ attention to such a 
need, raising their awareness of using tenses properly in 
English. A discussion on HKE will be helpful to facilitate 
their learning of using tenses in English academic writing. 
Such learning, if successful, may also increase their 
cognitive skills in analyzing the features of English tenses, 
then decreasing part of the negative transfers, enhancing 
their grammatical competence, and empowering them as 
an English user in the Hong Kong context.

Possible Effects of the HKE Tutorial on Using 
Sentences in Academic Writing

The second discussion question concerns the use of 
sentences in academic writing. When asked to state their 
understanding of sentence use in academic writing, many 
participants recognized that long sentences could indicate 
the writer’s complex thoughts more effectively and the 
logical relations more clearly than short sentences could. 
Yet, those who had been given the HKE tutorial appeared 
to be more comfortable with long sentences. They seemed 
to be particularly aware of the use of conjunctions 
in compound and/or complex English sentences. For 
example:
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 No tenses or incorrect tenses[43] (e.g., Last weekend I 
go to Lantau Island.)
 Incomplete verb phrases[44] (e.g., He Ø arriving.)
 Inappropriate linking verbs[45] (e.g., There have two 

trees.)
 Zero relative pronouns[46] (e.g., Filial piety should be 

something Ø comes from heart.)
 Zero conjunctions[47] (e.g., WhatsApp is an important 

tool for communication, Ø every teenager use it to 
interact with friends, Ø however we cannot over reliant 
on it, even Ø it is so convenient.)
 Double conjunctions[48] (e.g., Although he is not my 

friend, but he helps me a lot.)
The tutor who gave this extra session was an academic 

with substantial experience in teaching linguistics. At 
the end of the tutorial, the tutor also briefly discussed the 
descriptive linguistic view of such features (i.e. seeing 
them as “variants” vis-à-vis “errors”).

One week afterwards, all the 100 participants from 
Groups A and B were given a two-hour mass lecture on 
common learner errors in essay writing. It was a regular 
lecture scheduled in week 5 of the semester, and the 
contents covered were part of the endorsed syllabus 
of College Writing II. Using the traditional grammar-
translation method, the lecturer prescriptively discussed 
the grammatical mistakes commonly made by Hong 
Kong students in academic writing. Students learnt the 
following topics in the lecture: 1) inappropriate use of 
tenses in essay writing, and 2) run-ons and fragments in 
essay writing.

One week after the mass lecture (i.e. in week 6), four 
students from Group A and four students from Group B 
were further invited to a one-hour focus group discussion 
separately. They were selected by the convenience 
sampling method, based on three criteria: 1) the same 
number of males and females, 2) a similar English 
background, and 3) a similar level of English proficiency. 
The data collection was aimed at reducing the impacts 
of the particular context and individual difference (as in 
traditional quantitative experiment)[49]. The profiles of the 
students are summarized below:

Pseudonyms Gender Level in the DSE 

English examination

MoI of the secondary 

school

Participation in the 

HKE tutorial

Participant A1 M 2 Chinese No (Group A)

Participant A2 F 2 Chinese No (Group A)

Participant A3 M 2 Chinese No (Group A)

Participant A4 F 2 Chinese No (Group A)

Participant B1 F 2 Chinese Yes (Group B)

Participant B2 M 2 Chinese Yes (Group B)

Participant B3 M 2 Chinese Yes (Group B)

Participant B4 F 2 Chinese Yes (Group B)

The chair (the moderator) asked the participants to 

discuss the following questions in a relaxed manner:
 To what extent have you understood the use of tenses 

in academic writing?
 To what extent are you comfortable with writing 

long sentences in academic writing?
 How do you think about HKE and the use of it in 

communication?
These questions were designed to elicit textual 

information about participants’ perceptions of academic 
writing and HKE. Any remarkable differences between the 
two groups would discover (rather than verify) a possible 
influence of the HKE tutorial on them; and by inference, 
would in turn address the two research questions. The 
chair did not intervene in the discussion, except when 
the participants were off topic or failed to understand the 
spontaneous questions emerging from the conversation. 
The focus group was conducted in a semi-structured 
manner; and mainly in English. The two groups had the 
discussion on different days in week 6. The process of 
each was audio-recorded and transcribed into written form 
for text analysis.

4. Results
To summarize the transcription result, the one-hour 

focus group for Group A generated approximately 3500 
words of spoken discourse. Approximately 30 minutes 
and 2000 words were spent on discussing the first two 
questions about academic writing; approximately 20 
minutes and 1500 words on the last question about Hong 
Kong English. The one-hour focus group for Group B 
generated approximately 3900 words of spoken discourse. 
Approximately 35 minutes and 2300 words were spent 
on discussing the first two questions; approximately 20 
minutes and 1600 words on the last question.

The raw data contained obvious grammatical flaws, 
and for clarity purposes some of them were corrected 
when used as direct quotes in this article. The coding and 
cleaning stage generated two transcripts, one for Group 
A and another for Group B. The transcript of Group A 
was compared and contrasted with that of Group B for 
locating any obvious similarities and differences in the 
three aspects below:
 Ideas about using tenses in academic writing and the 

learning of it;
 Ideas about sentence length and grammar complexity 

in academic writing and the learning of them; and
 Ideas about HKE.
The two transcripts were read against each other several 

times. The analysis of Group A was especially centered on 
ideas surrounding common learner problems of academic 
writing; the analysis of Group B was especially focused 
on ideas relevant to the contents of the additional HKE 
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tutorial. Based on the overall analysis, a number of 
quotations were purposefully selected on two criteria: 1) 
the perspective showed a sharp contrast with that from 
another group, and 2) the perspective referred to the HKE 
tutorial, something stated in the HKE tutorial, and/or the 
mass lecture. Both criteria were directed at capturing 
the possible existence of qualitative changes in and new 
experiences with the tutorial. The selection processes 
involved inductive interpretation, rather than instruments 
or deductive calculations. The following subsections 
discuss the major findings from the preliminary data 
analysis.

Possible Effects of the HKE Tutorial on Learning 
Tenses in Academic Writing

When asked to share their learning experience in using 
tenses in academic writing, most participants agreed 
that using tenses was a challenge. They said that the 
future tense was easier to use, and that continuous tenses 
were not common in academic writing. However, the 
participants who had attended the HKE tutorial showed 
more confidence in switching between different tenses 
in discussing previous research. They demonstrated 
more awareness of the present and past tenses in English 
academic writing. For example:

“I am sensitive to (the) change between tenses when 
writing essays… At least I am comfortable (with) shifting 
between simple past (and) simple present… Unlike (in) 
Chinese, When we mention publish(ed) finding(s), we 
should change to (use) simple present, because they are 
already consider(ed) knowledge. But the action verb(s) 
in (the) citations should be in (the) past tense because 
they refer to other scholars’ past behaviors like reporting, 
finding, suggesting, etc.” (Participant B2)

“I pay attention to tense(s) when I borrow an external 
point… Time of event(s) is not shown in Chinese, but 
it (is) carefully shown in English… Each tense has (a) 
different meaning to the sentence. [This] is very different 
from Chinese. When I write Chinese essay(s), I don’t care 
(about) tenses.” (Participant B3)

By contrast, the participants who were not given the 
HKE tutorial seemed to be more confused by the use of 
tenses in academic writing. In particular, they tended to 
inappropriately simplify the use of tenses in the literature 
review. They also said that English tenses made them 
“puzzled” or “confused”. For instance:

“Even (when) you allow me to use Chinese to think, 
I am still not sure how to use tense(s) to discuss other 
studies correctly. To me, they (have been) already 
published. But their findings (are) paraphrase(d) 
sometimes to (the) present tense and sometimes (the) past 
tense, and even (the) present perfect (tense). It’s very 

confusing to me. Why not just use (the) past tense all the 
time?” (Participant A1)

“It really puzzle(s) me (why) we have to change between 
tenses when we cite (previous studies). When I am writing 
the essay, the writing action is (ongoing) right now, so I 
think it should be in (the) present tense. When I refer to other 
people’s research, they are all done, so I think it should be in 
(the) past tense… I also took the Chinese writing class. Their 
rules are easier.” (Participant A3)

The results suggest that the HKE tutorial might render 
students attentive to the differences in tenses between 
HKE and Standard English. In the Oxford English 
Grammar, Greenbaum stated that “[g]ood English is 
good use of the resources available in the language.”[50] 
Tenses are important resources in English. They not only 
function as time referencing in an essay, but also indicate 
the status of the existing studies being discussed[51]. On 
the other hand, Cantonese (Chinese) is a language without 
restricted rules of using tenses. In the Chinese language, 
time is often indicated by use of adverbs or inference 
from context. Although, from an ELF perspective, using 
no tenses or incorrect tenses in the English classroom may 
have become variants for Chinese[52], teaching academic 
writing aims at socializing students into the scholarly 
world in the written setting – where Standard English is 
normally expected[53]. This justifies the need to conform to 
the standard norms of utilizing tenses for time reference 
and stylistic purposes in academic writing[54]. The findings 
suggest that knowledge of HKE seems to play a subtle 
role in drawing Hong Kong students’ attention to such a 
need, raising their awareness of using tenses properly in 
English. A discussion on HKE will be helpful to facilitate 
their learning of using tenses in English academic writing. 
Such learning, if successful, may also increase their 
cognitive skills in analyzing the features of English tenses, 
then decreasing part of the negative transfers, enhancing 
their grammatical competence, and empowering them as 
an English user in the Hong Kong context.

Possible Effects of the HKE Tutorial on Using 
Sentences in Academic Writing

The second discussion question concerns the use of 
sentences in academic writing. When asked to state their 
understanding of sentence use in academic writing, many 
participants recognized that long sentences could indicate 
the writer’s complex thoughts more effectively and the 
logical relations more clearly than short sentences could. 
Yet, those who had been given the HKE tutorial appeared 
to be more comfortable with long sentences. They seemed 
to be particularly aware of the use of conjunctions 
in compound and/or complex English sentences. For 
example:
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 No tenses or incorrect tenses[43] (e.g., Last weekend I 
go to Lantau Island.)
 Incomplete verb phrases[44] (e.g., He Ø arriving.)
 Inappropriate linking verbs[45] (e.g., There have two 

trees.)
 Zero relative pronouns[46] (e.g., Filial piety should be 

something Ø comes from heart.)
 Zero conjunctions[47] (e.g., WhatsApp is an important 

tool for communication, Ø every teenager use it to 
interact with friends, Ø however we cannot over reliant 
on it, even Ø it is so convenient.)
 Double conjunctions[48] (e.g., Although he is not my 

friend, but he helps me a lot.)
The tutor who gave this extra session was an academic 

with substantial experience in teaching linguistics. At 
the end of the tutorial, the tutor also briefly discussed the 
descriptive linguistic view of such features (i.e. seeing 
them as “variants” vis-à-vis “errors”).

One week afterwards, all the 100 participants from 
Groups A and B were given a two-hour mass lecture on 
common learner errors in essay writing. It was a regular 
lecture scheduled in week 5 of the semester, and the 
contents covered were part of the endorsed syllabus 
of College Writing II. Using the traditional grammar-
translation method, the lecturer prescriptively discussed 
the grammatical mistakes commonly made by Hong 
Kong students in academic writing. Students learnt the 
following topics in the lecture: 1) inappropriate use of 
tenses in essay writing, and 2) run-ons and fragments in 
essay writing.

One week after the mass lecture (i.e. in week 6), four 
students from Group A and four students from Group B 
were further invited to a one-hour focus group discussion 
separately. They were selected by the convenience 
sampling method, based on three criteria: 1) the same 
number of males and females, 2) a similar English 
background, and 3) a similar level of English proficiency. 
The data collection was aimed at reducing the impacts 
of the particular context and individual difference (as in 
traditional quantitative experiment)[49]. The profiles of the 
students are summarized below:

Pseudonyms Gender Level in the DSE 

English examination

MoI of the secondary 

school

Participation in the 

HKE tutorial

Participant A1 M 2 Chinese No (Group A)

Participant A2 F 2 Chinese No (Group A)

Participant A3 M 2 Chinese No (Group A)

Participant A4 F 2 Chinese No (Group A)

Participant B1 F 2 Chinese Yes (Group B)

Participant B2 M 2 Chinese Yes (Group B)

Participant B3 M 2 Chinese Yes (Group B)

Participant B4 F 2 Chinese Yes (Group B)

The chair (the moderator) asked the participants to 

discuss the following questions in a relaxed manner:
 To what extent have you understood the use of tenses 

in academic writing?
 To what extent are you comfortable with writing 

long sentences in academic writing?
 How do you think about HKE and the use of it in 

communication?
These questions were designed to elicit textual 

information about participants’ perceptions of academic 
writing and HKE. Any remarkable differences between the 
two groups would discover (rather than verify) a possible 
influence of the HKE tutorial on them; and by inference, 
would in turn address the two research questions. The 
chair did not intervene in the discussion, except when 
the participants were off topic or failed to understand the 
spontaneous questions emerging from the conversation. 
The focus group was conducted in a semi-structured 
manner; and mainly in English. The two groups had the 
discussion on different days in week 6. The process of 
each was audio-recorded and transcribed into written form 
for text analysis.

4. Results
To summarize the transcription result, the one-hour 

focus group for Group A generated approximately 3500 
words of spoken discourse. Approximately 30 minutes 
and 2000 words were spent on discussing the first two 
questions about academic writing; approximately 20 
minutes and 1500 words on the last question about Hong 
Kong English. The one-hour focus group for Group B 
generated approximately 3900 words of spoken discourse. 
Approximately 35 minutes and 2300 words were spent 
on discussing the first two questions; approximately 20 
minutes and 1600 words on the last question.

The raw data contained obvious grammatical flaws, 
and for clarity purposes some of them were corrected 
when used as direct quotes in this article. The coding and 
cleaning stage generated two transcripts, one for Group 
A and another for Group B. The transcript of Group A 
was compared and contrasted with that of Group B for 
locating any obvious similarities and differences in the 
three aspects below:
 Ideas about using tenses in academic writing and the 

learning of it;
 Ideas about sentence length and grammar complexity 

in academic writing and the learning of them; and
 Ideas about HKE.
The two transcripts were read against each other several 

times. The analysis of Group A was especially centered on 
ideas surrounding common learner problems of academic 
writing; the analysis of Group B was especially focused 
on ideas relevant to the contents of the additional HKE 
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is informal. And it shows (that) we are from Hong Kong. 
But in formal situation(s) like academic writing grammar 
is important… and so I think Hong Kong English should 
be accepted in oral, but we should not totally accept (it) 
in formal writing.” (Participant B1)

“When it comes to writing, it means we have time to 
proofread (or) edit (it) before submitting the work. It’s 
not like in oral… we have to continue speaking and we 
have no time to correct, so speak(ing) Hong Kong English 
is no problem if the listener understand(s)… But the 
mistakes should be avoided in academic writing because 
it is supposed to be read by foreigner(s), but sometimes 
they are not harmful in oral among Hong Kong people 
themselves. (Being) too worried about the mistakes will 
decrease our fluency.” (Participant B3)

On the other hand, those who were not given the HKE 
tutorial equated HKE and “grammatical mistakes” or 
“poor language skills”. They tended to emphasize that it 
was “incorrect”, “wrong”, and “impure”. Three of them 
even reported that there should be no space for HKE in all 
forms of communication. For instance:

“You read newspapers and you know the mistakes, 
the errors of Hong Kong English are reported again 
and again… The errors can be document(ed) and 
summarize(d), so from another point of view they are 
so common and shameful and should not appear in all 
situations. I don’t want other people (to) say my English is 
poor, my grammar is too bad, etc.” (Participant A1)

“Hong Kong English is incorrect and not pure. People 
laugh at Hong Kong English all the time… People more 
often laugh at my pronunciation (of English) but (my) 
grammar is also a big problem. It’s wrong. Then it’s 
wrong, no matter in oral or writing… I never see teachers 
or famous people accept Hong Kong English… sometimes 
I feel sad that I (was) not born as a native English 
speaker.” (Participant A3)

“I already try my best not (to) use Hong Kong English, 
because they always represent bad language skills. I try 
to listen (to) English songs and BBC (programmes) and I 
force myself to read English newspapers every week. But 
it seems (that) I am not successful… my pronunciation 
(is) still very bad and my grammar is always wrong.” 
(Participant A4)

The final discussion in the focus group postulated 
that the HKE tutorial, which allowed the students to 
understand HKE from a linguistic perspective, probably 
helped them to look at their own variety more positively 
and objectively. Regardless of educational levels and 
professions, people who are not trained in linguistics are 
often unwilling to accept English varieties other than 
Standard English[59]. This affective factor makes them 

believe that non-standard norms are always inferior and 
therefore unacceptable. Sociolinguists, on the contrary, 
seldom see the features of HKE as intolerant “mistakes”, 
but as the outcomes of negative transfer from modern 
Chinese structure and Chinese thought patterns[60]. They 
are invisible mediators (i.e. interlanguage) between 
existing knowledge of L1 and the new language, namely 
English, being learnt. Although the non-standard features 
of an English variety need not be formally taught to the 
learners[61], linguistic understanding of how those features 
are developed or fossilized may eventually help the users 
accept the variations that do not impede communication 
and take a less negative attitude to it. After all, no 
learner will feel pleasant when being criticized without 
knowing why. In addition, allowing students to address 
the linguistic view of HKE does not mean that the 
standard norms are given up[62], but the knowledge will 
help them evaluate which settings enable the variety and 
which contexts require the standard. This can help to 
develop a holistic view of how English is used in actual 
communication, especially in the expanding circles. Only 
after that can the students build confidence in using their 
variety as a tool to master the standard norms. When they 
develop communicative competence to utilize HKE to 
learn, they are likely to see the symbolic power of English 
they can possess in the future.

5. Discussions, Implications, and Conclusion
The study examined the viability of introducing the 

discussion about Hong Kong English into an academic 
writing course. It concentrated on AD students who 
tended to use HKE in their written assignments. Results 
of the qualitative experiment incorporating a focus group 
suggested that prior knowledge of the grammatical 
features of HKE might raise students’ awareness of 
the grammatical similarities and differences between 
the variety and the standard, through which they might 
decrease negative transfer and become more confident and 
skillful in using tenses and sentences in English academic 
writing. The results also suggested that introducing the 
descriptive, linguistic view of HKE to students could 
render them more open to or less negative about their 
variations. It could help students to pay attention to 
written situations where the non-standard features would 
be acceptable or tolerant of and settings where Standard 
English would be expected. Such understanding would 
eventually facilitate their learning of Standard English 
for academic purposes and practices of English in actual 
communication, thereby powering up themselves as 
native-like English speakers.

In view of the preliminary findings and their 
implications, this action research proposes that linguistic 
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“I think we need to use long sentence(s) in essay(s). We 
need to use long sentence(s) to discuss complex ideas… so 
I think I will not avoid long sentences but when I put (a) 
comma between two long sentences, I will think whether 
they should be connected by (a) conjunction… We always 
use (a) comma to separate sentences in Chinese, but we 
can’t do the same thing to English. My grammar is not 
good but I know we should use a conjunction to connect 
two clauses. When I see two verbs in a sentence, I will be 
careful.” (Participant B2)

“Long sentences may be bad in Chinese, but they are 
common in English… And there [are] logical relationships 
between ideas. For example, the meaning(s) of thesis 
statement and topic sentence are too complicate(d) to 
write in short sentences, and need to use one sentence to 
make a definition… of course we make (fewer) mistakes 
in short sentences but we can’t always use short sentences 
like children.” (Participant B4)

The participants who had not been given the HKE 
tutorial were more conservative of using long sentence 
in academic writing. Two of them even explicitly stated 
that they would avoid long sentences for the sake of not 
making grammatical mistakes. The use of conjunctions 
seemed to be the root. For instance:

“In the past, my teachers always (said)… the main 
verb (was) missing, the conjunction (was) missing, the 
conjunction should be delete(d)... Teachers often say I 
make a lot of mistakes when I write long sentences, so 
I prefer to use short sentences even (when) I talk about 
some complex things… Like (in) Chinese, we can use 
several short sentences together to describe the idea. 
When their meanings are combined correctly, they 
can still show complex idea(s). I think it’s also okay in 
English.” (Participant A2)

“I rather separate them (into) two to three sentence(s). 
In this way I can make sure that there (are) not many 
problems… Of course I (have) already learn(t) English 
conjunctions but I (am) unsure about (using) them 
correctly… When it is need(ed) (and) when it is not 
need(ed)… Anyway I was always wrong when I use(d) 
long sentence(s) in secondary school. I don’t want to (lose) 
marks so I will use more short sentences for safety.” 
(Participant A4)

The data suggest that the HKE tutorial might encourage 
students to use longer sentences when necessary 
in academic writing. In English academic writing, 
complexity and length of sentences often reveal academic 
maturity and ability to argue for or against a point[55]. 
This stylistic feature of academic writing is sometimes 
even more important than grammatical correctness, as the 
latter can be achieved by proofreading and professional 

editing. Students who are weak or unconfident in 
academic writing tend to separate a complex idea into 
different components[56]. While the tendency to use simple 
structure is a feature of all learner language, for Hong 
Kong students, especially students with low proficiency 
in language, the origin of the problem can be three-
folded. First, short sentences are preferable in idiomatic or 
traditional Chinese, which may influence their preferences 
of sentence length in English. Additionally, in Chinese 
communication, conjunctions are often omitted when 
the logical relationships among clauses can be drawn 
from the co-text or context. Moreover, owing to their 
experiences in incorrect use or inappropriate omission of 
conjunctions, they may blindly avoid using long sentences 
in academic writing, which restricts their ability to make 
sense of information or data and participate in academic 
work. The topic sentence, for instance, is one sentence 
that “carries one or more propositions that the remaining 
contents prove, explain, illustrate, elaborate upon, or carry 
out in some way”[57]. The topic sentence of a sophisticated 
body paragraph, which frames the sub-argument, may be 
substantiated, and therefore, long and complex in terms of 
structure. To encourage Hong Kong students to deal with 
the difficulties in using long sentences or conjunctions 
correctly, probably one way is to let them understand the 
properties of their own variety but simultaneously teach 
them the standard norms of written English[58]. When they 
know how their first language has influenced their use of 
conjunctions in English, they will become more sensitive 
to the correct use of English conjunction, through which 
they will consciously avoid the transfer from Chinese 
and be more willing to compose longer, more complex 
sentences in academic writing, thereby increasing the 
cohesion, coherence, and finally readability of their essays 
and power of their positioning in academic conversation.

Possible Effects of the HKE Tutorial on Forming a 
Critical but Open View of English

In the last 20 minutes, the focus-group participants 
were asked to share their views of Hong Kong English. 
The sharing concentrated on the grammatical issues 
surrounding it. Although all participants said that they 
felt inferior and disadvantaged because of the HKE label, 
those who had understood the descriptive view of HKE 
from the extra tutorial showed a more open and optimistic 
attitude to their own variety. Two of them pointed out the 
differences in using HKE between the written and spoken 
settings. For example:

“I think Hong Kong English is not good to formal 
situation(s) but it is okay to (be used) between friends 
especially in WhatsApp… On (the) Internet we Hong Kong 
people use Hong Kong English because the environment 
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is informal. And it shows (that) we are from Hong Kong. 
But in formal situation(s) like academic writing grammar 
is important… and so I think Hong Kong English should 
be accepted in oral, but we should not totally accept (it) 
in formal writing.” (Participant B1)

“When it comes to writing, it means we have time to 
proofread (or) edit (it) before submitting the work. It’s 
not like in oral… we have to continue speaking and we 
have no time to correct, so speak(ing) Hong Kong English 
is no problem if the listener understand(s)… But the 
mistakes should be avoided in academic writing because 
it is supposed to be read by foreigner(s), but sometimes 
they are not harmful in oral among Hong Kong people 
themselves. (Being) too worried about the mistakes will 
decrease our fluency.” (Participant B3)

On the other hand, those who were not given the HKE 
tutorial equated HKE and “grammatical mistakes” or 
“poor language skills”. They tended to emphasize that it 
was “incorrect”, “wrong”, and “impure”. Three of them 
even reported that there should be no space for HKE in all 
forms of communication. For instance:

“You read newspapers and you know the mistakes, 
the errors of Hong Kong English are reported again 
and again… The errors can be document(ed) and 
summarize(d), so from another point of view they are 
so common and shameful and should not appear in all 
situations. I don’t want other people (to) say my English is 
poor, my grammar is too bad, etc.” (Participant A1)

“Hong Kong English is incorrect and not pure. People 
laugh at Hong Kong English all the time… People more 
often laugh at my pronunciation (of English) but (my) 
grammar is also a big problem. It’s wrong. Then it’s 
wrong, no matter in oral or writing… I never see teachers 
or famous people accept Hong Kong English… sometimes 
I feel sad that I (was) not born as a native English 
speaker.” (Participant A3)

“I already try my best not (to) use Hong Kong English, 
because they always represent bad language skills. I try 
to listen (to) English songs and BBC (programmes) and I 
force myself to read English newspapers every week. But 
it seems (that) I am not successful… my pronunciation 
(is) still very bad and my grammar is always wrong.” 
(Participant A4)

The final discussion in the focus group postulated 
that the HKE tutorial, which allowed the students to 
understand HKE from a linguistic perspective, probably 
helped them to look at their own variety more positively 
and objectively. Regardless of educational levels and 
professions, people who are not trained in linguistics are 
often unwilling to accept English varieties other than 
Standard English[59]. This affective factor makes them 

believe that non-standard norms are always inferior and 
therefore unacceptable. Sociolinguists, on the contrary, 
seldom see the features of HKE as intolerant “mistakes”, 
but as the outcomes of negative transfer from modern 
Chinese structure and Chinese thought patterns[60]. They 
are invisible mediators (i.e. interlanguage) between 
existing knowledge of L1 and the new language, namely 
English, being learnt. Although the non-standard features 
of an English variety need not be formally taught to the 
learners[61], linguistic understanding of how those features 
are developed or fossilized may eventually help the users 
accept the variations that do not impede communication 
and take a less negative attitude to it. After all, no 
learner will feel pleasant when being criticized without 
knowing why. In addition, allowing students to address 
the linguistic view of HKE does not mean that the 
standard norms are given up[62], but the knowledge will 
help them evaluate which settings enable the variety and 
which contexts require the standard. This can help to 
develop a holistic view of how English is used in actual 
communication, especially in the expanding circles. Only 
after that can the students build confidence in using their 
variety as a tool to master the standard norms. When they 
develop communicative competence to utilize HKE to 
learn, they are likely to see the symbolic power of English 
they can possess in the future.

5. Discussions, Implications, and Conclusion
The study examined the viability of introducing the 

discussion about Hong Kong English into an academic 
writing course. It concentrated on AD students who 
tended to use HKE in their written assignments. Results 
of the qualitative experiment incorporating a focus group 
suggested that prior knowledge of the grammatical 
features of HKE might raise students’ awareness of 
the grammatical similarities and differences between 
the variety and the standard, through which they might 
decrease negative transfer and become more confident and 
skillful in using tenses and sentences in English academic 
writing. The results also suggested that introducing the 
descriptive, linguistic view of HKE to students could 
render them more open to or less negative about their 
variations. It could help students to pay attention to 
written situations where the non-standard features would 
be acceptable or tolerant of and settings where Standard 
English would be expected. Such understanding would 
eventually facilitate their learning of Standard English 
for academic purposes and practices of English in actual 
communication, thereby powering up themselves as 
native-like English speakers.

In view of the preliminary findings and their 
implications, this action research proposes that linguistic 
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“I think we need to use long sentence(s) in essay(s). We 
need to use long sentence(s) to discuss complex ideas… so 
I think I will not avoid long sentences but when I put (a) 
comma between two long sentences, I will think whether 
they should be connected by (a) conjunction… We always 
use (a) comma to separate sentences in Chinese, but we 
can’t do the same thing to English. My grammar is not 
good but I know we should use a conjunction to connect 
two clauses. When I see two verbs in a sentence, I will be 
careful.” (Participant B2)

“Long sentences may be bad in Chinese, but they are 
common in English… And there [are] logical relationships 
between ideas. For example, the meaning(s) of thesis 
statement and topic sentence are too complicate(d) to 
write in short sentences, and need to use one sentence to 
make a definition… of course we make (fewer) mistakes 
in short sentences but we can’t always use short sentences 
like children.” (Participant B4)

The participants who had not been given the HKE 
tutorial were more conservative of using long sentence 
in academic writing. Two of them even explicitly stated 
that they would avoid long sentences for the sake of not 
making grammatical mistakes. The use of conjunctions 
seemed to be the root. For instance:

“In the past, my teachers always (said)… the main 
verb (was) missing, the conjunction (was) missing, the 
conjunction should be delete(d)... Teachers often say I 
make a lot of mistakes when I write long sentences, so 
I prefer to use short sentences even (when) I talk about 
some complex things… Like (in) Chinese, we can use 
several short sentences together to describe the idea. 
When their meanings are combined correctly, they 
can still show complex idea(s). I think it’s also okay in 
English.” (Participant A2)

“I rather separate them (into) two to three sentence(s). 
In this way I can make sure that there (are) not many 
problems… Of course I (have) already learn(t) English 
conjunctions but I (am) unsure about (using) them 
correctly… When it is need(ed) (and) when it is not 
need(ed)… Anyway I was always wrong when I use(d) 
long sentence(s) in secondary school. I don’t want to (lose) 
marks so I will use more short sentences for safety.” 
(Participant A4)

The data suggest that the HKE tutorial might encourage 
students to use longer sentences when necessary 
in academic writing. In English academic writing, 
complexity and length of sentences often reveal academic 
maturity and ability to argue for or against a point[55]. 
This stylistic feature of academic writing is sometimes 
even more important than grammatical correctness, as the 
latter can be achieved by proofreading and professional 

editing. Students who are weak or unconfident in 
academic writing tend to separate a complex idea into 
different components[56]. While the tendency to use simple 
structure is a feature of all learner language, for Hong 
Kong students, especially students with low proficiency 
in language, the origin of the problem can be three-
folded. First, short sentences are preferable in idiomatic or 
traditional Chinese, which may influence their preferences 
of sentence length in English. Additionally, in Chinese 
communication, conjunctions are often omitted when 
the logical relationships among clauses can be drawn 
from the co-text or context. Moreover, owing to their 
experiences in incorrect use or inappropriate omission of 
conjunctions, they may blindly avoid using long sentences 
in academic writing, which restricts their ability to make 
sense of information or data and participate in academic 
work. The topic sentence, for instance, is one sentence 
that “carries one or more propositions that the remaining 
contents prove, explain, illustrate, elaborate upon, or carry 
out in some way”[57]. The topic sentence of a sophisticated 
body paragraph, which frames the sub-argument, may be 
substantiated, and therefore, long and complex in terms of 
structure. To encourage Hong Kong students to deal with 
the difficulties in using long sentences or conjunctions 
correctly, probably one way is to let them understand the 
properties of their own variety but simultaneously teach 
them the standard norms of written English[58]. When they 
know how their first language has influenced their use of 
conjunctions in English, they will become more sensitive 
to the correct use of English conjunction, through which 
they will consciously avoid the transfer from Chinese 
and be more willing to compose longer, more complex 
sentences in academic writing, thereby increasing the 
cohesion, coherence, and finally readability of their essays 
and power of their positioning in academic conversation.

Possible Effects of the HKE Tutorial on Forming a 
Critical but Open View of English

In the last 20 minutes, the focus-group participants 
were asked to share their views of Hong Kong English. 
The sharing concentrated on the grammatical issues 
surrounding it. Although all participants said that they 
felt inferior and disadvantaged because of the HKE label, 
those who had understood the descriptive view of HKE 
from the extra tutorial showed a more open and optimistic 
attitude to their own variety. Two of them pointed out the 
differences in using HKE between the written and spoken 
settings. For example:

“I think Hong Kong English is not good to formal 
situation(s) but it is okay to (be used) between friends 
especially in WhatsApp… On (the) Internet we Hong Kong 
people use Hong Kong English because the environment 
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knowledge of HKE may be productive to students’ 
learning and practices of academic writing. The 
characteristics of tenses and sentence structures, albeit 
often seen as mistakes, have their subtle roles in the 
curriculum. Compared to dwelling on such mistakes and 
the corrections using the grammar-translation method, 
teaching them why such mistakes will be easily made can 
be more efficacious and less demotivating. Penalizing 
learners on non-standard linguistic items is not always 
useful[63]. By contrast, it often creates an unpleasant 
classroom surrounding that can be devastating to second 
language learning[64]. While external intervention from 
non-linguists is unavoidable, learners’ behaviors of 
“changing English should be respected instead of being 
criticized”[65]. Thus, college teachers may describe the 
HKE features when they enter discussions about the 
academic register or style. Even for college teachers 
themselves, understanding HKE from a linguistic 
viewpoint will help them cope with English varieties 
and their students’ home language[66]. This research also 
advocates the co-existence of HKE and Standard English 
in English language teaching in tertiary education. While 
Standard English is preferred in most academic contexts, 
HKE is sometimes acceptable or even rhetorically 
effective in other informal settings. The dominant voices, 
which often despise HKE, are not necessarily the “reality”. 
Rather than prescriptively rejecting the existence of HKE 
across all contexts, it appears more practical and realistic 
to raise students’ awareness about when and where it is 
tolerated or not tolerated. One way to achieve this is to 
create a learning setting where the non-standard norms 
are acknowledged to some extent[67]. College teachers 
may share with students how linguists or ELF proponents 
perceive the role HKE in the globalized society, so as 
to build their competence in evaluating use of English 
in context. This should be the ultimate goal of teaching 
English as a second language if college teachers are really 
concerned about the interests of the next generation and 
the symbolic power they will possess after graduation.

The above propositions and suggestions are based on 
analyses and projections of self-reports from the qualitative 
experiment, rather than a quantitative assessment of 
students’ learning experience or performance. There 
were two weeks between the HKE tutorial and the focus 
group sessions; rather than the tutorial alone, there 
might be external variables (e.g., self-reading) beyond 
the classroom setting that had impacted on Group B 
representatives’ perceptions of HKE and academic writing 
as reported in the focus group. Additionally, due to the 
administrative constraint, only eight representatives (out 
of 100 participants) from the dataset were invited to the 

focus group. Further studies could determine the veracity 
and conditionality of the functional and/or pedagogical 
roles of HKE in teaching academic writing and speaking 
in university. A longitudinal text analysis of students’ 
essays before and after a discussion about HKE would 
be particularly helpful in justifying the formal causal 
link, if any, between learning HKE and learning English 
academic writing. Researchers could also conduct similar 
research on the role of another aspect of HKE, namely the 
Hong Kong accented pronunciation, in academic speaking 
and presentation courses.

To summarize, this paper urges that an English 
academic writing course, where Standard English for 
academic purposes is taught, could reserve a space in 
which non-standard English plays an educational role. In 
the Digital Age, English has more or less become a lingua 
franca across the globe. People not only speak different 
accented Englishes face to face, but also write different 
Englishes on the Internet, where new words and new 
usage emerge easily. When negative transfer becomes so 
common, its label in folk theories may also become less 
negative than it used to be. Simultaneously, when there is 
more variation in language use because of the increasing 
diversity of speakers, students may find a gap between the 
English required in the classroom and the Englishes used 
in social interaction [68]. The dichotomy between correct 
use and incorrect use blurs. In such a situation, it may be 
no longer persuasive to simply emphasize the standard and 
decline the non-standard as teachers did half a century ago.

But still, normative evaluations of good and bad 
English remain in place among non-linguists and in the 
academic world. Learning English as a second language 
for academic purposes is not only about grammar or 
pronunciation, but also background of the L2 learners, 
especially the features of their shared L1. If language 
teaching also aims at helping students become global 
citizens who acknowledge diversities of language[69], 
the variety of the locals should not be totally excluded 
from the syllabus[70]. It is unhelpful to “keep imposing 
a single restricted pedagogical model to the students 
while they actually have options to choose from”[71]. 
There should be “a pedagogical value in incorporating 
the ‘non-standard’ into the curriculum as a variety to be 
discussed and contrasted”[72]. To encourage students to 
learn the standard and simultaneously appreciate the non-
standard, once more, English teachers should create space 
for discussing the students’ variety (or varieties) in the 
English classroom, to promote a positive, global view of 
English and help them take a healthy, open attitude to the 
varieties – including the standard ones.
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knowledge of HKE may be productive to students’ 
learning and practices of academic writing. The 
characteristics of tenses and sentence structures, albeit 
often seen as mistakes, have their subtle roles in the 
curriculum. Compared to dwelling on such mistakes and 
the corrections using the grammar-translation method, 
teaching them why such mistakes will be easily made can 
be more efficacious and less demotivating. Penalizing 
learners on non-standard linguistic items is not always 
useful[63]. By contrast, it often creates an unpleasant 
classroom surrounding that can be devastating to second 
language learning[64]. While external intervention from 
non-linguists is unavoidable, learners’ behaviors of 
“changing English should be respected instead of being 
criticized”[65]. Thus, college teachers may describe the 
HKE features when they enter discussions about the 
academic register or style. Even for college teachers 
themselves, understanding HKE from a linguistic 
viewpoint will help them cope with English varieties 
and their students’ home language[66]. This research also 
advocates the co-existence of HKE and Standard English 
in English language teaching in tertiary education. While 
Standard English is preferred in most academic contexts, 
HKE is sometimes acceptable or even rhetorically 
effective in other informal settings. The dominant voices, 
which often despise HKE, are not necessarily the “reality”. 
Rather than prescriptively rejecting the existence of HKE 
across all contexts, it appears more practical and realistic 
to raise students’ awareness about when and where it is 
tolerated or not tolerated. One way to achieve this is to 
create a learning setting where the non-standard norms 
are acknowledged to some extent[67]. College teachers 
may share with students how linguists or ELF proponents 
perceive the role HKE in the globalized society, so as 
to build their competence in evaluating use of English 
in context. This should be the ultimate goal of teaching 
English as a second language if college teachers are really 
concerned about the interests of the next generation and 
the symbolic power they will possess after graduation.

The above propositions and suggestions are based on 
analyses and projections of self-reports from the qualitative 
experiment, rather than a quantitative assessment of 
students’ learning experience or performance. There 
were two weeks between the HKE tutorial and the focus 
group sessions; rather than the tutorial alone, there 
might be external variables (e.g., self-reading) beyond 
the classroom setting that had impacted on Group B 
representatives’ perceptions of HKE and academic writing 
as reported in the focus group. Additionally, due to the 
administrative constraint, only eight representatives (out 
of 100 participants) from the dataset were invited to the 

focus group. Further studies could determine the veracity 
and conditionality of the functional and/or pedagogical 
roles of HKE in teaching academic writing and speaking 
in university. A longitudinal text analysis of students’ 
essays before and after a discussion about HKE would 
be particularly helpful in justifying the formal causal 
link, if any, between learning HKE and learning English 
academic writing. Researchers could also conduct similar 
research on the role of another aspect of HKE, namely the 
Hong Kong accented pronunciation, in academic speaking 
and presentation courses.

To summarize, this paper urges that an English 
academic writing course, where Standard English for 
academic purposes is taught, could reserve a space in 
which non-standard English plays an educational role. In 
the Digital Age, English has more or less become a lingua 
franca across the globe. People not only speak different 
accented Englishes face to face, but also write different 
Englishes on the Internet, where new words and new 
usage emerge easily. When negative transfer becomes so 
common, its label in folk theories may also become less 
negative than it used to be. Simultaneously, when there is 
more variation in language use because of the increasing 
diversity of speakers, students may find a gap between the 
English required in the classroom and the Englishes used 
in social interaction [68]. The dichotomy between correct 
use and incorrect use blurs. In such a situation, it may be 
no longer persuasive to simply emphasize the standard and 
decline the non-standard as teachers did half a century ago.

But still, normative evaluations of good and bad 
English remain in place among non-linguists and in the 
academic world. Learning English as a second language 
for academic purposes is not only about grammar or 
pronunciation, but also background of the L2 learners, 
especially the features of their shared L1. If language 
teaching also aims at helping students become global 
citizens who acknowledge diversities of language[69], 
the variety of the locals should not be totally excluded 
from the syllabus[70]. It is unhelpful to “keep imposing 
a single restricted pedagogical model to the students 
while they actually have options to choose from”[71]. 
There should be “a pedagogical value in incorporating 
the ‘non-standard’ into the curriculum as a variety to be 
discussed and contrasted”[72]. To encourage students to 
learn the standard and simultaneously appreciate the non-
standard, once more, English teachers should create space 
for discussing the students’ variety (or varieties) in the 
English classroom, to promote a positive, global view of 
English and help them take a healthy, open attitude to the 
varieties – including the standard ones.

Acknowledgements

DOI: https://doi.org/10.30564/jler.v2i1.331 17



Journal of Linguistics and Education Research | Volume 02 | Annual Issue | December  2019

19

Journal of Linguistics and Education Research | Volume 02 | Issue 01 | March 2019

Distributed under creative commons license 4.0 DOI: https://doi.org/10.30564/jler.v2i1.748

Journal of Linguistics and Education Research

https://ojs.bilpublishing.com/index.php/jler

ARTICLE

The Bilingual Competence of Local Council Staffers in the Centre and 
Littoral Regions of Cameroon

Kouega Jean Paul1* Sama Alexandre Sihna2

Department of English, Faculty of Arts, University of Yaounde I, Yaounde, Cameroon

ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Article history
Received: 10 April 2018
Accepted: 30 April 2019
Published: 31 May 2019

This work sets out to appraise the state of individual bilingualism in 
francophone local councils in Cameroon. The work checks the use of 
English by francophone local council workers and of French by their 
anglophone mates with the focus on the four communicative language 
skills, i.e., speaking, reading, writing and listening. The ethnographic 
approach to data collection was adopted, and self-rating through a 
questionnaire was the major tool used. The eight-item questionnaire was
administered to 192 local council staffers. They were 177 (91.14% of 
192) francophone workers selected out of a pool of over 500 workers 
in six local councils situated in two big francophone towns i.e., Douala 
and Yaounde on the one hand, and 15 (8.85% of 192) out of a total of 
16 anglophone workers in these same localities. The analysis of the data 
collected revealed that very low percentages of francophone workers 
could perform the following tasks using English: discuss office issues 
with their bosses (10.16% of 177 subjects), read out a speech (8.47%), 
write a letter to their collaborators (4.51%), and listen to someone with 
understanding (20.33%). Conversely, a high proportion of anglophone 
workers were able to perform these same tasks using French i.e., discuss 
office issues with their bosses (73.33% of 15 subjects), read out a speech 
(20%), write a letter to a collaborator (33.33%), and listen to someone 
with understanding (80%). In short, 63.28% of 177 francophone workers 
reported having a low performance in receptive skills in English as 
opposed to 20% of 15 anglophone workers who said the same for French; 
similarly, 7.34% of 177 francophones claimed to have a good command 
of productive skills in English as opposed to 53.33% of 15 anglophones 
who claimed to have a command of French. The implications for the 
study are that official French-English bilingualism in Cameroon is a mere 
political wish which is not a reality on the field.
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1. Introduction

When a country opts for two official languages, 
there is always a problem with the size of the 
users. Should one of these languages be given 

preferential treatment? Or, should both languages be used 
on equal basis so as to curb down linguistic assimilation, 
and facilitate social peace and harmony in the country? 
Since the independence of French Cameroon in 1960 and 
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This work sets out to appraise the state of individual bilingualism in 
francophone local councils in Cameroon. The work checks the use of 
English by francophone local council workers and of French by their 
anglophone mates with the focus on the four communicative language 
skills, i.e., speaking, reading, writing and listening. The ethnographic 
approach to data collection was adopted, and self-rating through a 
questionnaire was the major tool used. The eight-item questionnaire was
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192) francophone workers selected out of a pool of over 500 workers 
in six local councils situated in two big francophone towns i.e., Douala 
and Yaounde on the one hand, and 15 (8.85% of 192) out of a total of 
16 anglophone workers in these same localities. The analysis of the data 
collected revealed that very low percentages of francophone workers 
could perform the following tasks using English: discuss office issues 
with their bosses (10.16% of 177 subjects), read out a speech (8.47%), 
write a letter to their collaborators (4.51%), and listen to someone with 
understanding (20.33%). Conversely, a high proportion of anglophone 
workers were able to perform these same tasks using French i.e., discuss 
office issues with their bosses (73.33% of 15 subjects), read out a speech 
(20%), write a letter to a collaborator (33.33%), and listen to someone 
with understanding (80%). In short, 63.28% of 177 francophone workers 
reported having a low performance in receptive skills in English as 
opposed to 20% of 15 anglophone workers who said the same for French; 
similarly, 7.34% of 177 francophones claimed to have a good command 
of productive skills in English as opposed to 53.33% of 15 anglophones 
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study are that official French-English bilingualism in Cameroon is a mere 
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group that includes major dialects like Bulu, Eton, 
Ewondo, and Fang, which are spoken from the Centre 
region through the South region of Cameroon up to the 
northern provinces of Gabon and Equatorial Guinea. 
Speakers of these dialects share many cultural and 
linguistic features, though intelligibility decreases to some 
extent as one moves across this vast territory. Reigning 
above these languages are French and English, which are 
the joint official languages of Cameroon. French came 
into the country when Germany lost the First World War 
and its colonies in Africa had to be shared between the 
victors i.e. France and Britain. France took 4/5 of German 
Kamerun as it was called then, and Britain took 1/5. 
French Cameroon evolved as a League of Nations Trust 
Territory, then as a United Nations Mandated Territory, 
before becoming independent in 1960, with French being 
adopted as its official language. British Cameroons were 
two discontinuous strips of land, one strip being in the 
north and the other in the south. The two strips were 
attached to Nigeria, a large British colony. These two 
strips of land became League of Nations Trust Territories 
and then United Nations Mandated Territories. Under the 
pretext that these two strips of land could not evolve on 
their own, their citizens were asked to choose between 
joining the Nigerian Federation or joining Cameroon that 
became independent in 1960. A referendum was organised 
and Northern British Cameroons decided to join Nigeria 
while Southern British Cameroon whose official language 
was English, joined French Cameroon. In 1961, British 
Cameroon and French Cameroon formed a federation 
with French and English being the joint official languages 
of the new state. Today, the country is divided into 10 
regions of which eight fall in the francophone zone and 
two in the former Anglophone territory.

In short, three classes of languages coexist in Cameroon 
i.e., close to 300 indigenous languages which are used 
for in-group communication, some three major lingua 
francas which are used for out-group communication, and 
two official languages i.e., English and French, which are 
used for Government transactions and as languages of 
instruction in all schools.

1.3 Structure of Central government and local 
councils in Cameroon

This section defines “central government” and “local 
councils” in Cameroon, outlines the types of councils 
in the country, and the duties of council officials and 
workers. Central government in Cameroon is headed by 
the President of the Republic who is assisted by ministers 
in charge of various departments. The country is divided 
into ten administrative units called “Regions”. Each 
region is run by a Governor appointed by the President 

of the Republic. The administrative unit next below the 
region is known as “Division” (in French “Département”) 
and is headed by a “Divisional Officer” in short D.O. (in 
French “Prefet”). The lowest administrative unit is the 
“Sub-division” (in French “arrondissement”) which is 
headed by a “Sub-divisional officer”, in short S.D.O (in 
French “Sous-prefet”) (see Kouega 2006[15] for details).

Local councils, also known as local governments, 
are legal entities elected by the people to cater for their 
services. As Article 1 of Law No. 74/23 of December 
5, 1974 stipulates a council is “a decentralized public 
community having public rights as well as administrative 
and financial autonomy. It manages local affairs under the 
protection of the State”. Though local councils are run 
by officials elected by the people, they work under the 
supervisory authority of the Governors and the Divisional 
officers appointed by the President of the Republic. 

In Cameroon, there are two main types of councils, i.e., 
city councils and sub-divisional councils. City councils are 
found in Regional headquarters and in large towns; they are 
headed by “government delegates” (in French “Délégués 
du Gouvernement”) appointed by a decree of the President 
of the Republic. Sub-divisional councils are run by a 
team of elected councillors whose number depends on the 
population size of the councils’ jurisdiction. When these 
councillors take up duty, they elect one of them as mayor 
of the council. The main legislative texts pertaining to 
local government in Cameroon are: Law No. 2004/017 
on decentralization; Law No. 2004/018 on local councils; 
Law No. 2004/019 on regions (see http://www.clgf.org.uk 
for details)

What is relevant to this study is that some of the duties 
of the mayors and other council officials require that 
they are in contact with their population. These duties 
include: solemnising marriages, certifying birth and 
death certificates, assigning work to council staff, and 
leading the councils on public occasions such as official 
ceremonies, to name only these. The problem at issue 
is: Are these mayors and other council clerks capable of 
performing these duties in their other official language, 
which is French for Anglophones and English for 
francophones? In other words, how bilingual are the local 
councils and their staffers?

2. Literature Review
There are a number of works that focus on the 

assessment of bilingualism, including the following: 
Macnamara (1967)[20], Hamers and Blanc (1989)[10], 
and Stokes and Duncan (1989)[21]. These researchers 
have proposed various formal and informal ways of 
measuring bilingualism, but these proposals tend to 
compare bilinguals with monolinguals. To Hideyuki Taura 
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its Reunification with British Cameroon in 1961 to form a 
Federal Republic, a decision was taken by Government to 
establish English and French as the two official languages 
of the newly born Federal Republic of Cameroon. It 
was pledged that the two languages were to function on 
equal basis and that Government was to take appropriate 
measures to promote bilingualism in these two languages. 
These measures have been applied for over half a century 
and it is expected that they are bearing fruit today. The 
purpose of this work is to check whether local council 
workers are capable of rendering services at their places of 
work using both official languages. The following central 
question was set to guide the exercise: How bilingual are 
anglophone and francophone Cameroon local council 
workers? This is supplemented by four specific questions, 
i.e.:  can Cameroonian local council workers discussed 
office issues with their bosses in French and English, 
the two official languages? Can they perform tasks like 
reading out a speech, writing letters and listening with 
understanding in these two official languages? The work 
is divided into four sections labelled background to the 
study (1), literature review (2), methodology (3), and data 
analysis and discussion (4). These are considered in turn.

Background to the Study
This section first defines the term bilingualism and 

examines a number of attributes that tend to go with it 
(1.1); then it considers the language situation in Cameroon 
(1.2), and the structure of Central and local Governments 
in the country (1.3).

1.1 Bilingualism and its Attributes
Several researchers like Bloomfield (1933)[5], Mackey 

(1970)[19], Haugen (1953)[11], Ayafor (2005)[1], and Baker 
(2006)[2], to name only these, have worked extensively 
on the issue of bilingualism. To all of them, it can be 
regarded as the alternate use of two languages. To 
Bloomfield (1933)[5] cited in Baker (2006)[2], it refers 
to the native-like control of two or more languages. To 
Haugen (1953)[11], individual bilingualism is attested when 
a speaker of one language is able to produce complete 
meaningful utterances in another language. According 
to Ayafor (2005)[1] bilingualism is the ability to speak 
more than one language with proficiency; it is also a 
side by side co-existence of two languages in a country 
or in a community. It can therefore be concluded that 
a bilingual person is someone who is capable of using 
two languages with varying degrees of competence. 
This issue of degree of competence has pushed Baker 
(2006)[2] and other researchers like Wei (2000)[22] to 
assign some attributes to bilingualism: active, passive, 
balanced, minimal, maximal. Active bilingualism refers 
to someone who speaks and writes in two languages well 

while passive bilingualism refers to someone who has 
receptive abilities of understanding and reading in their 
second language. A balanced bilingual, also referred to 
as equilingual, symmetrical or ambilingual, is said to 
use two languages with equal proficiency, even though 
Fishman (1971)[9] argues that rarely are there bilinguals 
or multilinguals with equal ability in their use of two 
or more languages. Maximal competence is when a 
bilingual has native-like control of two or more languages 
(Bloomfield 1933)[5] while minimal competence is when 
a bilingual has some control of his or her two languages. 
Other attributes, which are based on such factors as 
the age of the bilingual, the ability of the bilingual, the 
process of development of bilingualism, and the context 
of acquisition of bilingualism, to name only these, include 
the following: simultaneous, sequential, late, incipient, 
receptive, productive, ascendant, recessive, circumstantial, 
and elective. Simultaneous bilingualism is the acquisition 
of two languages at the same time and age; in sequential 
bilingualism, the individual acquires one language 
first, and then learn the other language later. As for late 
bilingualism, it occurs when an individual has learned 
and used a language from childhood and, later in life, he/
she decides to learn another language. Incipient bilinguals 
can utter a few utterances in their other language, like a 
tourist who can successfully ask for the way to a given 
destination like a museum. Ascendant and recessive 
bilingualism are two extremes of a continuum; it occurs 
when someone is developing a second language at the 
expense of a language he or she had acquired previously. 
Elective bilingualism has to do with freely choosing to 
learn a language, usually in the school context while 
circumstantial bilingualism is the learning of a new 
language in order to survive, as it is usually the case with 
immigrants.

1.2 Language Situation in Cameroon
Cameroon is a multilingual country where several 

languages of various statuses co-exist peacefully. First 
close to 300 indigenous languages are spoken natively by 
the various tribes that constitute the country’s 22 million 
inhabitants. These languages are listed in a number of 
works including the following: Dieu and Renaud (1983)[6], 
Kouega (2007)[16] and Lewis et al (2016)[18]. Next above 
these are some major lingua francas whose speakers 
span three or more of the ten regions of the country. 
These are: Pidgin English, Fulfulde, and Beti. Pidgin is 
actively used in the Southwest and Northwest region and 
the neighbouring Littoral and West regions, especially 
for business transactions. Fulfulde is spoken in the three 
northern regions of the country i.e., the Adamawa, Far-
North and North regions. Beti is the name of a language 
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group that includes major dialects like Bulu, Eton, 
Ewondo, and Fang, which are spoken from the Centre 
region through the South region of Cameroon up to the 
northern provinces of Gabon and Equatorial Guinea. 
Speakers of these dialects share many cultural and 
linguistic features, though intelligibility decreases to some 
extent as one moves across this vast territory. Reigning 
above these languages are French and English, which are 
the joint official languages of Cameroon. French came 
into the country when Germany lost the First World War 
and its colonies in Africa had to be shared between the 
victors i.e. France and Britain. France took 4/5 of German 
Kamerun as it was called then, and Britain took 1/5. 
French Cameroon evolved as a League of Nations Trust 
Territory, then as a United Nations Mandated Territory, 
before becoming independent in 1960, with French being 
adopted as its official language. British Cameroons were 
two discontinuous strips of land, one strip being in the 
north and the other in the south. The two strips were 
attached to Nigeria, a large British colony. These two 
strips of land became League of Nations Trust Territories 
and then United Nations Mandated Territories. Under the 
pretext that these two strips of land could not evolve on 
their own, their citizens were asked to choose between 
joining the Nigerian Federation or joining Cameroon that 
became independent in 1960. A referendum was organised 
and Northern British Cameroons decided to join Nigeria 
while Southern British Cameroon whose official language 
was English, joined French Cameroon. In 1961, British 
Cameroon and French Cameroon formed a federation 
with French and English being the joint official languages 
of the new state. Today, the country is divided into 10 
regions of which eight fall in the francophone zone and 
two in the former Anglophone territory.

In short, three classes of languages coexist in Cameroon 
i.e., close to 300 indigenous languages which are used 
for in-group communication, some three major lingua 
francas which are used for out-group communication, and 
two official languages i.e., English and French, which are 
used for Government transactions and as languages of 
instruction in all schools.

1.3 Structure of Central government and local 
councils in Cameroon

This section defines “central government” and “local 
councils” in Cameroon, outlines the types of councils 
in the country, and the duties of council officials and 
workers. Central government in Cameroon is headed by 
the President of the Republic who is assisted by ministers 
in charge of various departments. The country is divided 
into ten administrative units called “Regions”. Each 
region is run by a Governor appointed by the President 

of the Republic. The administrative unit next below the 
region is known as “Division” (in French “Département”) 
and is headed by a “Divisional Officer” in short D.O. (in 
French “Prefet”). The lowest administrative unit is the 
“Sub-division” (in French “arrondissement”) which is 
headed by a “Sub-divisional officer”, in short S.D.O (in 
French “Sous-prefet”) (see Kouega 2006[15] for details).

Local councils, also known as local governments, 
are legal entities elected by the people to cater for their 
services. As Article 1 of Law No. 74/23 of December 
5, 1974 stipulates a council is “a decentralized public 
community having public rights as well as administrative 
and financial autonomy. It manages local affairs under the 
protection of the State”. Though local councils are run 
by officials elected by the people, they work under the 
supervisory authority of the Governors and the Divisional 
officers appointed by the President of the Republic. 

In Cameroon, there are two main types of councils, i.e., 
city councils and sub-divisional councils. City councils are 
found in Regional headquarters and in large towns; they are 
headed by “government delegates” (in French “Délégués 
du Gouvernement”) appointed by a decree of the President 
of the Republic. Sub-divisional councils are run by a 
team of elected councillors whose number depends on the 
population size of the councils’ jurisdiction. When these 
councillors take up duty, they elect one of them as mayor 
of the council. The main legislative texts pertaining to 
local government in Cameroon are: Law No. 2004/017 
on decentralization; Law No. 2004/018 on local councils; 
Law No. 2004/019 on regions (see http://www.clgf.org.uk 
for details)

What is relevant to this study is that some of the duties 
of the mayors and other council officials require that 
they are in contact with their population. These duties 
include: solemnising marriages, certifying birth and 
death certificates, assigning work to council staff, and 
leading the councils on public occasions such as official 
ceremonies, to name only these. The problem at issue 
is: Are these mayors and other council clerks capable of 
performing these duties in their other official language, 
which is French for Anglophones and English for 
francophones? In other words, how bilingual are the local 
councils and their staffers?

2. Literature Review
There are a number of works that focus on the 

assessment of bilingualism, including the following: 
Macnamara (1967)[20], Hamers and Blanc (1989)[10], 
and Stokes and Duncan (1989)[21]. These researchers 
have proposed various formal and informal ways of 
measuring bilingualism, but these proposals tend to 
compare bilinguals with monolinguals. To Hideyuki Taura 
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its Reunification with British Cameroon in 1961 to form a 
Federal Republic, a decision was taken by Government to 
establish English and French as the two official languages 
of the newly born Federal Republic of Cameroon. It 
was pledged that the two languages were to function on 
equal basis and that Government was to take appropriate 
measures to promote bilingualism in these two languages. 
These measures have been applied for over half a century 
and it is expected that they are bearing fruit today. The 
purpose of this work is to check whether local council 
workers are capable of rendering services at their places of 
work using both official languages. The following central 
question was set to guide the exercise: How bilingual are 
anglophone and francophone Cameroon local council 
workers? This is supplemented by four specific questions, 
i.e.:  can Cameroonian local council workers discussed 
office issues with their bosses in French and English, 
the two official languages? Can they perform tasks like 
reading out a speech, writing letters and listening with 
understanding in these two official languages? The work 
is divided into four sections labelled background to the 
study (1), literature review (2), methodology (3), and data 
analysis and discussion (4). These are considered in turn.

Background to the Study
This section first defines the term bilingualism and 

examines a number of attributes that tend to go with it 
(1.1); then it considers the language situation in Cameroon 
(1.2), and the structure of Central and local Governments 
in the country (1.3).

1.1 Bilingualism and its Attributes
Several researchers like Bloomfield (1933)[5], Mackey 

(1970)[19], Haugen (1953)[11], Ayafor (2005)[1], and Baker 
(2006)[2], to name only these, have worked extensively 
on the issue of bilingualism. To all of them, it can be 
regarded as the alternate use of two languages. To 
Bloomfield (1933)[5] cited in Baker (2006)[2], it refers 
to the native-like control of two or more languages. To 
Haugen (1953)[11], individual bilingualism is attested when 
a speaker of one language is able to produce complete 
meaningful utterances in another language. According 
to Ayafor (2005)[1] bilingualism is the ability to speak 
more than one language with proficiency; it is also a 
side by side co-existence of two languages in a country 
or in a community. It can therefore be concluded that 
a bilingual person is someone who is capable of using 
two languages with varying degrees of competence. 
This issue of degree of competence has pushed Baker 
(2006)[2] and other researchers like Wei (2000)[22] to 
assign some attributes to bilingualism: active, passive, 
balanced, minimal, maximal. Active bilingualism refers 
to someone who speaks and writes in two languages well 

while passive bilingualism refers to someone who has 
receptive abilities of understanding and reading in their 
second language. A balanced bilingual, also referred to 
as equilingual, symmetrical or ambilingual, is said to 
use two languages with equal proficiency, even though 
Fishman (1971)[9] argues that rarely are there bilinguals 
or multilinguals with equal ability in their use of two 
or more languages. Maximal competence is when a 
bilingual has native-like control of two or more languages 
(Bloomfield 1933)[5] while minimal competence is when 
a bilingual has some control of his or her two languages. 
Other attributes, which are based on such factors as 
the age of the bilingual, the ability of the bilingual, the 
process of development of bilingualism, and the context 
of acquisition of bilingualism, to name only these, include 
the following: simultaneous, sequential, late, incipient, 
receptive, productive, ascendant, recessive, circumstantial, 
and elective. Simultaneous bilingualism is the acquisition 
of two languages at the same time and age; in sequential 
bilingualism, the individual acquires one language 
first, and then learn the other language later. As for late 
bilingualism, it occurs when an individual has learned 
and used a language from childhood and, later in life, he/
she decides to learn another language. Incipient bilinguals 
can utter a few utterances in their other language, like a 
tourist who can successfully ask for the way to a given 
destination like a museum. Ascendant and recessive 
bilingualism are two extremes of a continuum; it occurs 
when someone is developing a second language at the 
expense of a language he or she had acquired previously. 
Elective bilingualism has to do with freely choosing to 
learn a language, usually in the school context while 
circumstantial bilingualism is the learning of a new 
language in order to survive, as it is usually the case with 
immigrants.

1.2 Language Situation in Cameroon
Cameroon is a multilingual country where several 

languages of various statuses co-exist peacefully. First 
close to 300 indigenous languages are spoken natively by 
the various tribes that constitute the country’s 22 million 
inhabitants. These languages are listed in a number of 
works including the following: Dieu and Renaud (1983)[6], 
Kouega (2007)[16] and Lewis et al (2016)[18]. Next above 
these are some major lingua francas whose speakers 
span three or more of the ten regions of the country. 
These are: Pidgin English, Fulfulde, and Beti. Pidgin is 
actively used in the Southwest and Northwest region and 
the neighbouring Littoral and West regions, especially 
for business transactions. Fulfulde is spoken in the three 
northern regions of the country i.e., the Adamawa, Far-
North and North regions. Beti is the name of a language 
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3. Methodology
The informants and the material of this study are 

outlined here. The informants were 192 local council 
workers of whom 177 were francophones and 15 
anglophones. They were drawn from local councils 
located in the cities of Yaounde in the Centre region and 
of Douala in the Littoral region of Cameroon. In Douala, 
three local councils out of the six in the city were visited. 
These are: Douala I Council, Douala II Council and 
Douala III Council. In these three councils, a total of 
90 subjects were contacted, of whom 48 returned their 
filled copies of the questionnaire, giving a response rate 
of 53.33%. In Yaounde, three local councils out of seven 
were visited, i.e., the Yaounde City Council, the Yaounde 
III Council, and the Yaounde IV Council. Some 200 
subjects were contacted and 144 returned their copies, 
giving a return rate of 72%. The information provided 
in the questionnaire was used to work out the relevant 
sociolinguistic details on these informants, i.e., their 
gender, their level of education, and their second official 
language which is English for francophones and French 
for anglophones. Regarding gender, there were 100 males 
(52.08 of 192 informants) and 92 females (47.91%). 

Concerning their level of education, they had all 
completed primary education; 126 had had secondary 
level education (65.62% of 192 informants) while 66 had 
done tertiary level education (34.38%). As for their second 
official language, they were asked an indirect question: 
what was your language of instruction in primary school? 
It is known that in Cameroon, francophone people 
generally attend French-medium primary schools while 
Anglophones attend English-medium primary schools. On 
the basis of the answer to this question which confirms 
information gathered during the administration of the 
questionnaire, it was found that of the 192 informants, 15 
(i.e., 7.81%) were Anglophones while 177 (i.e., 92.18%) 
were francophones. 

These informants were contacted at their place of work 
and were encouraged to fill in an eight-item questionnaire 
which was designed to elicit their ratings of their 
performance in a number of bilingual tasks.

4. Data Analysis
The analysis takes up the respondents’ self-reported 

ability to read out a speech (reading), to listen to the radio/
TV news with understanding (comprehension/listening), 
to discuss office matters with their bosses (speaking), and 
to write letters (writing). These are considered in turn.

The 177 francophone informants were asked if they 
could read out a speech written in English (Q1a). Reading 
aloud was targeted as it was not possible to assess all the 

sub-skills of reading. These informants were expected to 
choose one of these proposed answers: “Yes”, “A little 
bit”, “No”, and “Others”. The range of definite answers 
was limited to three, with a fourth slot provided for these 
informants to indicate other possible answers. These 
informants made the choices presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Reading of a Speech Written in English by Francophone Workers

Q1a. Can you read out a speech written in English?

          
Answers 
/ Regions

Yes A  little bit No Others Total

Centre
11

(8.2%)
43

(32.08%)
80

(59.7%)
- -

134 
(100%)

Littoral
4

(9.3%)
9

(20.93%)
30

(69.76%)
- -

43
(100%)

Total
15

(8.47%)
52

(29.37%)
110

(62.14%)
- -

177 
(100%)

In Table 1, 62.14% of 177 francophone local council 
workers reported that they could not read out a speech 
written in English; while only 8.47% claimed that they 
could do so. In-between these two extremes are 29.37% 
subjects who claimed that they can do so a little bit. It can 
therefore be concluded that the proportion of bilingual 
francophone workers who can read out a speech written in 
English is very low. 

The 15 anglophone informants were asked the same 
question i.e., whether they could read out a speech written 
in French (Q1b) and they gave the answers in Table 2.

Table 2. Reading of a Speech Written in French by Anglophone Workers

Q1b. Can you read out a speech written in French?

Answers / 
Regions

Yes
A  little bit

No
Others Total

Centre
3

(30%)
4

(40%)
3

(30%)
- -

10 
(100%)

Littoral -
2

(40.4%)
3

(60%)
- -

5 
(100%)

Total
3

(20%)
6

(40.4%)
6

(40%)
- -

15 
(100%)

Table 2 shows that 40% of 15 anglophone local council 
workers said that they could not read out a speech written 
in French, while 20% of them claimed that they could do 
so. It means that the proportion of bilingual anglophone 
workers who can actually read out speeches written in 
both English and French is very low. These are likely 
those Anglophone workers who make personal efforts to 
communicate in French.

Q2a asked the francophone informants whether they 
could understand the radio/TV news broadcast in English, 
which was assumed to be a good comprehension exercise. 
Their answers are presented in Table 3.
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(1996)[12], ideal bilingual measurements “should take 
into consideration such variables as affective variables, 
bilingual types (sequential, simultaneous, etc.), the age of 
exposure to languages, socio-economic and educational 
background, and level of intelligence.” (p. 8). Examining 
these variables falls outside the scope of the present 
paper, which is limited to how the informants rate their 
performance in specific bilingual tasks.

In Cameroon, researchers who have attempted to 
evaluate individual bilingualism include: Biloa (1999)[4], Echu 
(2004)[7], Essomba (2013)[8], and Kouega (2005)[14]. These 
studies have in common the fact that they focus on the 
acquisition of English by francophones. Works on the 
acquisition of French by Anglophones are rare. Biloa 
(1999)[4] examined the teaching of French to anglophone 
students in the University of Yaounde I. His main 
objective was to assess the effectiveness of the daily 
French language taught to anglophone students of this 
institution. He collected data using participant observation 
and a questionnaire administered to anglophone students 
in this institution. The analysis revealed that “… the 
programme on the teaching of French to Anglophone 
students in this institution is pedagogically inadequate 
and not adapted”. He concluded that the administration of 
the University of Yaounde I was unable and unwilling to 
effectively apply the policy of bilingualism as stipulated 
by the Constitution. The present work is related to that 
of Biloa in that both works focus on bilingualism in 
Cameroon. However, they differ in that Biloa’s focus is 
pedagogy whereas the focus of this study is individual 
bilingual competence.

Echu (2004)[7] worked on the implementation of 
bilingualism in the educational system of Cameroon from 
the primary through the secondary to the tertiary level, 
his major objectives being to evaluate the immersion 
of francophone pupils in anglophone primary schools 
and to check the experience of bilingual training in the 
Government Bilingual High School in Buea. He collected 
data using a questionnaire and participant observation 
and the analysis revealed that on the whole, the policy of 
bilingualism in the domain of education needs special care 
from legislators of this country; there should be a well 
organised text of orientation which clearly defines the 
goals to be achieved. 

Essomba (2013)[8] considered the level of individual 
bilingualism in Yaounde. His major objective was to 
check the bilingualism competence of some  individuals 
living in Yaounde, the political capital of Cameroon. The 
materials he used were a questionnaire and a language test 
and his informants were some 240 pupils. These pupils 
were randomly chosen from three bilingual high schools 

in Yaounde, with the researcher making sure that each 
of the ten regions of the country was represented in his 
pool. The questionnaire revealed that these subjects made 
alternate use of English and French at varying degrees, 
and possessed each  at least one language skill in these 
two languages. The language achievement test revealed 
that the subjects had a fair mastery of the grammar of 
both languages. Moreover, a significantly high number of 
participants came up with sensible translations from one 
language into the other. On the basis of these results, he 
concluded that both francophone and anglophone pupils 
living in Yaounde can be termed bilingual individuals. 
An inspection of this work shows that it does not follow 
the basic canons of research. For example, the informants 
came from three bilingual high schools in Yaounde. This 
gives the impression that in Yaounde, all high schools 
are bilingual, which is wrong. Actually bilingual high 
schools are rare in the city of Yaounde and usually the 
pupils admitted into these schools are screened. The 
bulk of secondary pupils attend French-medium schools 
were English is taught as a subject (see Kouega 2007[16] 
for details). In other words, the subjects chosen for this 
research do not represent high school goers in Yaounde, 
let alone in the rest of the country. Second, previous 
publications on this same issue were not reviewed. This 
work is however related to the present one as it attempts 
to assess individual bilingualism.

Kouega (2005)[14] examined the official syllabus for the 
teaching of English in francophone elementary grades in 
Cameroon and concluded that it is practically impossible 
for pupils to learn even the basics of English in a context 
where teachers are not trained when they are available. He 
suggested that English should start not at the primary level 
as is the case today, but at the secondary level instead. 
It should start with a clear objective: to teach English to 
francophone secondary pupils so that by the time they 
graduate, they are capable of sitting for the First School 
Leaving Certificate (FSLC for short), which is the exit 
certificate for primary school pupils in English-medium 
schools in Cameroon. In other words, the syllabus for 
primary education in English-medium schools should be 
used for the teaching of the English subject in French-
medium secondary schools. If this suggestion is taken 
into account, then before leaving secondary education, 
all pupils would have sat for the First School Leaving 
Certificate and many of them would surely have passed 
this examination. Presently, no francophone secondary 
pupils that have gone through French-medium schools 
can make it. The subjects of the present study i.e., local 
council workers, have all learnt English as a subject or 
French as a subject in secondary education in Cameroon.
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3. Methodology
The informants and the material of this study are 

outlined here. The informants were 192 local council 
workers of whom 177 were francophones and 15 
anglophones. They were drawn from local councils 
located in the cities of Yaounde in the Centre region and 
of Douala in the Littoral region of Cameroon. In Douala, 
three local councils out of the six in the city were visited. 
These are: Douala I Council, Douala II Council and 
Douala III Council. In these three councils, a total of 
90 subjects were contacted, of whom 48 returned their 
filled copies of the questionnaire, giving a response rate 
of 53.33%. In Yaounde, three local councils out of seven 
were visited, i.e., the Yaounde City Council, the Yaounde 
III Council, and the Yaounde IV Council. Some 200 
subjects were contacted and 144 returned their copies, 
giving a return rate of 72%. The information provided 
in the questionnaire was used to work out the relevant 
sociolinguistic details on these informants, i.e., their 
gender, their level of education, and their second official 
language which is English for francophones and French 
for anglophones. Regarding gender, there were 100 males 
(52.08 of 192 informants) and 92 females (47.91%). 

Concerning their level of education, they had all 
completed primary education; 126 had had secondary 
level education (65.62% of 192 informants) while 66 had 
done tertiary level education (34.38%). As for their second 
official language, they were asked an indirect question: 
what was your language of instruction in primary school? 
It is known that in Cameroon, francophone people 
generally attend French-medium primary schools while 
Anglophones attend English-medium primary schools. On 
the basis of the answer to this question which confirms 
information gathered during the administration of the 
questionnaire, it was found that of the 192 informants, 15 
(i.e., 7.81%) were Anglophones while 177 (i.e., 92.18%) 
were francophones. 

These informants were contacted at their place of work 
and were encouraged to fill in an eight-item questionnaire 
which was designed to elicit their ratings of their 
performance in a number of bilingual tasks.

4. Data Analysis
The analysis takes up the respondents’ self-reported 

ability to read out a speech (reading), to listen to the radio/
TV news with understanding (comprehension/listening), 
to discuss office matters with their bosses (speaking), and 
to write letters (writing). These are considered in turn.

The 177 francophone informants were asked if they 
could read out a speech written in English (Q1a). Reading 
aloud was targeted as it was not possible to assess all the 

sub-skills of reading. These informants were expected to 
choose one of these proposed answers: “Yes”, “A little 
bit”, “No”, and “Others”. The range of definite answers 
was limited to three, with a fourth slot provided for these 
informants to indicate other possible answers. These 
informants made the choices presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Reading of a Speech Written in English by Francophone Workers

Q1a. Can you read out a speech written in English?

          
Answers 
/ Regions

Yes A  little bit No Others Total

Centre
11

(8.2%)
43

(32.08%)
80

(59.7%)
- -

134 
(100%)

Littoral
4

(9.3%)
9

(20.93%)
30

(69.76%)
- -

43
(100%)

Total
15

(8.47%)
52

(29.37%)
110

(62.14%)
- -

177 
(100%)

In Table 1, 62.14% of 177 francophone local council 
workers reported that they could not read out a speech 
written in English; while only 8.47% claimed that they 
could do so. In-between these two extremes are 29.37% 
subjects who claimed that they can do so a little bit. It can 
therefore be concluded that the proportion of bilingual 
francophone workers who can read out a speech written in 
English is very low. 

The 15 anglophone informants were asked the same 
question i.e., whether they could read out a speech written 
in French (Q1b) and they gave the answers in Table 2.

Table 2. Reading of a Speech Written in French by Anglophone Workers

Q1b. Can you read out a speech written in French?

Answers / 
Regions

Yes
A  little bit

No
Others Total

Centre
3

(30%)
4

(40%)
3

(30%)
- -

10 
(100%)

Littoral -
2

(40.4%)
3

(60%)
- -

5 
(100%)

Total
3

(20%)
6

(40.4%)
6

(40%)
- -

15 
(100%)

Table 2 shows that 40% of 15 anglophone local council 
workers said that they could not read out a speech written 
in French, while 20% of them claimed that they could do 
so. It means that the proportion of bilingual anglophone 
workers who can actually read out speeches written in 
both English and French is very low. These are likely 
those Anglophone workers who make personal efforts to 
communicate in French.

Q2a asked the francophone informants whether they 
could understand the radio/TV news broadcast in English, 
which was assumed to be a good comprehension exercise. 
Their answers are presented in Table 3.
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(1996)[12], ideal bilingual measurements “should take 
into consideration such variables as affective variables, 
bilingual types (sequential, simultaneous, etc.), the age of 
exposure to languages, socio-economic and educational 
background, and level of intelligence.” (p. 8). Examining 
these variables falls outside the scope of the present 
paper, which is limited to how the informants rate their 
performance in specific bilingual tasks.

In Cameroon, researchers who have attempted to 
evaluate individual bilingualism include: Biloa (1999)[4], Echu 
(2004)[7], Essomba (2013)[8], and Kouega (2005)[14]. These 
studies have in common the fact that they focus on the 
acquisition of English by francophones. Works on the 
acquisition of French by Anglophones are rare. Biloa 
(1999)[4] examined the teaching of French to anglophone 
students in the University of Yaounde I. His main 
objective was to assess the effectiveness of the daily 
French language taught to anglophone students of this 
institution. He collected data using participant observation 
and a questionnaire administered to anglophone students 
in this institution. The analysis revealed that “… the 
programme on the teaching of French to Anglophone 
students in this institution is pedagogically inadequate 
and not adapted”. He concluded that the administration of 
the University of Yaounde I was unable and unwilling to 
effectively apply the policy of bilingualism as stipulated 
by the Constitution. The present work is related to that 
of Biloa in that both works focus on bilingualism in 
Cameroon. However, they differ in that Biloa’s focus is 
pedagogy whereas the focus of this study is individual 
bilingual competence.

Echu (2004)[7] worked on the implementation of 
bilingualism in the educational system of Cameroon from 
the primary through the secondary to the tertiary level, 
his major objectives being to evaluate the immersion 
of francophone pupils in anglophone primary schools 
and to check the experience of bilingual training in the 
Government Bilingual High School in Buea. He collected 
data using a questionnaire and participant observation 
and the analysis revealed that on the whole, the policy of 
bilingualism in the domain of education needs special care 
from legislators of this country; there should be a well 
organised text of orientation which clearly defines the 
goals to be achieved. 

Essomba (2013)[8] considered the level of individual 
bilingualism in Yaounde. His major objective was to 
check the bilingualism competence of some  individuals 
living in Yaounde, the political capital of Cameroon. The 
materials he used were a questionnaire and a language test 
and his informants were some 240 pupils. These pupils 
were randomly chosen from three bilingual high schools 

in Yaounde, with the researcher making sure that each 
of the ten regions of the country was represented in his 
pool. The questionnaire revealed that these subjects made 
alternate use of English and French at varying degrees, 
and possessed each  at least one language skill in these 
two languages. The language achievement test revealed 
that the subjects had a fair mastery of the grammar of 
both languages. Moreover, a significantly high number of 
participants came up with sensible translations from one 
language into the other. On the basis of these results, he 
concluded that both francophone and anglophone pupils 
living in Yaounde can be termed bilingual individuals. 
An inspection of this work shows that it does not follow 
the basic canons of research. For example, the informants 
came from three bilingual high schools in Yaounde. This 
gives the impression that in Yaounde, all high schools 
are bilingual, which is wrong. Actually bilingual high 
schools are rare in the city of Yaounde and usually the 
pupils admitted into these schools are screened. The 
bulk of secondary pupils attend French-medium schools 
were English is taught as a subject (see Kouega 2007[16] 
for details). In other words, the subjects chosen for this 
research do not represent high school goers in Yaounde, 
let alone in the rest of the country. Second, previous 
publications on this same issue were not reviewed. This 
work is however related to the present one as it attempts 
to assess individual bilingualism.

Kouega (2005)[14] examined the official syllabus for the 
teaching of English in francophone elementary grades in 
Cameroon and concluded that it is practically impossible 
for pupils to learn even the basics of English in a context 
where teachers are not trained when they are available. He 
suggested that English should start not at the primary level 
as is the case today, but at the secondary level instead. 
It should start with a clear objective: to teach English to 
francophone secondary pupils so that by the time they 
graduate, they are capable of sitting for the First School 
Leaving Certificate (FSLC for short), which is the exit 
certificate for primary school pupils in English-medium 
schools in Cameroon. In other words, the syllabus for 
primary education in English-medium schools should be 
used for the teaching of the English subject in French-
medium secondary schools. If this suggestion is taken 
into account, then before leaving secondary education, 
all pupils would have sat for the First School Leaving 
Certificate and many of them would surely have passed 
this examination. Presently, no francophone secondary 
pupils that have gone through French-medium schools 
can make it. The subjects of the present study i.e., local 
council workers, have all learnt English as a subject or 
French as a subject in secondary education in Cameroon.
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claimed that they could do so.
These findings can be brought together under the 

dichotomy receptive and productive skills. Reading and 
listening (Tables 1-4) are receptive skills while discussing 
and writing fall under productive skills (Tables 5-8). The 
overall performance of the informants in receptive skills 
is presented in Tables 9-10. It is obtained by adding up the 
figures for reading and listening and dividing the sum by 
the figure 2.
Table 9. Overall Performance of Francophone Informants in Receptive Skills

Skills of reading and listening

Answers / 
Regions

Yes A  little bit No Others Total

Centre
19

14.17%
25.5

19.02%
89.5

66.79%
134

100%

Littoral
6.5

15.12%
14

32.56%
22.5
52.33

43
100%

Total
25.5

14.41%
39.5

22.32%
112

63.28%
177

100%

Table 10. Overall Performance of Anglophone Informants in Receptive Skills

Skills of reading and listening

Answers / 
Regions

Yes A  little bit No Others Total

Centre
5.5

55%
3

30%
1.5

15%
10

100%

Littoral
2

40%
1.5

30%
1.5

30%
5

100%

Total
7.5

50%
4.5

30%
3

20%
15

100%

As Tables 9 and 10 show, 63.28% of 177 francophone 
council workers have a low performance in receptive skills 
as opposed to 20% for their anglophone counterparts. On 
the other hand, only 14.41% of 177 francophone workers 
reported having a high performance in receptive skills as 
opposed to 50% for their anglophone counterparts. It can 
therefore be stated that anglophone council staffers in the 
Centre and Littoral regions are more bilingual than their 
francophone counterparts. This high performance may be 
due to the fact that these anglophones reside and work in 
a francophone environment. If residing in a francophone 
milieu is actually a facilitating factor, then francophones 
working in councils in anglophone Cameroon would be 
bilingual. This hypothesis will be checked in a future 
study.

Tables 11-12 present the overall performance of the 
informants in productive skills.

Table 11. Overall Performance of Francophone Informants in Productive 
Skills

Skills of discussing and reading out a speech

Answers / 
Regions

Yes A  little bit No Others Total

Centre
9.5

7.09%
32.5

24.25%
92

68.66%
134

100%

Littoral
3.5

8.14%
9.5

22.09%
30

69.77%
43

100%

Total
13

7.34%
42

23.73%
122

68.93%
177

100%

Table 12. Overall Performance of Anglophone Informants in Productive Skills

Skills of discussing and reading out a speech ing

Answers / 
Regions

Yes A  little bit No Others Total

Centre
5
50

3.5
35

1.5
15

10
100%

Littoral
3

60%
1

20%
1

20%
5

100%

Total
8

53.33%
4.5

30%
2.5

16.67%
15

100%

As Tables 11-12 show, only 7.34% of 177 francophone 
informants claimed to have bilingual competence as 
opposed to 53.33% of 15 anglophone informants. On 
the basis of this finding, it can be put forward that 
bilingualism in Cameroon means that Anglophone 
workers must learn and use French while francophones 
may remain officially monolingual if they so wish. This 
imbalance seems to be one of the root causes of what 
has become known today as “the Anglophone problem 
in Cameroon” Konings and Nyamjoh (1997)[13], BAPEC 
(2017)[3], Kouega (2018)[17].

5. Conclusion
This work examined the self-reported French-English 

bilinguality of local council staffers in Cameroon, using 
the ethnographic data collection method. There were 177 
francophone workers whose competence in English was 
checked and 15 anglophone workers whose competence 
in French was assessed. A questionnaire was devised, 
with the focus on the communicative skills of reading and 
listening on the one hand, and speaking and writing on 
the other. Some 192 copies were returned and the analysis 
revealed a number of interesting facts. First, some 10.16% 
of 177 francophone informants could discuss office 
issues with their bosses in English while 73.33% of 15 
anglophone subjects could do the same using French. 
Second, 8.47% francophones could read out a speech in 
English as opposed to 20% of 15 anglophones who could 
do the same in French. Third 4.51% of francophones 
could write a letter to their collaborators in English as 
opposed to 33.33% of anglophones who could do the 
same. Fourth, 20.33% of francophones could listen to 
the news with understanding as opposed to 80% of 15 
anglophones who could do the same. In short, anglophone 
informants who claimed to have a good control of 
receptive skills in French (53.33%) and of productive 
skills in French (53.33%) were found to be proportionately 
more numerous than francophones who claimed to have 
control of receptive skills in English (14.41%) and of 
productive skills in English (7.34%). It may be argued 
that the imbalance observed in the findings of this study 
is due to work environment, as the data were collected 
in a francophone area. If work environment is a major 
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Table 3. Understanding of the Radio/TV News Broadcast in English by Fran-
cophone Workers

Q2a. Can you understand a radio/TV news broadcast in English?

Answers / 
Region

Yes A  little bit No Others Total

Centre
27

(20.74%)
8

(5.97%)
99

(73.88%)
- -

134 
(100%)

Littoral
9

(20.93%)
19

(44.18%)
15

(34.88%)
- -

43 
(100%)

Total
36

(20.33%)
27

(15.25%)
114

(64.4%)
- -

177 
(100%)

As Table 3 shows, 64.4% of 177 francophone workers 
reported that they could not listen with understanding 
to a radio/TV news broadcast in English while 15.25% 
claimed that they could do so a little bit. Only 20.33% 
of them disclosed that they could listen to the news with 
understanding, which is a very low proportion.

The anglophone informants were asked the same 
question and they made the claims in Table 4.

Table 4. Understanding of a Radio/TV News Broadcast in French by Anglo-
phone Workers

Q2b. Can you understand a radio/TV news broadcast in French?

Answers 
/ Region

Yes A  little bit No Others Total

Centre
8

(80%)
2

(20%)
- - -

10 
(100%)

Littoral
4

(80%)
1

(20%)
- - -

 5
(100%)

Total
12

(80%)
3

(20%)
- - -

15 
(100%)

As shown in Table 4, 80% of 15 anglophone workers 
in the Centre and Littoral Regions claimed that they could 
fully understand a radio/TV news broadcast in French. It 
means that anglophone council workers in  francophone 
Regions are highly bilingual. This may be probably due to 
the fact that they are living in French-dominated areas.

The 177 francophone informants were asked whether 
they could discuss office issues with their bosses in 
English (Q3a). It was assumed that if they were not able 
to discuss office issues, they would obviously not be able 
to discuss such issues as sports, costumes, or food. Their 
responses are reported in Table 5.

Table 5. Discussing Office Issues with Bosses in English by Francophone 
Workers

Q3a. Can you discuss office issues with your boss in English?

Answers/ 
Regions

Yes A  little bit No Others Total

Centre
13

(9.7%)
34

(25.37%)
87 

(64.92%)
- -

134
(100%)

Littoral
5

(11.62%)
15

(34.88%)
23 

(53.48%)
- -

43
(100%)

Total
18

(10.16%)
49

(27.68%)
110 

(62.14%)
- -

177
(100%)

As Table 5 shows, some 62.14% of 177 informants 
said they could not discuss office issues with their bosses 
in English. Actually even those who said “a little bit” 

(27.68%) cannot interact with their bosses in English. In 
other words, only few workers (10.16% of 177) reported 
that they could successfully discuss office issues with 
their bosses in English. 

The 15 anglophone informants were asked this same 
question and their responses are presented in Table 6. 

Table 6. Discussing Office Issues with Bosses of in French

Q3b. Can you discuss office issues with your boss in French?

Answers / 
Region

Yes A  little bit No Others Total

Centre
7 

(70%)
3

(30%)
- - -

10 
(100%)

Littoral
4 

(80%)
1

(20%)
- - -

5 
(100%)

Total
11 

(73.33%)
4

(26.66%)
- - -

15 
(100%)

Table 6 indicates that 73.33% of 15 Anglophone 
informants claimed that they could discuss office issues 
with their bosses in French while only some 26.66% 
claimed that they could only try a little bit. 

Q4a asked the 177 francophone informants whether 
they could write a letter to their bosses in English. If one 
can write a formal or informal letter to one’s boss, one 
can also write a shopping list or a short message on social 
media. The answers given are displayed in Table 7.

Table 7. Writing of Letters in English by Francophone Workers

Q4a. Can you write a letter to your boss in English?

Answers / 
Region

Yes A  little bit No Others Total

Centre
6

(4.47%)
31

(23.13%)
97

(72.38%)
- -

134 
(100%)

Littoral
2

(4.65%)
4

(9.3%)
37

(86.04%)
- -

43 
(100%)

Total
8

(4.51%)
35

(19.77%)
134

(75.7%)
- -

177
(100%)

In Table 7, some 75.7% of 177 francophone local 
council workers declared that they could not write a letter 
in English whereas a very low proportion i.e., 4.51% of 
177 subjects, affirmed that they could do so. Their 15 
anglophone counterparts answered this same question as 
shown in Table 8.

Table 8. Writing of letters in French by Anglophone workers

Q4b. Can you write a letter to your boss in French?

Answers 
/ Region

Yes A  little bit No Others Total

Centre
3

(30%)
4

(40%)
3

(30%)
- -

10 
(100%)

Littoral
2

(40%)
1

(20%)
2

(40%)
- -

5 
(100%)

Total
5

(33.33%)
5

(33.33%)
5

(33.33%)
- -

15 
(100%)

In Table 8, some 33.33% of 15 anglophone local 
council workers in the two Regions indicated that they 
could not write a letter in French. Another 33.33% 
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claimed that they could do so.
These findings can be brought together under the 

dichotomy receptive and productive skills. Reading and 
listening (Tables 1-4) are receptive skills while discussing 
and writing fall under productive skills (Tables 5-8). The 
overall performance of the informants in receptive skills 
is presented in Tables 9-10. It is obtained by adding up the 
figures for reading and listening and dividing the sum by 
the figure 2.
Table 9. Overall Performance of Francophone Informants in Receptive Skills

Skills of reading and listening

Answers / 
Regions

Yes A  little bit No Others Total

Centre
19

14.17%
25.5

19.02%
89.5

66.79%
134

100%

Littoral
6.5

15.12%
14

32.56%
22.5
52.33

43
100%

Total
25.5

14.41%
39.5

22.32%
112

63.28%
177

100%

Table 10. Overall Performance of Anglophone Informants in Receptive Skills

Skills of reading and listening

Answers / 
Regions

Yes A  little bit No Others Total

Centre
5.5

55%
3

30%
1.5

15%
10

100%

Littoral
2

40%
1.5

30%
1.5

30%
5

100%

Total
7.5

50%
4.5

30%
3

20%
15

100%

As Tables 9 and 10 show, 63.28% of 177 francophone 
council workers have a low performance in receptive skills 
as opposed to 20% for their anglophone counterparts. On 
the other hand, only 14.41% of 177 francophone workers 
reported having a high performance in receptive skills as 
opposed to 50% for their anglophone counterparts. It can 
therefore be stated that anglophone council staffers in the 
Centre and Littoral regions are more bilingual than their 
francophone counterparts. This high performance may be 
due to the fact that these anglophones reside and work in 
a francophone environment. If residing in a francophone 
milieu is actually a facilitating factor, then francophones 
working in councils in anglophone Cameroon would be 
bilingual. This hypothesis will be checked in a future 
study.

Tables 11-12 present the overall performance of the 
informants in productive skills.

Table 11. Overall Performance of Francophone Informants in Productive 
Skills

Skills of discussing and reading out a speech

Answers / 
Regions

Yes A  little bit No Others Total

Centre
9.5

7.09%
32.5

24.25%
92

68.66%
134

100%

Littoral
3.5

8.14%
9.5

22.09%
30

69.77%
43

100%

Total
13

7.34%
42

23.73%
122

68.93%
177

100%

Table 12. Overall Performance of Anglophone Informants in Productive Skills

Skills of discussing and reading out a speech ing

Answers / 
Regions

Yes A  little bit No Others Total

Centre
5
50

3.5
35

1.5
15

10
100%

Littoral
3

60%
1

20%
1

20%
5

100%

Total
8

53.33%
4.5

30%
2.5

16.67%
15

100%

As Tables 11-12 show, only 7.34% of 177 francophone 
informants claimed to have bilingual competence as 
opposed to 53.33% of 15 anglophone informants. On 
the basis of this finding, it can be put forward that 
bilingualism in Cameroon means that Anglophone 
workers must learn and use French while francophones 
may remain officially monolingual if they so wish. This 
imbalance seems to be one of the root causes of what 
has become known today as “the Anglophone problem 
in Cameroon” Konings and Nyamjoh (1997)[13], BAPEC 
(2017)[3], Kouega (2018)[17].

5. Conclusion
This work examined the self-reported French-English 

bilinguality of local council staffers in Cameroon, using 
the ethnographic data collection method. There were 177 
francophone workers whose competence in English was 
checked and 15 anglophone workers whose competence 
in French was assessed. A questionnaire was devised, 
with the focus on the communicative skills of reading and 
listening on the one hand, and speaking and writing on 
the other. Some 192 copies were returned and the analysis 
revealed a number of interesting facts. First, some 10.16% 
of 177 francophone informants could discuss office 
issues with their bosses in English while 73.33% of 15 
anglophone subjects could do the same using French. 
Second, 8.47% francophones could read out a speech in 
English as opposed to 20% of 15 anglophones who could 
do the same in French. Third 4.51% of francophones 
could write a letter to their collaborators in English as 
opposed to 33.33% of anglophones who could do the 
same. Fourth, 20.33% of francophones could listen to 
the news with understanding as opposed to 80% of 15 
anglophones who could do the same. In short, anglophone 
informants who claimed to have a good control of 
receptive skills in French (53.33%) and of productive 
skills in French (53.33%) were found to be proportionately 
more numerous than francophones who claimed to have 
control of receptive skills in English (14.41%) and of 
productive skills in English (7.34%). It may be argued 
that the imbalance observed in the findings of this study 
is due to work environment, as the data were collected 
in a francophone area. If work environment is a major 

DOI: https://doi.org/10.30564/jler.v2i1.74824

Journal of Linguistics and Education Research | Volume 02 | Issue 01 | March 2019

Distributed under creative commons license 4.0

Table 3. Understanding of the Radio/TV News Broadcast in English by Fran-
cophone Workers

Q2a. Can you understand a radio/TV news broadcast in English?

Answers / 
Region

Yes A  little bit No Others Total

Centre
27

(20.74%)
8

(5.97%)
99

(73.88%)
- -

134 
(100%)

Littoral
9

(20.93%)
19

(44.18%)
15

(34.88%)
- -

43 
(100%)

Total
36

(20.33%)
27

(15.25%)
114

(64.4%)
- -

177 
(100%)

As Table 3 shows, 64.4% of 177 francophone workers 
reported that they could not listen with understanding 
to a radio/TV news broadcast in English while 15.25% 
claimed that they could do so a little bit. Only 20.33% 
of them disclosed that they could listen to the news with 
understanding, which is a very low proportion.

The anglophone informants were asked the same 
question and they made the claims in Table 4.

Table 4. Understanding of a Radio/TV News Broadcast in French by Anglo-
phone Workers

Q2b. Can you understand a radio/TV news broadcast in French?

Answers 
/ Region

Yes A  little bit No Others Total

Centre
8

(80%)
2

(20%)
- - -

10 
(100%)

Littoral
4

(80%)
1

(20%)
- - -

 5
(100%)

Total
12

(80%)
3

(20%)
- - -

15 
(100%)

As shown in Table 4, 80% of 15 anglophone workers 
in the Centre and Littoral Regions claimed that they could 
fully understand a radio/TV news broadcast in French. It 
means that anglophone council workers in  francophone 
Regions are highly bilingual. This may be probably due to 
the fact that they are living in French-dominated areas.

The 177 francophone informants were asked whether 
they could discuss office issues with their bosses in 
English (Q3a). It was assumed that if they were not able 
to discuss office issues, they would obviously not be able 
to discuss such issues as sports, costumes, or food. Their 
responses are reported in Table 5.

Table 5. Discussing Office Issues with Bosses in English by Francophone 
Workers

Q3a. Can you discuss office issues with your boss in English?

Answers/ 
Regions

Yes A  little bit No Others Total

Centre
13

(9.7%)
34

(25.37%)
87 

(64.92%)
- -

134
(100%)

Littoral
5

(11.62%)
15

(34.88%)
23 

(53.48%)
- -

43
(100%)

Total
18

(10.16%)
49

(27.68%)
110 

(62.14%)
- -

177
(100%)

As Table 5 shows, some 62.14% of 177 informants 
said they could not discuss office issues with their bosses 
in English. Actually even those who said “a little bit” 

(27.68%) cannot interact with their bosses in English. In 
other words, only few workers (10.16% of 177) reported 
that they could successfully discuss office issues with 
their bosses in English. 

The 15 anglophone informants were asked this same 
question and their responses are presented in Table 6. 

Table 6. Discussing Office Issues with Bosses of in French

Q3b. Can you discuss office issues with your boss in French?

Answers / 
Region

Yes A  little bit No Others Total

Centre
7 

(70%)
3

(30%)
- - -

10 
(100%)

Littoral
4 

(80%)
1

(20%)
- - -

5 
(100%)

Total
11 

(73.33%)
4

(26.66%)
- - -

15 
(100%)

Table 6 indicates that 73.33% of 15 Anglophone 
informants claimed that they could discuss office issues 
with their bosses in French while only some 26.66% 
claimed that they could only try a little bit. 

Q4a asked the 177 francophone informants whether 
they could write a letter to their bosses in English. If one 
can write a formal or informal letter to one’s boss, one 
can also write a shopping list or a short message on social 
media. The answers given are displayed in Table 7.

Table 7. Writing of Letters in English by Francophone Workers

Q4a. Can you write a letter to your boss in English?

Answers / 
Region

Yes A  little bit No Others Total

Centre
6

(4.47%)
31

(23.13%)
97

(72.38%)
- -

134 
(100%)

Littoral
2

(4.65%)
4

(9.3%)
37

(86.04%)
- -

43 
(100%)

Total
8

(4.51%)
35

(19.77%)
134

(75.7%)
- -

177
(100%)

In Table 7, some 75.7% of 177 francophone local 
council workers declared that they could not write a letter 
in English whereas a very low proportion i.e., 4.51% of 
177 subjects, affirmed that they could do so. Their 15 
anglophone counterparts answered this same question as 
shown in Table 8.

Table 8. Writing of letters in French by Anglophone workers

Q4b. Can you write a letter to your boss in French?

Answers 
/ Region

Yes A  little bit No Others Total

Centre
3

(30%)
4

(40%)
3

(30%)
- -

10 
(100%)

Littoral
2

(40%)
1

(20%)
2

(40%)
- -

5 
(100%)

Total
5

(33.33%)
5

(33.33%)
5

(33.33%)
- -

15 
(100%)

In Table 8, some 33.33% of 15 anglophone local 
council workers in the two Regions indicated that they 
could not write a letter in French. Another 33.33% 
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factor in the performance of anglophones, then a similar 
study conducted on the English of francophones working 
in an anglophone setting will show a higher proportion of 
francophones having a command of English. This will be 
the subject of a future study. The implications of this study 
are that successive governments in Cameroon have been 
overlooking researchers’ findings on the implementation 
of the official French-English bilingualism policy. As a 
result, anglophones have over the years been pondering 
over the observation that bilingualism in Cameroon means 
that anglophones should learn French and francophones 
should speak French. 

Questionnaire (English Version)
Dear Respondent, 
I am conducting a research exercise and would be 

grateful if you could spare a minute to answer the ques-
tions below. I have chosen you because I know that you 
can provide accurate answers to these questions. In some 
cases, you will simply tick the correct answer.

You are advised to read through all the questions first 
before answering them.

I. Identification of the informant
1.   Gender:   Male  __________ Female  __________ 
2. In what language did you do your primary educa-

tion?
A) English  __________ B) French __________  
C) Others __________ 
3. Did you do secondary education?  
Yes __________  No _________
4. Did you do tertiary education (in any university or 

institution)? 
Yes _________ No ______ 
II. Evaluation of individual bilingualism
5. Can you discuss office issues with your boss or col-

league using your second official language?
A) Yes ________ B) A little bit _________ 
C) No ________  D) Others _________
6. Can you read out a speech using your second official 

language?
A) Yes ________ B) A little bit _________ 
C) No ________  D) Others _________
7. Can you write a letter to someone using your second 

official language? 
A) Yes ________ B) A little bit _________ 
C) No ________  D) Others _________
8. Can you listen with understanding a radio/television 

news in your second official language?
A) Yes ________ B) A little bit _________ 
C) No ________  D) Others _________
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factor in the performance of anglophones, then a similar 
study conducted on the English of francophones working 
in an anglophone setting will show a higher proportion of 
francophones having a command of English. This will be 
the subject of a future study. The implications of this study 
are that successive governments in Cameroon have been 
overlooking researchers’ findings on the implementation 
of the official French-English bilingualism policy. As a 
result, anglophones have over the years been pondering 
over the observation that bilingualism in Cameroon means 
that anglophones should learn French and francophones 
should speak French. 

Questionnaire (English Version)
Dear Respondent, 
I am conducting a research exercise and would be 

grateful if you could spare a minute to answer the ques-
tions below. I have chosen you because I know that you 
can provide accurate answers to these questions. In some 
cases, you will simply tick the correct answer.

You are advised to read through all the questions first 
before answering them.

I. Identification of the informant
1.   Gender:   Male  __________ Female  __________ 
2. In what language did you do your primary educa-

tion?
A) English  __________ B) French __________  
C) Others __________ 
3. Did you do secondary education?  
Yes __________  No _________
4. Did you do tertiary education (in any university or 

institution)? 
Yes _________ No ______ 
II. Evaluation of individual bilingualism
5. Can you discuss office issues with your boss or col-

league using your second official language?
A) Yes ________ B) A little bit _________ 
C) No ________  D) Others _________
6. Can you read out a speech using your second official 

language?
A) Yes ________ B) A little bit _________ 
C) No ________  D) Others _________
7. Can you write a letter to someone using your second 

official language? 
A) Yes ________ B) A little bit _________ 
C) No ________  D) Others _________
8. Can you listen with understanding a radio/television 

news in your second official language?
A) Yes ________ B) A little bit _________ 
C) No ________  D) Others _________
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least five years of active research – shows that the lack of 
knowledge or misunderstandings about deaf people and 
sign languages still exist in many societies. For example, 
many still regard that deaf people are inferior to hearing 
people; every deaf people can and should lip-read; the 
hearing impairment of deaf people can be cured by 
hearing aids; sign language is artificial and deaf people all 
around the world share one sign language; sign language 
is a signed version of a spoken language, or it is gesture. 
With the various perspectives of the social members, 
attitudes towards the request of recognizing a sign 
language as an official language could vary significantly.

Compared to spoken languages, studies on the attitudes 
towards sign languages and related issues are relatively 
rare (Kannapell, 1989)[8], yet it is of great importance for 
language planning and language policy of sign languages 
(Cham, 2002[9]; Geraci, 2012[10]; Peddie, 1991[11]). Given 
the fact that there is little literature on this topic, this study 
aims to fill the gap by investigating the attitudes towards 
the official recognition of Hong Kong Sign Language 
(hereafter HKSL) by Hong Kong Citizens. The Hong 
Kong case study is interesting at least for two reasons: 
first, the relation between language and identity in Hong 
Kong is rich and complex in general, as shown by (Lai & 
Poon, 2011[12]; D. C. S. Li, 2017[13]; Pennycook, 2002[14]; 
Poon, 2004[15]); second, there is no study as such, to the 
extent of the authors’ knowledge. The general research 
question we pose is: what are factors impacting attitudes 
towards the official recognition of HKSL? Our aim is to 
give an answer to this research question that is relevant 
for the HKSL case study but not only. In other words, 
after the necessary adjustments, HKSL could work as case 
study used in comparison with others, stating the same 
research question, or a similar one. 

This paper is organized as follows: Section 2 provides 
the background of this study; Section 3 introduces the 
sociolinguistic environment in Hong Kong; Section 4 
elaborates the methodology; Section 5 presents the result 
of the interviews; Section 6 discusses the results, while 
Section 7 offers some concluding remarks that can be 
useful for sign linguistics research in general.

2. Background 
2.1 The Motion on Recognizing HKSL as an 
Official Language

On January 11th, 2017, in the Council meeting of 
the Legislative Council of Hong Kong, a member of the 
Legislative Council, Leung Yiu-chung, proposed a motion 
to make HKSL an official language of Hong Kong. Before 
the meeting, there was also a small scale of campaign 
fighting for the recognition of HKSL. For example, 
the slogan ‘Strive for the official recognition of HKSL’ 
signed in HKSL were spread on Facebook, and a group of 
supporters of this motion also organized a demonstration 
in front of the parliament venue before the meeting. In his 
proposal, Leung argued that the Hong Kong government 
should fulfill the obligations in the United Nations 
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 
(UNCRPD), which was signed by the People’s Republic 
of China in 2008. In addition, the recognition of HKSL 
will promote building a real inclusive society in Hong 
Kong. 

On the other hand, other members raised four main 
dissenting opinions: First, there has not been a standard 
version of HKSL. Deaf people from different groups use 
different variants in referring to the same thing. Therefore, 
the priority at this stage is to promote a standard HKSL 
and to provide relevant training courses to sign interpreters 
and sign language instructors (raised by the Secretary for 
the Hong Kong Labour and Welfare Bureau, retrieved and 
translated from HKSAR, 2017a, p. 2082)[16]. The second 
dissenting opinion is that the  official recognition of 
HKSL may lead to misallocation of social resources. This 
opinion was raised by Cheung Yu-Yan, a member of the 
Executive Council of Hong Kong SAR. He mentioned that 
“not everyone has the talent to learn a sign language, and 
not everyone needs to do it.” Therefore, requiring every 
employee from the government and public sectors to learn 
HKSL will bring unnecessary burden to the individuals 
and the resource allocation. Also, convenient techniques 
such as smartphones and tablets enable deaf people and 
hearing people to communicate in written Chinese. This 

1There are distinctions between ‘Deaf ’ and ‘deaf ’. According to Paddy (2003)[1]: “‘Deaf ’ refers to those who are born Deaf 
or defended in early (sometimes late) childhood, for whom the sign languages, communities, and cultures of the Deaf collective 
represents their primary experience and allegiance”(p. xviii).

2The content cited by the proposal from UNCRPD (UN General Assembly, 2006)[6] also includes: “States Parties should ensure that 
the education of persons, and in particular children, who are blind, deaf or deafblind, is delivered in the most appropriate languages 
and modes and means of communication for the individual, and in environments which maximize academic and social development 
(Article 24, 3c)”; and “Persons with disabilities shall be entitled, on an equal basis with others, to recognition and support of their 
specific cultural and linguistic identity, including sign languages and deaf culture (Article 30, 4)”.
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1. Introduction

With the increasing awareness among deaf 
people of their culture and identity, efforts 
fighting for equal human right with the 

majority hearing world have been carried out in different 
places around the world. In this study we adopt the 
general term ‘deaf’ when referring to deaf people, as some 
of the participants involved in this study do not consider 
themselves Deaf in identity. As sign languages are widely 
used among deaf people, calling for recognition of sign 

languages have been one of the efforts to emphasize their 
linguistic rights (De Meulder, 2015[2]; Murray, 2015[3]; 
Parisot & Rinfret, 2012[4]; Quer, 2012[5]). In particular the 
UN General Assembly in 2006 states that countries should 
“accept and facilitate the use of sign languages (Article 
21, e)”. The recognition of a language influences relevant 
policies on the practical use of that language in the whole 
society, fields in education, media, and government work 
are closely related (Johnson, 2013)[7]. On the other hand, 
the authors’ participant observation in the field – lasting at 
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least five years of active research – shows that the lack of 
knowledge or misunderstandings about deaf people and 
sign languages still exist in many societies. For example, 
many still regard that deaf people are inferior to hearing 
people; every deaf people can and should lip-read; the 
hearing impairment of deaf people can be cured by 
hearing aids; sign language is artificial and deaf people all 
around the world share one sign language; sign language 
is a signed version of a spoken language, or it is gesture. 
With the various perspectives of the social members, 
attitudes towards the request of recognizing a sign 
language as an official language could vary significantly.

Compared to spoken languages, studies on the attitudes 
towards sign languages and related issues are relatively 
rare (Kannapell, 1989)[8], yet it is of great importance for 
language planning and language policy of sign languages 
(Cham, 2002[9]; Geraci, 2012[10]; Peddie, 1991[11]). Given 
the fact that there is little literature on this topic, this study 
aims to fill the gap by investigating the attitudes towards 
the official recognition of Hong Kong Sign Language 
(hereafter HKSL) by Hong Kong Citizens. The Hong 
Kong case study is interesting at least for two reasons: 
first, the relation between language and identity in Hong 
Kong is rich and complex in general, as shown by (Lai & 
Poon, 2011[12]; D. C. S. Li, 2017[13]; Pennycook, 2002[14]; 
Poon, 2004[15]); second, there is no study as such, to the 
extent of the authors’ knowledge. The general research 
question we pose is: what are factors impacting attitudes 
towards the official recognition of HKSL? Our aim is to 
give an answer to this research question that is relevant 
for the HKSL case study but not only. In other words, 
after the necessary adjustments, HKSL could work as case 
study used in comparison with others, stating the same 
research question, or a similar one. 

This paper is organized as follows: Section 2 provides 
the background of this study; Section 3 introduces the 
sociolinguistic environment in Hong Kong; Section 4 
elaborates the methodology; Section 5 presents the result 
of the interviews; Section 6 discusses the results, while 
Section 7 offers some concluding remarks that can be 
useful for sign linguistics research in general.

2. Background 
2.1 The Motion on Recognizing HKSL as an 
Official Language

On January 11th, 2017, in the Council meeting of 
the Legislative Council of Hong Kong, a member of the 
Legislative Council, Leung Yiu-chung, proposed a motion 
to make HKSL an official language of Hong Kong. Before 
the meeting, there was also a small scale of campaign 
fighting for the recognition of HKSL. For example, 
the slogan ‘Strive for the official recognition of HKSL’ 
signed in HKSL were spread on Facebook, and a group of 
supporters of this motion also organized a demonstration 
in front of the parliament venue before the meeting. In his 
proposal, Leung argued that the Hong Kong government 
should fulfill the obligations in the United Nations 
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 
(UNCRPD), which was signed by the People’s Republic 
of China in 2008. In addition, the recognition of HKSL 
will promote building a real inclusive society in Hong 
Kong. 

On the other hand, other members raised four main 
dissenting opinions: First, there has not been a standard 
version of HKSL. Deaf people from different groups use 
different variants in referring to the same thing. Therefore, 
the priority at this stage is to promote a standard HKSL 
and to provide relevant training courses to sign interpreters 
and sign language instructors (raised by the Secretary for 
the Hong Kong Labour and Welfare Bureau, retrieved and 
translated from HKSAR, 2017a, p. 2082)[16]. The second 
dissenting opinion is that the  official recognition of 
HKSL may lead to misallocation of social resources. This 
opinion was raised by Cheung Yu-Yan, a member of the 
Executive Council of Hong Kong SAR. He mentioned that 
“not everyone has the talent to learn a sign language, and 
not everyone needs to do it.” Therefore, requiring every 
employee from the government and public sectors to learn 
HKSL will bring unnecessary burden to the individuals 
and the resource allocation. Also, convenient techniques 
such as smartphones and tablets enable deaf people and 
hearing people to communicate in written Chinese. This 

1There are distinctions between ‘Deaf ’ and ‘deaf ’. According to Paddy (2003)[1]: “‘Deaf ’ refers to those who are born Deaf 
or defended in early (sometimes late) childhood, for whom the sign languages, communities, and cultures of the Deaf collective 
represents their primary experience and allegiance”(p. xviii).

2The content cited by the proposal from UNCRPD (UN General Assembly, 2006)[6] also includes: “States Parties should ensure that 
the education of persons, and in particular children, who are blind, deaf or deafblind, is delivered in the most appropriate languages 
and modes and means of communication for the individual, and in environments which maximize academic and social development 
(Article 24, 3c)”; and “Persons with disabilities shall be entitled, on an equal basis with others, to recognition and support of their 
specific cultural and linguistic identity, including sign languages and deaf culture (Article 30, 4)”.
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1. Introduction

With the increasing awareness among deaf 
people of their culture and identity, efforts 
fighting for equal human right with the 

majority hearing world have been carried out in different 
places around the world. In this study we adopt the 
general term ‘deaf’ when referring to deaf people, as some 
of the participants involved in this study do not consider 
themselves Deaf in identity. As sign languages are widely 
used among deaf people, calling for recognition of sign 

languages have been one of the efforts to emphasize their 
linguistic rights (De Meulder, 2015[2]; Murray, 2015[3]; 
Parisot & Rinfret, 2012[4]; Quer, 2012[5]). In particular the 
UN General Assembly in 2006 states that countries should 
“accept and facilitate the use of sign languages (Article 
21, e)”. The recognition of a language influences relevant 
policies on the practical use of that language in the whole 
society, fields in education, media, and government work 
are closely related (Johnson, 2013)[7]. On the other hand, 
the authors’ participant observation in the field – lasting at 
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Kong households), the estimated population with hearing 
impairment was 155,200, among which 4,300 (2.8%) 
were unable to hear at all. There are 3,900 (2.5%) persons 
who knew how to use sign language (HKSAR, 2014)[19]. 

In history, deaf education in Hong Kong has been 
predominantly adopted oralism especially after the mid-
1970s (Siu, 2016)[20]. Paddy (2003)[1] defines Oralism in 
terms of the belief that the best way in order to integrate 
deaf students is learning speech, therefore they should 
learn to lip-read. Moreover, according to Oralism, sign 
languages as such are considered a tool that alienates 
deaf students from the ultimate goal of integration. As a 
result, oralists believe that sign languages should not be 
encouraged in educating deaf people. In the early 1960s, 
the oralist approach and inclusive education started to 
be stressed and gradually overrode manual approach. 
As a result, many members of the Deaf community in 
Hong Kong – meaning, with the sense of belonging to 
the Deaf, as briefly illustrated above – who were born 
after the 1960s grew up in deaf schools where speech 
and lip-reading was the primary medium of instruction, 
and signing was generally discouraged (Chan, 2017[21]; 
Siu, 2016[20]; Sze, Lo, Lo, & Chu, 2013[22]). In the mid-
1970s, all schools adopting sign language in instruction 
were closed, only four deaf schools remained, and they all 
employed the oralist approach (Sze et al., 2013)[22]. Due 
to the growing concern about poor educational results of 
Oralism, in the latest decades, the use of sign language 
has been re-introduced to the education systems in many 
parts of the world. In spite of this rehabilitation of sign 
languages as the main tool of instruction for the deaf, in 
the 2000s, in Hong Kong, two of the four deaf schools 
closed down, one (the Lutheran School for the Deaf) 
has converted to a mainstream school and is phasing out 
the deaf students, only one remains until the present. 
A relatively small number of deaf students enter this 
school, and they are encouraged to use either speech or 
total communication(Siu, 2016[20]; Yiu & Tang, 2014[23]). 
The majority of deaf children enter mainstream schools, 
where no support of HKSL is provided. There is also 
one experimental sign-bilingual co-enrolment education 
program (the SLCO program) run by the Centre for Sign 
Linguistics and Deaf Studies of The Chinese University 
of Hong Kong (Tang, Lam, & Yiu, 2014)[24]. This program 
runs through kindergarten to secondary school. There is 
one co-enrolment class in each grade, where deaf and 

hearing children learn together with both signed and 
spoken languages. 

As for sign interpreters in Hong Kong, according to the 
registry organized by the Hong Kong Council of Social 
Service, the number of sign interpreters is 51 (HKCSS, 
2018)[25]. From July 2018, the two major television chan-
nels started to provide sign interpretation to at least one 
news program during the period of 6 pm to 12 am each 
day. The total length has to be longer than 15 minutes. 
This was the implementation of the regulations on the 
TV channels issued by the Office of the Communication 
Authority of Hong Kong SAR (OFCA) in October 2017, 
that the condition of granting a TV channel the ‘License 
of Providing Local Free Program Broadcasting Service 
(本地免費電視節目服務牌照 )’ is that it provides sign 
interpretation to Cantonese News programs (HKSAR, 
2017b)[26]. In terms of recourses for normal people to 
learn HKSL, the Chinese University of Hong Kong is the 
only university in Hong Kong that provides courses for 
students to learn HKSL. There are also a few deaf associ-
ations and spare time learning centers that teach HKSL, to 
the deaf as well as to the non-deaf. 

From the motion striving for the official recognition 
of HKSL, we can see that there are opposing opinions 
towards the necessity of a sign language to be recognized. 
In addition, there is little literature on the topic of 
recognition of sign languages and attitudes toward sign 
languages. These two factors motivate this study. We aim 
to fill the gap by investigating the attitudes towards the 
official recognition of HKSL by Hong Kong Citizens. 
Our general research question can be stated concretely in 
two different steps: first, what are the attitudes in general 
towards the official recognition of HKSL? Second, what 
are the impacting factors on the attitudes? Our hypothesis 
is that attitudes vary according to the awareness of the 
HKSL and eventually to the engagement in terms of 
language activism.

4. Methodology
We conducted long-distance semi-structured interviews 

with three groups participants. In this section, we will 
introduce in detail the procedure of this study and the 
design of the interview.  

4.1 Participants
As a preliminary investigation, we narrowed down the 

range of target aspects involved in the topic. We anticipate 

5It refers to the philosophy which encourages the use of whichever forms of communication were deemed appropriate for the 
individual deaf child. It led to the use of signed system, that is using signs in the word order of a spoken language. Under this 
philosophy, sign language is still regarded as an ‘educational tool’ rather than a bearer of an organic, holistic approach to the lives 
and experience of deaf children and deaf community. 
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can achieve basic communication purposes. Third, there 
are not enough eligible sign interpreters to ensure the 
follow-up measures to be brought after the recognition of 
HKSL (ibid.[16], p. 2071). The fourth and last dissenting 
opinion is that the law will have to be amended (raised 
by the Acting Chairman of Business and Professionals 
Alliance for Hong Kong, ibid.[16], p. 2056).

This motion was voted down in the Council meeting 
(see Table 1 for the voting result). There were 11 
affirmative votes, 19 abstention votes in the functional 
constituencies; 14 affirmative votes and ten abstention 
votes in the geographical constituencies. Interestingly, 
although some members proposed dissenting opinions on 
the motion before the voting, there were no negative votes 
in the result. 
Table 1. The Voting Result of the Motion on ‘Striving to Make Sign Language 

an Official Language of Hong Kong’ 
(retrieved from the Legislative Council website, https://www.legco.gov.hk/yr16-17/

english/counmtg/motion/mot_1617.htm#cm20170111 )

功能團體
Functional 

Constituencies

地方選區
Geographical 

Constituencies

最後結果
Final Result

出席 Present 31 24

投票 Vote 30 24

贊成 Yes 11 14

反對 No 0 0

棄權 Abstain 19 10

結果 Result 否決 Negatived 通過 Passed 否決 Negatived

2.2 Language Recognition 
Language recognition belongs to one aspect of 

language planning activity: status planning. De Meulder 
(2015)[2] summarized two types of legal recognition 
of sign languages: explicit and implicit. Explicit legal 
recognition refers to those that recognize a sign language 
in legislation, such as a constitution, law, or act. It 
contains different subtypes: (1) constitutional recognition; 
(2) recognition by means of general language legislation; 
(3) recognition by means of a sign language law or act; 
(4) recognition by means of a sign language law or act, 
including other means of communication; (5) recognition 
by means of legislation on the functioning of the national 
language council (ibid.[2], p. 500). The differences in types 
and their respective subtypes can be influenced by factors 
in the national context. For example, some countries 
do not have a constitution or language legislation (ibid.
[2]). Implicit legal recognition includes two subtypes: 

(1) mentioning a sign language only in legislation on 
disability, equality, or education; (2) granting recognition 
by declaration or government decision. 

As mentioned, the recognition of a language could 
influence the practical use of that language in the whole 
society, such as media, education, and government work. 
Take media, for instance, a recognized language often 
obtains a higher exposure rate. For example, Maori was 
recognized as an official language of New Zealand in 
1987 (Benton, 1996)[17]: by 1991, there were more than 
20 radio channels on Maori set up by the Broadcasting 
Commission; moreover, the Maori channel started to 
broadcast in 2002 (Cham, 2002)[9]. In educational settings, 
a recognized language is more likely to be used. For 
instance, in Ontario, a province of Canada, Quebec Sign 
Language (LSQ) has been officially recognized as a 
language of instruction, and the governments have carried 
out actions to include LSQ in educational settings across 
the provincial jurisdictions (Parisot & Rinfret, 2012)[4]. 
On the other hand, the implementation of the follow-up 
measures after language recognition could fall short of the 
expectation (McKee & Manning, 2015)[18]. 

3. The Sociolinguistic Environment in Hong 
Kong

This section introduces the sociolinguistic situation for 
the deaf and HKSL in Hong Kong. Hong Kong is a Spe-
cial Administrative Region of the People’s Republic of 
China since the sovereignty of Hong Kong was returned 
in 1997. Since the handover, the Hong Kong SAR (HK-
SAR hereafter) government adopts “Biliteracy and Tri-
lingualism” as the language-in-education policy. It refers 
to the use of standard English and Chinese as the written 
languages; and English, Cantonese and Putonghua (the 
national language of the People’s Republic of China, also 
known as Mandarin) as spoken varieties (Lai & Poon, 
2011[12]; D. C. S. Li, 2017[13]). According to the Basic Law 
of HKSAR, Chinese and English are the official languag-
es (Chinese version: ‘正式語文 ’) of HKSAR (Chapter I, 
Article 9). On the other hand, Hong Kong Sign Language 
(HKSL), which is widely used in the Deaf community in 
Hong Kong, is not mentioned.

We lack certain data on the number of deaf HKSL 
users. According to the report of a selected survey 
conducted by the Census and Statistics Department in 
Hong Kong in 2014 (sample rate: 0.3% of all Hong 

3Although in other related activities on this motion, HKSL was specified, the original wording in the official record of the motion was 
‘striving to make sign language an official language of Hong Kong’, i.e., HKSL was not specified.

4The original table in the file was bilingual, which is the convention for the official documents in Hong Kong.
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Kong households), the estimated population with hearing 
impairment was 155,200, among which 4,300 (2.8%) 
were unable to hear at all. There are 3,900 (2.5%) persons 
who knew how to use sign language (HKSAR, 2014)[19]. 

In history, deaf education in Hong Kong has been 
predominantly adopted oralism especially after the mid-
1970s (Siu, 2016)[20]. Paddy (2003)[1] defines Oralism in 
terms of the belief that the best way in order to integrate 
deaf students is learning speech, therefore they should 
learn to lip-read. Moreover, according to Oralism, sign 
languages as such are considered a tool that alienates 
deaf students from the ultimate goal of integration. As a 
result, oralists believe that sign languages should not be 
encouraged in educating deaf people. In the early 1960s, 
the oralist approach and inclusive education started to 
be stressed and gradually overrode manual approach. 
As a result, many members of the Deaf community in 
Hong Kong – meaning, with the sense of belonging to 
the Deaf, as briefly illustrated above – who were born 
after the 1960s grew up in deaf schools where speech 
and lip-reading was the primary medium of instruction, 
and signing was generally discouraged (Chan, 2017[21]; 
Siu, 2016[20]; Sze, Lo, Lo, & Chu, 2013[22]). In the mid-
1970s, all schools adopting sign language in instruction 
were closed, only four deaf schools remained, and they all 
employed the oralist approach (Sze et al., 2013)[22]. Due 
to the growing concern about poor educational results of 
Oralism, in the latest decades, the use of sign language 
has been re-introduced to the education systems in many 
parts of the world. In spite of this rehabilitation of sign 
languages as the main tool of instruction for the deaf, in 
the 2000s, in Hong Kong, two of the four deaf schools 
closed down, one (the Lutheran School for the Deaf) 
has converted to a mainstream school and is phasing out 
the deaf students, only one remains until the present. 
A relatively small number of deaf students enter this 
school, and they are encouraged to use either speech or 
total communication(Siu, 2016[20]; Yiu & Tang, 2014[23]). 
The majority of deaf children enter mainstream schools, 
where no support of HKSL is provided. There is also 
one experimental sign-bilingual co-enrolment education 
program (the SLCO program) run by the Centre for Sign 
Linguistics and Deaf Studies of The Chinese University 
of Hong Kong (Tang, Lam, & Yiu, 2014)[24]. This program 
runs through kindergarten to secondary school. There is 
one co-enrolment class in each grade, where deaf and 

hearing children learn together with both signed and 
spoken languages. 

As for sign interpreters in Hong Kong, according to the 
registry organized by the Hong Kong Council of Social 
Service, the number of sign interpreters is 51 (HKCSS, 
2018)[25]. From July 2018, the two major television chan-
nels started to provide sign interpretation to at least one 
news program during the period of 6 pm to 12 am each 
day. The total length has to be longer than 15 minutes. 
This was the implementation of the regulations on the 
TV channels issued by the Office of the Communication 
Authority of Hong Kong SAR (OFCA) in October 2017, 
that the condition of granting a TV channel the ‘License 
of Providing Local Free Program Broadcasting Service 
(本地免費電視節目服務牌照 )’ is that it provides sign 
interpretation to Cantonese News programs (HKSAR, 
2017b)[26]. In terms of recourses for normal people to 
learn HKSL, the Chinese University of Hong Kong is the 
only university in Hong Kong that provides courses for 
students to learn HKSL. There are also a few deaf associ-
ations and spare time learning centers that teach HKSL, to 
the deaf as well as to the non-deaf. 

From the motion striving for the official recognition 
of HKSL, we can see that there are opposing opinions 
towards the necessity of a sign language to be recognized. 
In addition, there is little literature on the topic of 
recognition of sign languages and attitudes toward sign 
languages. These two factors motivate this study. We aim 
to fill the gap by investigating the attitudes towards the 
official recognition of HKSL by Hong Kong Citizens. 
Our general research question can be stated concretely in 
two different steps: first, what are the attitudes in general 
towards the official recognition of HKSL? Second, what 
are the impacting factors on the attitudes? Our hypothesis 
is that attitudes vary according to the awareness of the 
HKSL and eventually to the engagement in terms of 
language activism.

4. Methodology
We conducted long-distance semi-structured interviews 

with three groups participants. In this section, we will 
introduce in detail the procedure of this study and the 
design of the interview.  

4.1 Participants
As a preliminary investigation, we narrowed down the 

range of target aspects involved in the topic. We anticipate 

5It refers to the philosophy which encourages the use of whichever forms of communication were deemed appropriate for the 
individual deaf child. It led to the use of signed system, that is using signs in the word order of a spoken language. Under this 
philosophy, sign language is still regarded as an ‘educational tool’ rather than a bearer of an organic, holistic approach to the lives 
and experience of deaf children and deaf community. 
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can achieve basic communication purposes. Third, there 
are not enough eligible sign interpreters to ensure the 
follow-up measures to be brought after the recognition of 
HKSL (ibid.[16], p. 2071). The fourth and last dissenting 
opinion is that the law will have to be amended (raised 
by the Acting Chairman of Business and Professionals 
Alliance for Hong Kong, ibid.[16], p. 2056).

This motion was voted down in the Council meeting 
(see Table 1 for the voting result). There were 11 
affirmative votes, 19 abstention votes in the functional 
constituencies; 14 affirmative votes and ten abstention 
votes in the geographical constituencies. Interestingly, 
although some members proposed dissenting opinions on 
the motion before the voting, there were no negative votes 
in the result. 
Table 1. The Voting Result of the Motion on ‘Striving to Make Sign Language 

an Official Language of Hong Kong’ 
(retrieved from the Legislative Council website, https://www.legco.gov.hk/yr16-17/

english/counmtg/motion/mot_1617.htm#cm20170111 )

功能團體
Functional 

Constituencies

地方選區
Geographical 

Constituencies

最後結果
Final Result

出席 Present 31 24

投票 Vote 30 24

贊成 Yes 11 14

反對 No 0 0

棄權 Abstain 19 10

結果 Result 否決 Negatived 通過 Passed 否決 Negatived

2.2 Language Recognition 
Language recognition belongs to one aspect of 

language planning activity: status planning. De Meulder 
(2015)[2] summarized two types of legal recognition 
of sign languages: explicit and implicit. Explicit legal 
recognition refers to those that recognize a sign language 
in legislation, such as a constitution, law, or act. It 
contains different subtypes: (1) constitutional recognition; 
(2) recognition by means of general language legislation; 
(3) recognition by means of a sign language law or act; 
(4) recognition by means of a sign language law or act, 
including other means of communication; (5) recognition 
by means of legislation on the functioning of the national 
language council (ibid.[2], p. 500). The differences in types 
and their respective subtypes can be influenced by factors 
in the national context. For example, some countries 
do not have a constitution or language legislation (ibid.
[2]). Implicit legal recognition includes two subtypes: 

(1) mentioning a sign language only in legislation on 
disability, equality, or education; (2) granting recognition 
by declaration or government decision. 

As mentioned, the recognition of a language could 
influence the practical use of that language in the whole 
society, such as media, education, and government work. 
Take media, for instance, a recognized language often 
obtains a higher exposure rate. For example, Maori was 
recognized as an official language of New Zealand in 
1987 (Benton, 1996)[17]: by 1991, there were more than 
20 radio channels on Maori set up by the Broadcasting 
Commission; moreover, the Maori channel started to 
broadcast in 2002 (Cham, 2002)[9]. In educational settings, 
a recognized language is more likely to be used. For 
instance, in Ontario, a province of Canada, Quebec Sign 
Language (LSQ) has been officially recognized as a 
language of instruction, and the governments have carried 
out actions to include LSQ in educational settings across 
the provincial jurisdictions (Parisot & Rinfret, 2012)[4]. 
On the other hand, the implementation of the follow-up 
measures after language recognition could fall short of the 
expectation (McKee & Manning, 2015)[18]. 

3. The Sociolinguistic Environment in Hong 
Kong

This section introduces the sociolinguistic situation for 
the deaf and HKSL in Hong Kong. Hong Kong is a Spe-
cial Administrative Region of the People’s Republic of 
China since the sovereignty of Hong Kong was returned 
in 1997. Since the handover, the Hong Kong SAR (HK-
SAR hereafter) government adopts “Biliteracy and Tri-
lingualism” as the language-in-education policy. It refers 
to the use of standard English and Chinese as the written 
languages; and English, Cantonese and Putonghua (the 
national language of the People’s Republic of China, also 
known as Mandarin) as spoken varieties (Lai & Poon, 
2011[12]; D. C. S. Li, 2017[13]). According to the Basic Law 
of HKSAR, Chinese and English are the official languag-
es (Chinese version: ‘正式語文 ’) of HKSAR (Chapter I, 
Article 9). On the other hand, Hong Kong Sign Language 
(HKSL), which is widely used in the Deaf community in 
Hong Kong, is not mentioned.

We lack certain data on the number of deaf HKSL 
users. According to the report of a selected survey 
conducted by the Census and Statistics Department in 
Hong Kong in 2014 (sample rate: 0.3% of all Hong 

3Although in other related activities on this motion, HKSL was specified, the original wording in the official record of the motion was 
‘striving to make sign language an official language of Hong Kong’, i.e., HKSL was not specified.

4The original table in the file was bilingual, which is the convention for the official documents in Hong Kong.
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semi-structured interview to collect the attitudes. The 
interviewer (the first author) is a native speaker of 
Mandarin and is fluent Cantonese and HKSL; interviews 
were conducted in Cantonese and HKSL, according to the 
situation. With the participants’ consent, we recorded the 
interviews. For deaf participants, HKSL was used, and the 
videos were recorded; for hearing participants, Cantonese 
was used, and the audio-recordings were made. 

There are three main reasons for choosing the 
method of semi-structured interview: first, in this study, 
considering the limited written proficiency of Chinese 
of the deaf participants, we did not adopt an anonymous 
written survey, although it might be more comfortable for 
the participants to express their attitude explicitly. Second, 
as mentioned above, the topic can be sensitive to some 
extent, therefore, some interviewee may not be willing to 
reveal their opinions explicitly. Concerning this problem, 
compared to a full-structured interview, a semi-structured 
interview could ensure enough rooms for the researcher 
to follow up or to back up according to the participants’ 
various responses, and to get the answer to the research 
questions as much as possible. Third, although we 
anticipated two factors that might affect the attitudes, 
we do not have a clear idea of other possible affecting 
factors. Also, we want to know the specific opinions on 
the official recognition of HKSL. Therefore, an interview 
is more informative than a questionnaire. Above all, we 
argue that a semi-structured interview is the most suitable 
approach for this study.

4.3 The Design of the Interview
The researcher firstly sent the information brochure 

and the consent form of this study (in Traditional Chinese) 
to the potential participants. In the information brochure, 
we informed the purpose of the study, the target number 
of the participants and the form of the investigation. We 
also provided an ethical agreement. Each interview was 
scheduled after the participants gave us their consent for 
participating in the interview, being recorded during the 
whole conversation, and the use of the data for this study. 
The interviews were conducted on different dates from 
October 2018 to January 2019 using various messaging 
apps (WhatsApp, Facebook messenger, and Facetime). 
After the interview with each interviewee, demographic 
information was collected by several oral/signed 
questions. 

The interview contains one warm-up question (Question 
0), five real guiding questions that serve to answer the 
research questions (Question 1-Question 5), and one 
closing question (Question 6). The questions are shown in 
Table 6. 

Table 6. List of the Interview Questions

# Questions

0 Do you know how many people in Hong Kong rely on HKSL in communication? 
How do you know?

1 Have you read any news on the event of striving for the official recognition of 
HKSL?

2 What do you think of the provided news/the voting?

3 Have you followed the progress of this motion?

4 How do you think the recognition of HKSL would influence you?  

5-1 Taking into account the official recognition of HKSL and the social environment in 
Hong Kong for deaf people, what do you think is the best situation in ten years?

5-2 What do you think is the worst situation in ten years?

5-3 What do you think is the best situation for now?

6 Do you have anything to add? Or, did you have anything else to say?

In general, by the five guiding questions we expect to 
detect participants’ knowledge of the Deaf community, 
their attentions and perspectives on the motion and 
relevant deaf issues, and their attitudes towards the 
recognition of HKSL. Considering that the motion strives 
for rights for deaf people – who are often regarded as a 
‘vulnerable group’ in Hong Kong society, participants 
with negative attitude might have concerns to reveal 
it, as it might seem ‘unkind’. Therefore, we designed 
Question 2 as a ‘buffer question’ that allows participants 
to comfortably comment as a bystander, yet still reveal 
their positions. The questions in 5 also direct participants 
to mention specific aspects such as sign interpretation, 
deaf education, and the relationship between hearing and 
deaf people, etc., which will enable us to find out possible 
factors affecting their attitudes on the official recognition 
of HKSL.

Before the real interviews, we conducted two pilot 
interviews with two other participants. The pilot 
interviews were useful to test the robustness of the 
very structure of the interview itself. During the actual 
interviews, the sequence of the questions was adjustable 
according to the participants’ response. For example, some 
participants already mentioned their involvement in the 
campaign (target answer to Question 3) while answering 
Question 1 and Question 2, in such case, Question 3 
was skipped. On average, each interview lasts for 30-45 
minutes. For a few participants who were too talkative or 
too reticent, we adopted steering and prompting strategies. 
The most useful strategy was asking confirmations: if a 
participant gradually talked off track of the topic, then 
the researcher asked him/her for the confirmation of the 
opinions that s/he expressed previously; if a participant 
is less talkative, then the researcher also asked for 
confirmation for a certain point and asked for elaboration 
or reasons of thinking so. 

4.4 After the Interviews: Some Observations 
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two possible factors that might influence attitudes:
1) Whether the participant is deaf. We predict that deaf 

people will widely be supportive towards the recognition 
of HKSL, whereas the attitudes will vary among the 
hearing group.

2) Whether the participant is involved in the Deaf 
community. We anticipate that among hearing participants, 
those who are involved in the Deaf community tend to 
support the recognition of HKSL more than those who are 
not.

We took the two anticipated, controlled variables 
just stated as for the selection of participants in terms 
of purposeful sampling for our qualitative research. 
We recruited three groups of participants: 1) deaf: 
deaf participants who use HKSL as one of their major 
languages for daily communication; 2) hearing-related: 
hearing participants who are involved in the Deaf 
community in Hong Kong on (or nearly on) a daily basis; 
and 3) hearing-unrelated: hearing participants who do not 
have contact with the Deaf community in Hong Kong on 
a daily basis.

We recruited ten participants for each group on a 
friend-of-a-friend basis, following the snowballing method 
normally used in qualitative research. In this process of 
selection, we tried our best to even the distribution of 
gender and age in each group and the varieties of their 
vocations. However, limited by various factors, we did 
not manage to achieve a perfectly even distribution. The 
majority of the participants are from the age group of 20-
40.  The distribution of gender, age is shown in Table 2 
and Table 3, respectively. 

Table 2. Distribution of Gender of the Three Groups of Participants

Gender deaf hearing-related hearing-unrelated Total

Female 6 7 4 17

Male 4 3 6 13

Table 3. Distribution of Different Age Ranges of the Participants

Age range deaf hearing-related hearing-unrelated Total

20-30 0 5 4 9

30-40 5 4 5 14

40-50 3 1 0 4

50-60 2  0 1 3

The distribution of the educational attainment and the 

vocations of the participants are shown in Table 4 and Ta-
ble 5. 

Table 4. The Educational Attainment of the Participants

Education attainment deaf hearing-related hearing-unrelated Total

Lower secondary 0 0 1 1

Upper secondary 7 0 0 7

Post-secondary 3 10 9 22

Table 5. The Distribution of the Vocations of the Participants (by Fields)

Field of vocation deaf hearing-related hearing-unrelated Total

Agriculture, forestry, and 
fishing 1   1

Import/export, wholesale 
and retail trades   2 2

Information and 
communications   1 1

Financial service activities   1 1

Professional, scientific and 
technical 3 4  7

Administrative and support 
service activities 1  1 2

Public administration   1 1

Education 3 4  7

Human health and social 
work activities  2 3 5

Other service activities 1  1 2

Work activities within 
domestic households 1   1

(Note: The fields listed in the table follows the industrial classification defined in Hong Kong 
Standard Industrial Classification (HSIC) Version 2.0, HKSAR, 2009.[27])

The participants in the group of hearing-related are 
mainly from three fields: professional, education, and 
social work activities. They are researchers doing sign 
language research or Deaf studies, teachers of deaf students, 
sign interpreters, and staff from organizations that are 
related to the Deaf community. One participant also has 
deaf siblings. The vocations of the deaf group and the 
hearing-unrelated group are more varying. Their jobs include 
farm worker, research assistant, teacher, office clerk, indi-
vidual businessman, housewife, civil servant, nurse, social 
worker, salesman, editor, and actuary.

4.2 The Form of Data Collection
In this study, we adopted a one-on-one long-distance 

6Differ in factors such as level of hearing loss, family/socio-environment one is in, educational background, and personal preference, 
a few deaf participants interviewed in this study also use Cantonese on a regular basis, for example, in interacting with hearing 
families, or with hearing colleague at work. But the proficiency of their Cantonese is unknown, and such data is not relevant for the 
purposes of this study.

7The proficiency in HKSL is not a mandatory criterion of this group. However, most of them are highly proficient in HKSL.
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semi-structured interview to collect the attitudes. The 
interviewer (the first author) is a native speaker of 
Mandarin and is fluent Cantonese and HKSL; interviews 
were conducted in Cantonese and HKSL, according to the 
situation. With the participants’ consent, we recorded the 
interviews. For deaf participants, HKSL was used, and the 
videos were recorded; for hearing participants, Cantonese 
was used, and the audio-recordings were made. 

There are three main reasons for choosing the 
method of semi-structured interview: first, in this study, 
considering the limited written proficiency of Chinese 
of the deaf participants, we did not adopt an anonymous 
written survey, although it might be more comfortable for 
the participants to express their attitude explicitly. Second, 
as mentioned above, the topic can be sensitive to some 
extent, therefore, some interviewee may not be willing to 
reveal their opinions explicitly. Concerning this problem, 
compared to a full-structured interview, a semi-structured 
interview could ensure enough rooms for the researcher 
to follow up or to back up according to the participants’ 
various responses, and to get the answer to the research 
questions as much as possible. Third, although we 
anticipated two factors that might affect the attitudes, 
we do not have a clear idea of other possible affecting 
factors. Also, we want to know the specific opinions on 
the official recognition of HKSL. Therefore, an interview 
is more informative than a questionnaire. Above all, we 
argue that a semi-structured interview is the most suitable 
approach for this study.

4.3 The Design of the Interview
The researcher firstly sent the information brochure 

and the consent form of this study (in Traditional Chinese) 
to the potential participants. In the information brochure, 
we informed the purpose of the study, the target number 
of the participants and the form of the investigation. We 
also provided an ethical agreement. Each interview was 
scheduled after the participants gave us their consent for 
participating in the interview, being recorded during the 
whole conversation, and the use of the data for this study. 
The interviews were conducted on different dates from 
October 2018 to January 2019 using various messaging 
apps (WhatsApp, Facebook messenger, and Facetime). 
After the interview with each interviewee, demographic 
information was collected by several oral/signed 
questions. 

The interview contains one warm-up question (Question 
0), five real guiding questions that serve to answer the 
research questions (Question 1-Question 5), and one 
closing question (Question 6). The questions are shown in 
Table 6. 

Table 6. List of the Interview Questions

# Questions

0 Do you know how many people in Hong Kong rely on HKSL in communication? 
How do you know?

1 Have you read any news on the event of striving for the official recognition of 
HKSL?

2 What do you think of the provided news/the voting?

3 Have you followed the progress of this motion?

4 How do you think the recognition of HKSL would influence you?  

5-1 Taking into account the official recognition of HKSL and the social environment in 
Hong Kong for deaf people, what do you think is the best situation in ten years?

5-2 What do you think is the worst situation in ten years?

5-3 What do you think is the best situation for now?

6 Do you have anything to add? Or, did you have anything else to say?

In general, by the five guiding questions we expect to 
detect participants’ knowledge of the Deaf community, 
their attentions and perspectives on the motion and 
relevant deaf issues, and their attitudes towards the 
recognition of HKSL. Considering that the motion strives 
for rights for deaf people – who are often regarded as a 
‘vulnerable group’ in Hong Kong society, participants 
with negative attitude might have concerns to reveal 
it, as it might seem ‘unkind’. Therefore, we designed 
Question 2 as a ‘buffer question’ that allows participants 
to comfortably comment as a bystander, yet still reveal 
their positions. The questions in 5 also direct participants 
to mention specific aspects such as sign interpretation, 
deaf education, and the relationship between hearing and 
deaf people, etc., which will enable us to find out possible 
factors affecting their attitudes on the official recognition 
of HKSL.

Before the real interviews, we conducted two pilot 
interviews with two other participants. The pilot 
interviews were useful to test the robustness of the 
very structure of the interview itself. During the actual 
interviews, the sequence of the questions was adjustable 
according to the participants’ response. For example, some 
participants already mentioned their involvement in the 
campaign (target answer to Question 3) while answering 
Question 1 and Question 2, in such case, Question 3 
was skipped. On average, each interview lasts for 30-45 
minutes. For a few participants who were too talkative or 
too reticent, we adopted steering and prompting strategies. 
The most useful strategy was asking confirmations: if a 
participant gradually talked off track of the topic, then 
the researcher asked him/her for the confirmation of the 
opinions that s/he expressed previously; if a participant 
is less talkative, then the researcher also asked for 
confirmation for a certain point and asked for elaboration 
or reasons of thinking so. 

4.4 After the Interviews: Some Observations 
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two possible factors that might influence attitudes:
1) Whether the participant is deaf. We predict that deaf 

people will widely be supportive towards the recognition 
of HKSL, whereas the attitudes will vary among the 
hearing group.

2) Whether the participant is involved in the Deaf 
community. We anticipate that among hearing participants, 
those who are involved in the Deaf community tend to 
support the recognition of HKSL more than those who are 
not.

We took the two anticipated, controlled variables 
just stated as for the selection of participants in terms 
of purposeful sampling for our qualitative research. 
We recruited three groups of participants: 1) deaf: 
deaf participants who use HKSL as one of their major 
languages for daily communication; 2) hearing-related: 
hearing participants who are involved in the Deaf 
community in Hong Kong on (or nearly on) a daily basis; 
and 3) hearing-unrelated: hearing participants who do not 
have contact with the Deaf community in Hong Kong on 
a daily basis.

We recruited ten participants for each group on a 
friend-of-a-friend basis, following the snowballing method 
normally used in qualitative research. In this process of 
selection, we tried our best to even the distribution of 
gender and age in each group and the varieties of their 
vocations. However, limited by various factors, we did 
not manage to achieve a perfectly even distribution. The 
majority of the participants are from the age group of 20-
40.  The distribution of gender, age is shown in Table 2 
and Table 3, respectively. 

Table 2. Distribution of Gender of the Three Groups of Participants

Gender deaf hearing-related hearing-unrelated Total

Female 6 7 4 17

Male 4 3 6 13

Table 3. Distribution of Different Age Ranges of the Participants

Age range deaf hearing-related hearing-unrelated Total

20-30 0 5 4 9

30-40 5 4 5 14

40-50 3 1 0 4

50-60 2  0 1 3

The distribution of the educational attainment and the 

vocations of the participants are shown in Table 4 and Ta-
ble 5. 

Table 4. The Educational Attainment of the Participants

Education attainment deaf hearing-related hearing-unrelated Total

Lower secondary 0 0 1 1

Upper secondary 7 0 0 7

Post-secondary 3 10 9 22

Table 5. The Distribution of the Vocations of the Participants (by Fields)

Field of vocation deaf hearing-related hearing-unrelated Total

Agriculture, forestry, and 
fishing 1   1

Import/export, wholesale 
and retail trades   2 2

Information and 
communications   1 1

Financial service activities   1 1

Professional, scientific and 
technical 3 4  7

Administrative and support 
service activities 1  1 2

Public administration   1 1

Education 3 4  7

Human health and social 
work activities  2 3 5

Other service activities 1  1 2

Work activities within 
domestic households 1   1

(Note: The fields listed in the table follows the industrial classification defined in Hong Kong 
Standard Industrial Classification (HSIC) Version 2.0, HKSAR, 2009.[27])

The participants in the group of hearing-related are 
mainly from three fields: professional, education, and 
social work activities. They are researchers doing sign 
language research or Deaf studies, teachers of deaf students, 
sign interpreters, and staff from organizations that are 
related to the Deaf community. One participant also has 
deaf siblings. The vocations of the deaf group and the 
hearing-unrelated group are more varying. Their jobs include 
farm worker, research assistant, teacher, office clerk, indi-
vidual businessman, housewife, civil servant, nurse, social 
worker, salesman, editor, and actuary.

4.2 The Form of Data Collection
In this study, we adopted a one-on-one long-distance 

6Differ in factors such as level of hearing loss, family/socio-environment one is in, educational background, and personal preference, 
a few deaf participants interviewed in this study also use Cantonese on a regular basis, for example, in interacting with hearing 
families, or with hearing colleague at work. But the proficiency of their Cantonese is unknown, and such data is not relevant for the 
purposes of this study.

7The proficiency in HKSL is not a mandatory criterion of this group. However, most of them are highly proficient in HKSL.
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Figure 1. Count of Answers to Question 1 of the Three 
Groups

(Question 1: Have you read any news on the event of 
striving for the official recognition of HKSL?)

Figure 2. Distribution of Informed Type in the Three 
Groups

5.2 Different Attitudes of Each Group
According to the responses from the participants, we 

defined three types of attitudes towards the recognition 
of HKSL: 1) Support. The participant believes that the 
official recognition of HKSL is necessary and urgent; 
2) Neutral. The participant does not show clear position 
on whether or not they support the official recognition 
of HKSL, or the participant thinks that the official 
recognition of HKSL is necessary for the future, but not 
now; 3) Not support. The participant does not think that 
the official recognition of HKSL is necessary. We present 
the distribution of different attitudes of each group in 
Figure 3. 

Figure 3. Different Attitudes towards the Recognition of 
HKSL by the Three Groups

As can be seen, the majority participant expressed a 
supportive attitude towards the recognition of HKSL, 
five out of 30 participants hold a neutral position, and 
three expressed negative attitudes. Looking closer 
into the three groups, all deaf participants support the 
official recognition of HKSL; whereas in other groups, 
three different attitudes exist. In the following, we 
will summarize the main reasons for the three types of 
attitudes expressed by the participants in each group. 

5.2.1 Deaf Group
We summarized six main reasons mentioned by the 

deaf participants why they support the official recognition 
of HKSL. The details of the supporting reasons 
mentioned by each participant is shown in Table 7, while 
explanations will follow immediately. 
Table 7. Details of the Supporting Reasons Mentioned by Each Participant in 

the Deaf Group

Participant

Reason 1 Reason 2 Reason 3 Reason 4 Reason 5 Reason 6

Equal 
human 
right

Improve sign 
interpretation 

and living 
quality of the 

deaf

Better 
education 

for the 
deaf

Better social 
environment 

for the 
next deaf 

generation

Good for the 
development 

of HKSL

Legal 
safeguard 

D1 * *

D2 * *

D3 * * * * *

D4 * * * *

D5 * * *

D6 * * * * *

D7 * * *

D8 * *

D9 * * * * *

D10  *     

Total 5 9 4 7 6 1

Reason 1. It will ensure deaf people to have equal 
human right as hearing people.

Five deaf participants believe that by recognizing 
HKSL as  an off ic ia l  language,  the government 
acknowledges that HKSL has the equal social status as 
Cantonese, English, and Mandarin, and deaf people have 
the equal linguistic right as hearing people. Besides, one 
participant also thinks it will show that the government 
fulfils the obligations in the United Nations Convention 
on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD).

8One participant in the hearing-related group answered ‘no’ for Question 1, but s/he was involved in the campaign. As s/he 
humorously said: “You know, usually people who are involved in a course does not follow the news reports on it. ”
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Generally, the designed questions worked well. It is 
important to note that all participants were aware that the 
researcher’s job is related to sign language before the 
interviews started. We took into account this problem in 
our design and during the interviews. However, it is also 
important to underline the fact that the degree of knowledge 
on the researcher’s occupation varies among different 
groups. In particular, all participants in the hearing-related 
group, as well as some participants in the deaf group, 
know exactly that the interviewer is a sign linguist spe-
cialized in (socio)linguistic research of sign languages. On 
the other hand, most of the participants in the hearing-un-
related group only generically know that the interviewer 
‘does research on sign language’. In other word, they did 
not have a clear idea of the working content of the interviewer 
in detail. Moreover, many of them thought that the job of 
sign linguists is to learn as many sign languages as they 
can. Admittedly, one could argue that the knowledge 
of the researchers’ involvement in the Deaf community 
might cause a positive bias in the participants’ response, 
i.e., a bias in favour of the official recognition of HKSL, 
in order to please the interviewer. We tried to avoid the 
researcher’s influence as best as we could. In particular, 
during the interview, it could still be told that bias exists, 
particularly in the hearing-unrelated group: A few 
participants in this group with neutral or negative atti-
tudes towards recognition of HKSL used proper wording 
on purposely. Let us report two individual cases of partic-
ular interest. Two interviewees almost used ‘move’( 郁 ) 
in referring to the use of hands by deaf people, and then 
they swallowed the word and changed to ‘sign’( 打 ). 
One participant also asked the researcher ‘Is such answer 
okay?’ after she responded: ‘The recognition of HKSL will 
not influence my life.’ When asked about ‘What do you 
think of the voting?’ (Question 2), one participant with 
negative attitude talked about why the council members 
and other social members do not support the recognition, 
s/he used ‘they’ all the time, instead of ‘I’. We believe that 
it is a clear indication that s/he was avoiding clarifying 
her/his position on the issue. By contrast, participants in the 
deaf and hearing-related group were franker in expressing 
their positions and opinions, even for participants who hold 
neutral and negative attitudes towards recognition. 

5. Results
In this section, we will elaborate our findings 

summarized from the response in the interviews. 

5.1 The Attention on the Campaign
Overall, the three groups show a different degree of 

attention on the campaign of fighting for the recognition 
of HKSL. This observation mainly bases on the answers 

to Question 1 and the interaction during the interview. 
In the analysis phase, according to the response of all 
participants, we identify four aspects of knowledge that 
are related to the topic, the first two addressing status 
planning, the other ones being more focused on HKSL 
specifically. First, the motivation of fighting for official 
recognition of HKSL. To be specific, some participants, 
whether they agree or not, are aware that the motion 
strives for a better linguistic right for deaf people and 
aims to bring more resources for deaf people to use sign 
language in society. Second, the potential influence of 
the official recognition of HKSL. Similar to the first 
aspect, some participants are clear about the specific 
consequences that could be brought by the recognition 
of HKSL, such as in sign interpretation services and deaf 
education; whereas others show less knowledge of it. 
The third point is more specific and general at the same 
time. The fact that HKSL is a language, and therefore 
it has properties common to all human languages, such 
as having vocabulary variation. Some participants know 
very well about the above-mentioned linguistic nature 
of HKSL, whereas some others know less about it, and a 
few of them thinks that it is a deprived gestural version of 
Chinese. The fourth point addresses the relation between 
language and the sense of belonging. The role of HKSL 
in the Deaf community that for many deaf people it is 
the most comfortable language to communicate. Some 
participants believe that HKSL is crucial to deaf people, 
others think that deaf people could learn to speak and use 
written Chinese as the major language to communicate in 
the society. 

The results show two knowledge patterns in the 
interviewees: ‘self-informed’ and ‘guided-by-the-
researcher’.  ‘Self-informed’ refers to those who clearly 
showed basic knowledge of all these four aspects; 
‘guided-by-researcher’ refers to those who showed vague 
awareness of at least one of the four aspects and requested 
for further explanation by the researcher. Figure 1 presents 
the distribution of answers to Question 1, and Figure 2 
depicts the distribution of the knowledge patterns of three 
groups. 

All participants in the hearing-related group know 
about the motion and the result of the voting in the 
Legislative Council and was self-informed during the 
interview. In the deaf group, only one deaf participant did 
not hear about it and was guided by the researcher. By 
contrast, in the hearing-unrelated group, more than half of 
the participants (N=6) did not hear about the news about 
the campaign. In addition, during the interview, most of 
them (N=9) request further information on the topic from 
the researcher. 
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Figure 1. Count of Answers to Question 1 of the Three 
Groups

(Question 1: Have you read any news on the event of 
striving for the official recognition of HKSL?)

Figure 2. Distribution of Informed Type in the Three 
Groups

5.2 Different Attitudes of Each Group
According to the responses from the participants, we 

defined three types of attitudes towards the recognition 
of HKSL: 1) Support. The participant believes that the 
official recognition of HKSL is necessary and urgent; 
2) Neutral. The participant does not show clear position 
on whether or not they support the official recognition 
of HKSL, or the participant thinks that the official 
recognition of HKSL is necessary for the future, but not 
now; 3) Not support. The participant does not think that 
the official recognition of HKSL is necessary. We present 
the distribution of different attitudes of each group in 
Figure 3. 

Figure 3. Different Attitudes towards the Recognition of 
HKSL by the Three Groups

As can be seen, the majority participant expressed a 
supportive attitude towards the recognition of HKSL, 
five out of 30 participants hold a neutral position, and 
three expressed negative attitudes. Looking closer 
into the three groups, all deaf participants support the 
official recognition of HKSL; whereas in other groups, 
three different attitudes exist. In the following, we 
will summarize the main reasons for the three types of 
attitudes expressed by the participants in each group. 

5.2.1 Deaf Group
We summarized six main reasons mentioned by the 

deaf participants why they support the official recognition 
of HKSL. The details of the supporting reasons 
mentioned by each participant is shown in Table 7, while 
explanations will follow immediately. 
Table 7. Details of the Supporting Reasons Mentioned by Each Participant in 

the Deaf Group

Participant

Reason 1 Reason 2 Reason 3 Reason 4 Reason 5 Reason 6

Equal 
human 
right

Improve sign 
interpretation 

and living 
quality of the 

deaf

Better 
education 

for the 
deaf

Better social 
environment 

for the 
next deaf 

generation

Good for the 
development 

of HKSL

Legal 
safeguard 

D1 * *

D2 * *

D3 * * * * *

D4 * * * *

D5 * * *

D6 * * * * *

D7 * * *

D8 * *

D9 * * * * *

D10  *     

Total 5 9 4 7 6 1

Reason 1. It will ensure deaf people to have equal 
human right as hearing people.

Five deaf participants believe that by recognizing 
HKSL as  an off ic ia l  language,  the government 
acknowledges that HKSL has the equal social status as 
Cantonese, English, and Mandarin, and deaf people have 
the equal linguistic right as hearing people. Besides, one 
participant also thinks it will show that the government 
fulfils the obligations in the United Nations Convention 
on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD).

8One participant in the hearing-related group answered ‘no’ for Question 1, but s/he was involved in the campaign. As s/he 
humorously said: “You know, usually people who are involved in a course does not follow the news reports on it. ”
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Generally, the designed questions worked well. It is 
important to note that all participants were aware that the 
researcher’s job is related to sign language before the 
interviews started. We took into account this problem in 
our design and during the interviews. However, it is also 
important to underline the fact that the degree of knowledge 
on the researcher’s occupation varies among different 
groups. In particular, all participants in the hearing-related 
group, as well as some participants in the deaf group, 
know exactly that the interviewer is a sign linguist spe-
cialized in (socio)linguistic research of sign languages. On 
the other hand, most of the participants in the hearing-un-
related group only generically know that the interviewer 
‘does research on sign language’. In other word, they did 
not have a clear idea of the working content of the interviewer 
in detail. Moreover, many of them thought that the job of 
sign linguists is to learn as many sign languages as they 
can. Admittedly, one could argue that the knowledge 
of the researchers’ involvement in the Deaf community 
might cause a positive bias in the participants’ response, 
i.e., a bias in favour of the official recognition of HKSL, 
in order to please the interviewer. We tried to avoid the 
researcher’s influence as best as we could. In particular, 
during the interview, it could still be told that bias exists, 
particularly in the hearing-unrelated group: A few 
participants in this group with neutral or negative atti-
tudes towards recognition of HKSL used proper wording 
on purposely. Let us report two individual cases of partic-
ular interest. Two interviewees almost used ‘move’( 郁 ) 
in referring to the use of hands by deaf people, and then 
they swallowed the word and changed to ‘sign’( 打 ). 
One participant also asked the researcher ‘Is such answer 
okay?’ after she responded: ‘The recognition of HKSL will 
not influence my life.’ When asked about ‘What do you 
think of the voting?’ (Question 2), one participant with 
negative attitude talked about why the council members 
and other social members do not support the recognition, 
s/he used ‘they’ all the time, instead of ‘I’. We believe that 
it is a clear indication that s/he was avoiding clarifying 
her/his position on the issue. By contrast, participants in the 
deaf and hearing-related group were franker in expressing 
their positions and opinions, even for participants who hold 
neutral and negative attitudes towards recognition. 

5. Results
In this section, we will elaborate our findings 

summarized from the response in the interviews. 

5.1 The Attention on the Campaign
Overall, the three groups show a different degree of 

attention on the campaign of fighting for the recognition 
of HKSL. This observation mainly bases on the answers 

to Question 1 and the interaction during the interview. 
In the analysis phase, according to the response of all 
participants, we identify four aspects of knowledge that 
are related to the topic, the first two addressing status 
planning, the other ones being more focused on HKSL 
specifically. First, the motivation of fighting for official 
recognition of HKSL. To be specific, some participants, 
whether they agree or not, are aware that the motion 
strives for a better linguistic right for deaf people and 
aims to bring more resources for deaf people to use sign 
language in society. Second, the potential influence of 
the official recognition of HKSL. Similar to the first 
aspect, some participants are clear about the specific 
consequences that could be brought by the recognition 
of HKSL, such as in sign interpretation services and deaf 
education; whereas others show less knowledge of it. 
The third point is more specific and general at the same 
time. The fact that HKSL is a language, and therefore 
it has properties common to all human languages, such 
as having vocabulary variation. Some participants know 
very well about the above-mentioned linguistic nature 
of HKSL, whereas some others know less about it, and a 
few of them thinks that it is a deprived gestural version of 
Chinese. The fourth point addresses the relation between 
language and the sense of belonging. The role of HKSL 
in the Deaf community that for many deaf people it is 
the most comfortable language to communicate. Some 
participants believe that HKSL is crucial to deaf people, 
others think that deaf people could learn to speak and use 
written Chinese as the major language to communicate in 
the society. 

The results show two knowledge patterns in the 
interviewees: ‘self-informed’ and ‘guided-by-the-
researcher’.  ‘Self-informed’ refers to those who clearly 
showed basic knowledge of all these four aspects; 
‘guided-by-researcher’ refers to those who showed vague 
awareness of at least one of the four aspects and requested 
for further explanation by the researcher. Figure 1 presents 
the distribution of answers to Question 1, and Figure 2 
depicts the distribution of the knowledge patterns of three 
groups. 

All participants in the hearing-related group know 
about the motion and the result of the voting in the 
Legislative Council and was self-informed during the 
interview. In the deaf group, only one deaf participant did 
not hear about it and was guided by the researcher. By 
contrast, in the hearing-unrelated group, more than half of 
the participants (N=6) did not hear about the news about 
the campaign. In addition, during the interview, most of 
them (N=9) request further information on the topic from 
the researcher. 

DOI: https://doi.org/10.30564/jler.v2i2.639 35



Journal of Linguistics and Education Research | Volume 02 | Annual Issue | December  2019

10 Distributed under creative commons license 4.0

Journal of Linguistics and Education Research | Volume 02 | Issue 02&03 | December 2019

nowadays are not yet ready for the situations to be brought 
by the recognition of HKSL. S/He raised two issues: First, 
the existence of different varieties of signing. S/He argues 
that given the fact that one concept can have different 
signs in sign language, among Deaf people, they do not 
have a consensual version of signing. The argument 
by this interviewee continues as follows. Deaf people 
sometimes still fight with each other on which version 
of signing is correct, making different varieties linger 
across different groups. According to this participant, 
that behavior can bring confusion to the governors and 
social members on how to apply the measures after 
the recognition of HKSL. In particular, the translation 
of the official documents and the qualification of sign 
interpretation, etc. We will reprise and comment on this 
objection in the Discussion. Moreover, this participant 
thinks that although deaf people tend to believe that once 
HKSL is recognized, they will become more informed 
about their surroundings. In this participant’s opinion, 
a concept such as ‘official language’ as well as other 
legal concepts may not be understood correctly by many 
deaf people, due to their poor educational background 
in this field. The result, paradoxically, may be that the 
implementation of sign interpretation could be achieved 
only formally, but eventually not so useful. S/He believes 
that the recognition of HKSL would be more effective 
if done after 10 years or so, because by then a group of 
deaf children who are now studying in the SLCO program 
has grown up and have adequate world knowledge to 
comprehend and promote these things. 

Another participant states that whether or not s/he 
supports the official recognition of HKSL is not important; 
instead, it is what Deaf people thinks about this topic that 
matters. 

Not support
One participant does not support the official recognition 

of HKSL, because s/he thinks that an official language 
should be a language widely used by society before to be 
recognized. This interviewee doubts: “Apart from HKSL, 
there are also many other minority languages in the Hong 
Kong society. They should also be treated equally. Then 
does it mean that every language has to be officially 
recognized? To me, it makes little sense.” Besides, s/he 
argues that whether or not the government takes measures 
to promote a language is not directly related to its status of 
being an official language. Instead, it is the government’s 
willingness and motivation to promote HKSL that decides 

the development of HKSL.
5.2.3 Hearing-unrelated Group
In the hearing-related group, five participants support 

the official recognition of HKSL, three of them are 
neutral, and two does not support. 

Support
The details of the supporting reasons given by the 

hearing-unrelated group is shown in Table 9:
Table 9. Details of the Supporting Reasons Mentioned by Each Participant in 

the Hearing-unrelated Group

Participant

Reason 1 Reason 2 Reason 3 Reason 4 Reason 5 Reason 6

Equal 
human 
right

Improve sign 
interpretation 

and living quality 
of the deaf

Better 
education 

for the 
deaf

Better social 
environment 

for the 
next deaf 

generation

Good for the 
development 

of HKSL

Legal 
safeguard 

HU1 * *

HU5 * * * *

HU7 * *

HU9 *

HU10 * *

Total 3 5 1 0 1 1

Overall, the supportive reasons given by this group 
are more general. Although all of them mentioned ‘It 
(the official recognition of HKSL) will help deaf people 
communicate better.’ Compare to the other two groups, 
they showed more vague knowledge about how exactly 
HKSL will enhance the communication. Also, aspects 
such as deaf education, the impact of the next generation 
of deaf people, and legal impacts were less mentioned. 
Four participants mentioned that they feel that the current 
support to the deaf from the government is not enough, 
and the government often neglects deaf people’s needs. 

Neutral
Among the participants who reveal neutral attitudes, 

all of them mentioned that they are not familiar with the 
exact needs of deaf people. In addition, whether HKSL is 
recognized or not has little influence on their current life. 
Nevertheless, they all agree that more support to improve 
the communication of deaf people is needed. One believes 

9According to the ‘2016 Population by Census Thematic Report: Ethnic Minorities’ (HKSAR, 2016)[28], there were a total of 58, 
383 ethnic minorities, constituting 8.0 % of the whole population in Hong Kong. A significant proportion of them is foreign domestic 
helpers from the Philippines, Indonesia, and immigrants from South Asia and other western countries.
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Reason 2. It will improve the sign interpretation 
service, which will enhance the overall quality of living of 
deaf people. 

Nine deaf participants mentioned that the official 
recognition of HKSL will urge the government to promote 
the development of the sign interpretation. It will apply 
to various aspects of the society both quantitively and 
qualitatively. For example, official report, news report, 
emergency broadcast, and even sitcoms will have sign 
interpretation; sign interpretation training school and 
service center may be built up; and public places such as 
police offices, hospitals, job markets, examination centers, 
museums, banks, and restaurants will provide sign 
interpretation service. 

Reason 3. It could create a better educational 
environment for deaf people. 

There were four deaf participants who believe that if 
HKSL is recognized as an official language, schools will 
provide sign language interpretation for deaf students. 
Moreover, HKSL might be instructed in schools, and 
deaf students could even be able to use it in exams. These 
changes will ensure deaf students to have equal access to 
the educational resources as hearing students. In a long 
run, it could improve the overall literacy level of the 
deaf community, enabling deaf people to fit in different 
vocations and to contribute to society better. At the same 
time, it could also educate more hearing social members 
to know about sign language. 

Reason 4. It will prepare a better social environment 
for the next generation of deaf people. 

Seven deaf participants argue that the official 
recognition of HKSL will prepare a better social 
environment for the next generation of deaf people in 
terms of mental health, educational opportunity, job 
opportunities, and living environment. As a result, the 
next generation could live less passively in society.

Reason 5. It could create a better social environment 
for the development of HKSL. 

Six deaf people said that, although nowadays there is 
more and more effort from various civil groups to promote 
the development of HKSL, the official recognition of 
HKSL and the measures implemented by the government 
will be much more efficient and influential, such as in 
educating the public about HKSL, and conducting HKSL 
class or sign interpretation training. 

Reason 6. It acts as a legal safeguard for the linguistic 
right of deaf people. 

One participant mentioned that if HKSL is officially 
recognized, the public will have the legal reference to urge 
and supervise the government to implement measures in 
protecting the linguistic right of deaf people. 

5.2.2 Hearing-related Group
In the hearing-related group, seven participants support 

the official recognition of HKSL, two of them are neutral, 
and one does not support. In the following, we will 
illustrate each type of attitude in detail.

(1) Support
The six main supporting reasons raised by the deaf 

participants were all mentioned by the participants in this 
group (Table 8). 
Table 8. Details of the Supporting Reasons Mentioned by Each Participant in 

the Hearing-related Group

Participant

Reason 1 Reason 2 Reason 3 Reason 4 Reason 5 Reason 6

Equal 
human 
right

Improve sign 
interpretation 

and living 
quality of the 

deaf

Better 
education 

for the deaf

Better social 
environment 

for the 
next deaf 

generation

Good for the 
development 

of HKSL

Legal 
safeguard 

HR2 *

HR3 * * * * *

HR4 * *

HR5 * * * * *

HR6 * *

HR7 * * * *

HR8 * * *

Total 5 5 3 2 5 2

The majority of participants with supportive attitudes 
mentioned that the recognition is good for members 
of the Deaf community.  One participant said that the 
official recognition of HKSL would create a better society 
for all members: “If deaf people have the right to use 
their language in society, their life will be easier, they 
might earn more money, getting better educated. As a 
consequence, their ability to take care of their families, or 
to educate their children would improve, in this sense, the 
official recognition of HKSL not only improves the living 
quality of deaf people but also their families as a whole. 
Its impact is therefore immense.”

(2) Neutral
One participant argues that the official recognition of 

HKSL is good and necessary for the future, but it is not 
for the current Hong Kong society. In the following, we 
summarize the main points of such an argumentation line, 
which is quite articulated. As a starting point, s/he thinks 
that many members of the Deaf community in Hong Kong 
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nowadays are not yet ready for the situations to be brought 
by the recognition of HKSL. S/He raised two issues: First, 
the existence of different varieties of signing. S/He argues 
that given the fact that one concept can have different 
signs in sign language, among Deaf people, they do not 
have a consensual version of signing. The argument 
by this interviewee continues as follows. Deaf people 
sometimes still fight with each other on which version 
of signing is correct, making different varieties linger 
across different groups. According to this participant, 
that behavior can bring confusion to the governors and 
social members on how to apply the measures after 
the recognition of HKSL. In particular, the translation 
of the official documents and the qualification of sign 
interpretation, etc. We will reprise and comment on this 
objection in the Discussion. Moreover, this participant 
thinks that although deaf people tend to believe that once 
HKSL is recognized, they will become more informed 
about their surroundings. In this participant’s opinion, 
a concept such as ‘official language’ as well as other 
legal concepts may not be understood correctly by many 
deaf people, due to their poor educational background 
in this field. The result, paradoxically, may be that the 
implementation of sign interpretation could be achieved 
only formally, but eventually not so useful. S/He believes 
that the recognition of HKSL would be more effective 
if done after 10 years or so, because by then a group of 
deaf children who are now studying in the SLCO program 
has grown up and have adequate world knowledge to 
comprehend and promote these things. 

Another participant states that whether or not s/he 
supports the official recognition of HKSL is not important; 
instead, it is what Deaf people thinks about this topic that 
matters. 

Not support
One participant does not support the official recognition 

of HKSL, because s/he thinks that an official language 
should be a language widely used by society before to be 
recognized. This interviewee doubts: “Apart from HKSL, 
there are also many other minority languages in the Hong 
Kong society. They should also be treated equally. Then 
does it mean that every language has to be officially 
recognized? To me, it makes little sense.” Besides, s/he 
argues that whether or not the government takes measures 
to promote a language is not directly related to its status of 
being an official language. Instead, it is the government’s 
willingness and motivation to promote HKSL that decides 

the development of HKSL.
5.2.3 Hearing-unrelated Group
In the hearing-related group, five participants support 

the official recognition of HKSL, three of them are 
neutral, and two does not support. 

Support
The details of the supporting reasons given by the 

hearing-unrelated group is shown in Table 9:
Table 9. Details of the Supporting Reasons Mentioned by Each Participant in 

the Hearing-unrelated Group

Participant

Reason 1 Reason 2 Reason 3 Reason 4 Reason 5 Reason 6

Equal 
human 
right

Improve sign 
interpretation 

and living quality 
of the deaf

Better 
education 

for the 
deaf

Better social 
environment 

for the 
next deaf 

generation

Good for the 
development 

of HKSL

Legal 
safeguard 

HU1 * *

HU5 * * * *

HU7 * *

HU9 *

HU10 * *

Total 3 5 1 0 1 1

Overall, the supportive reasons given by this group 
are more general. Although all of them mentioned ‘It 
(the official recognition of HKSL) will help deaf people 
communicate better.’ Compare to the other two groups, 
they showed more vague knowledge about how exactly 
HKSL will enhance the communication. Also, aspects 
such as deaf education, the impact of the next generation 
of deaf people, and legal impacts were less mentioned. 
Four participants mentioned that they feel that the current 
support to the deaf from the government is not enough, 
and the government often neglects deaf people’s needs. 

Neutral
Among the participants who reveal neutral attitudes, 

all of them mentioned that they are not familiar with the 
exact needs of deaf people. In addition, whether HKSL is 
recognized or not has little influence on their current life. 
Nevertheless, they all agree that more support to improve 
the communication of deaf people is needed. One believes 

9According to the ‘2016 Population by Census Thematic Report: Ethnic Minorities’ (HKSAR, 2016)[28], there were a total of 58, 
383 ethnic minorities, constituting 8.0 % of the whole population in Hong Kong. A significant proportion of them is foreign domestic 
helpers from the Philippines, Indonesia, and immigrants from South Asia and other western countries.
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Reason 2. It will improve the sign interpretation 
service, which will enhance the overall quality of living of 
deaf people. 

Nine deaf participants mentioned that the official 
recognition of HKSL will urge the government to promote 
the development of the sign interpretation. It will apply 
to various aspects of the society both quantitively and 
qualitatively. For example, official report, news report, 
emergency broadcast, and even sitcoms will have sign 
interpretation; sign interpretation training school and 
service center may be built up; and public places such as 
police offices, hospitals, job markets, examination centers, 
museums, banks, and restaurants will provide sign 
interpretation service. 

Reason 3. It could create a better educational 
environment for deaf people. 

There were four deaf participants who believe that if 
HKSL is recognized as an official language, schools will 
provide sign language interpretation for deaf students. 
Moreover, HKSL might be instructed in schools, and 
deaf students could even be able to use it in exams. These 
changes will ensure deaf students to have equal access to 
the educational resources as hearing students. In a long 
run, it could improve the overall literacy level of the 
deaf community, enabling deaf people to fit in different 
vocations and to contribute to society better. At the same 
time, it could also educate more hearing social members 
to know about sign language. 

Reason 4. It will prepare a better social environment 
for the next generation of deaf people. 

Seven deaf participants argue that the official 
recognition of HKSL will prepare a better social 
environment for the next generation of deaf people in 
terms of mental health, educational opportunity, job 
opportunities, and living environment. As a result, the 
next generation could live less passively in society.

Reason 5. It could create a better social environment 
for the development of HKSL. 

Six deaf people said that, although nowadays there is 
more and more effort from various civil groups to promote 
the development of HKSL, the official recognition of 
HKSL and the measures implemented by the government 
will be much more efficient and influential, such as in 
educating the public about HKSL, and conducting HKSL 
class or sign interpretation training. 

Reason 6. It acts as a legal safeguard for the linguistic 
right of deaf people. 

One participant mentioned that if HKSL is officially 
recognized, the public will have the legal reference to urge 
and supervise the government to implement measures in 
protecting the linguistic right of deaf people. 

5.2.2 Hearing-related Group
In the hearing-related group, seven participants support 

the official recognition of HKSL, two of them are neutral, 
and one does not support. In the following, we will 
illustrate each type of attitude in detail.

(1) Support
The six main supporting reasons raised by the deaf 

participants were all mentioned by the participants in this 
group (Table 8). 
Table 8. Details of the Supporting Reasons Mentioned by Each Participant in 

the Hearing-related Group

Participant

Reason 1 Reason 2 Reason 3 Reason 4 Reason 5 Reason 6

Equal 
human 
right

Improve sign 
interpretation 

and living 
quality of the 

deaf

Better 
education 

for the deaf

Better social 
environment 

for the 
next deaf 

generation

Good for the 
development 

of HKSL

Legal 
safeguard 

HR2 *

HR3 * * * * *

HR4 * *

HR5 * * * * *

HR6 * *

HR7 * * * *

HR8 * * *

Total 5 5 3 2 5 2

The majority of participants with supportive attitudes 
mentioned that the recognition is good for members 
of the Deaf community.  One participant said that the 
official recognition of HKSL would create a better society 
for all members: “If deaf people have the right to use 
their language in society, their life will be easier, they 
might earn more money, getting better educated. As a 
consequence, their ability to take care of their families, or 
to educate their children would improve, in this sense, the 
official recognition of HKSL not only improves the living 
quality of deaf people but also their families as a whole. 
Its impact is therefore immense.”

(2) Neutral
One participant argues that the official recognition of 

HKSL is good and necessary for the future, but it is not 
for the current Hong Kong society. In the following, we 
summarize the main points of such an argumentation line, 
which is quite articulated. As a starting point, s/he thinks 
that many members of the Deaf community in Hong Kong 
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5.5 What is the Best Situation for Now?
When asked to suggest the best situation for the 

current Hong Kong society, the three groups commonly 
believe that the public should be better informed about 
deaf community and HKSL (deaf group: N=4; hearing-
related group: N=3; hearing-unrelated group: N=6). In 
particular, the needs and strengths of deaf people, and 
the vitality of HKSL. This reflects that such knowledge 
is lacking in the current Hong Kong society. The second 
most mentioned situation is that deaf people get better 
informed by having more access to sign interpretation 
in schools, public services, and media. Four participants 
(deaf: N=3; hearing-unrelated: N=1) mentioned that more 
news reports, live streaming TV shows and speeches 
by politicians should facilitate sign interpretation and 
subtitles. Table 12 presents the aspects mentioned by the 
participants. 

Table 12. Summary of Answers to Question 5-3 by the Three Groups of 
Participants

Best situations for now deaf hearing-
related 

hearing-
unrelated Total 

Governors revisit the issue of recognition 
of HKSL and listen more about the needs of 

deaf people.
1 2 1 4

The government actively promote HKSL to 
the public. 0 2 5 7

The public gets to know more about HKSL 
and deaf people, and know more about their 
strengths. The cooperation between hearing 

and deaf people improves.

4 3 6 13

Deaf education improves. Deaf children and 
their parents have more access to HKSL. 1 1 0 2

Deaf people better participate in society; 
they become more confident, explore the 

world more actively. They have more 
working opportunities.

2 2 0 4

Deaf people get better access to surrounding 
information. More sign interpretation 
in schools, public services, and media, 

especially emergency announcements and 
live telecasted events. 

4 1 1 6

Training of sign interpretation, HKSL are 
boosted. The quality of sign interpretation 

and the number of sign interpreters improve.
3 2 0 5

6. Discussion
In this section, we will first discuss the affecting factors 

of attitudes. Second, we will reflect on two issues: we will 
discuss the role of HKSL in education, and then touch the 
issue of language standardization.  

6.1 Affecting Factors of the Attitudes
In the analysis, we identify three factors that affect the 

attitudes of the participants. 
1) The knowledge of deaf people. 
Our anticipations of the two major influencing factors 

are partially proved. First, every deaf interviewee supports 
the recognition of HKSL, and they all believe that it could 
improve their linguistic situation, which will influence 

every aspect of their life. Compare to the two hearing 
groups, deaf participants emphasize more on the equality 
in accessing and participating the society as hearing 
people. On the other hand, unlike what we anticipated, the 
two hearing groups does not differ tremendously in terms 
of the distribution of three different attitudes. 

Nevertheless, the perspectives behind the positions seem 
to differ. Overall, the hearing-unrelated group tends to be 
aware of the problem in communication faced by deaf 
people. They used more wording such as ‘help’ and ‘deaf-
mute people’, which many Deaf individuals do not agree. 
By contrast, the hearing-related group is more aware 
of different aspects of problems faced by deaf people, 
including education, work, media, and legal rights. They 
also emphasize more on the equal opportunities for 
participation in society, compare to the hearing-unrelated 
group. Such a difference seems to be positively related to 
the varying level of knowledge of deaf people, including 
their needs, culture, and linguistic situation, etc. In 
addition, it shows that the specific opinions expressed by 
the participants depend on their occupations and working 
experiences. For instance, teachers of deaf students 
commonly emphasize the critical role of sign language in 
schools. They believe that it plays a vital role in getting 
deaf students equally informed and educated. There is 
a slight difference between deaf and hearing teachers, 
though: hearing teachers tend to pay more attention to sign 
interpretations in class, whereas deaf teachers emphasize 
more on the opportunities of using sign language for 
both deaf and hearing students. Compare with other 
participants, sign interpreters seem to be more aware of 
the self-independence of deaf people, two of the three sign 
interpreters mentioned that it is essential for deaf people 
to understand the mechanism behind the recognition of 
HKSL, and how different groups in society operate and 
influence each other. 

2) How the participants view the recognition of 
HKSL. 

The responses in the interview reveal that participants 
view the recognition of HKSL differently. Take its 
influence as an instance, all deaf participants seem to 
believe that recognition of HKSL will directly lead to the 
improvement of sign interpretation service. As a result, it 
could guarantee the improvement of the living situation 
of deaf people. On the other hand, some participants from 
the other two groups reserve judgment on such a direct 
correlation. Some of them expressed that the promotion of 
HKSL does not necessarily have to rely on recognition. 

Besides, some participants view ‘the recognition of 
HKSL’ statically, they see it as an ultimate consequence, 
whereas others see it as a dynamic process. Several 
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that expanding the influence and the use of HKSL does 
not need to rely on statutes by the government but can be 
promoted by civil groups such as sign language activists, 
via platforms including media and the Internet. Another 
two participants mentioned they are not sure that the 
recognition of HKSL could guarantee a better life of deaf 
people. 

Not support
Analogously to the participant with negative attitude 

in the hearing-related group, one participant in this 
group also believes all minority languages spoken by 
different groups in Hong Kong should be treated equally, 
therefore recognizing HKSL is not necessary. However, 
s/he agrees that measures to increase sign interpretation 
are needed. The other participant expressed the concern 
that if HKSL is recognized, a great range of aspects in the 
whole society will require changes, such as facilitating 
sign interpretation in various of departments, adding sign 
language in the compulsory course in school, adding 
statutes in the law, etc. In this participant’s opinion, since 
deaf people form a small group of people in Hong Kong, 
changes involving the whole society is not ‘economically 
profitable and necessary’  -- whatever this would mean. In 
addition, s/he reveals the concern on the potential conflicts 
of interest brought by the changes after the recognition: “If 
HKSL is recognized, does that mean if I’m not able to sign 
HKSL, or not able to provide sign interpretation in my 
business, they (deaf people) have the right to sue me?”

5.3 What is the Best Situation in 10 Years?
When asked to imagine the best social situation in 10 

years (Question 5-1), the three groups generally mentioned 
that they hope that society becomes more inclusive. Deaf 
people could easily communicate in society, with well-
equipped sign interpretation services. Also, deaf people 
could equally participate in society. They are equally 
respected, get equal access to information, and could work 
in various positions as hearing people. Despite the shared 
hopes, the answers still reveal some slight differences 
across the three groups, as we will see immediately.  In 
particular, more participants in the hearing-unrelated 
groups mentioned that they hope the public will get 
general education on basic HKSL, whereas no participant 
in the hearing-related group mentioned it. In addition, 
more participants in the deaf group mentioned that deaf 
people be treated equally as hearing people; for example, 
they mentioned the set-up of deaf colleges and deaf 
TV channels, whereas comparably, hearing participants 
mentioned more about how the society could become 
better inclusive by improving sign interpretation services 
and sign language education. In Table 10, we summarized 
the different points specified by the participants in the 

answers to Question 5-1. 
Table 10. Summary of Answers to Question 5-1 by the Three Groups of Partic-

ipants

Best situations in 10 years deaf hearing-
related 

hearing-
unrelated Total

HKSL is recognized as an official language. 1 3 2 6

The society becomes inclusive, such as in education, 
media, and public services, sign interpretation 

services are well facilitated and accessible in these 
areas. Hearing and deaf people can communicate 

and cooperate easily. 

6 8 6 20

The public gets an education on HKSL and Deaf 
culture. Everyone knows that HKSL is a language 

and can communicate with deaf people in basic 
HKSL.

2 0 6 8

Deaf people can equally participate in society as 
hearing people. They are equally respected; they get 

equal educational opportunities; they can work in 
most occupations, and they get the same amount of 

information.

3 2 2 7

Deaf people are more aware of their identity, 
culture, and rights 1 0 0 1

5.4 What is the Worst Situation in 10 Years?
When asked to describe the worst situation in 10 years, 

the majority of participants believe that if the situation 
remained the same as today, it would be the worst. Six 
participants mentioned that the worst case would be the 
SLCO program and the only deaf school eventually shut 
down, and deaf children will no longer have access to 
sign language. Eight participants mentioned that the worst 
situation is when the Deaf community and their culture, 
language eventually extinct, and right defense movements 
for deaf people gradually disappear. The different points 
mentioned by the participants in the answers to Question 
5-2 are summarized in Table 11.
Table 11. Summary of Answers to Question 5-2 by the Three Groups of Partic-

ipants

Worst situations in 10 years deaf hearing-
related

hearing-
unrelated Total 

The situation for deaf people remains the same.
The government does not acknowledge and 

support the use of HKSL;
Deaf people still live passively in the society in 
their relatively closed circles, with low social 

status, and little sign interpretation support, many 
barriers in education, work, and communication; 
The public knows and cares very little about deaf 

people’s need.

8 5 8 21

Deaf children no longer have access to sign 
language in schools. The SLCO program shuts 
down. There is no deaf school, or deaf schools 

do not use sign language in teaching.

3 3 0 6

People no longer fight for the right of using 
HKSL and the right for deaf people in Hong 

Kong. 
There are fewer and fewer sign interpreters 

because they do not earn enough money.
Deaf community and HKSL eventually 

disappear.

1 5 2 8
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5.5 What is the Best Situation for Now?
When asked to suggest the best situation for the 

current Hong Kong society, the three groups commonly 
believe that the public should be better informed about 
deaf community and HKSL (deaf group: N=4; hearing-
related group: N=3; hearing-unrelated group: N=6). In 
particular, the needs and strengths of deaf people, and 
the vitality of HKSL. This reflects that such knowledge 
is lacking in the current Hong Kong society. The second 
most mentioned situation is that deaf people get better 
informed by having more access to sign interpretation 
in schools, public services, and media. Four participants 
(deaf: N=3; hearing-unrelated: N=1) mentioned that more 
news reports, live streaming TV shows and speeches 
by politicians should facilitate sign interpretation and 
subtitles. Table 12 presents the aspects mentioned by the 
participants. 

Table 12. Summary of Answers to Question 5-3 by the Three Groups of 
Participants

Best situations for now deaf hearing-
related 

hearing-
unrelated Total 

Governors revisit the issue of recognition 
of HKSL and listen more about the needs of 

deaf people.
1 2 1 4

The government actively promote HKSL to 
the public. 0 2 5 7

The public gets to know more about HKSL 
and deaf people, and know more about their 
strengths. The cooperation between hearing 

and deaf people improves.

4 3 6 13

Deaf education improves. Deaf children and 
their parents have more access to HKSL. 1 1 0 2

Deaf people better participate in society; 
they become more confident, explore the 

world more actively. They have more 
working opportunities.

2 2 0 4

Deaf people get better access to surrounding 
information. More sign interpretation 
in schools, public services, and media, 

especially emergency announcements and 
live telecasted events. 

4 1 1 6

Training of sign interpretation, HKSL are 
boosted. The quality of sign interpretation 

and the number of sign interpreters improve.
3 2 0 5

6. Discussion
In this section, we will first discuss the affecting factors 

of attitudes. Second, we will reflect on two issues: we will 
discuss the role of HKSL in education, and then touch the 
issue of language standardization.  

6.1 Affecting Factors of the Attitudes
In the analysis, we identify three factors that affect the 

attitudes of the participants. 
1) The knowledge of deaf people. 
Our anticipations of the two major influencing factors 

are partially proved. First, every deaf interviewee supports 
the recognition of HKSL, and they all believe that it could 
improve their linguistic situation, which will influence 

every aspect of their life. Compare to the two hearing 
groups, deaf participants emphasize more on the equality 
in accessing and participating the society as hearing 
people. On the other hand, unlike what we anticipated, the 
two hearing groups does not differ tremendously in terms 
of the distribution of three different attitudes. 

Nevertheless, the perspectives behind the positions seem 
to differ. Overall, the hearing-unrelated group tends to be 
aware of the problem in communication faced by deaf 
people. They used more wording such as ‘help’ and ‘deaf-
mute people’, which many Deaf individuals do not agree. 
By contrast, the hearing-related group is more aware 
of different aspects of problems faced by deaf people, 
including education, work, media, and legal rights. They 
also emphasize more on the equal opportunities for 
participation in society, compare to the hearing-unrelated 
group. Such a difference seems to be positively related to 
the varying level of knowledge of deaf people, including 
their needs, culture, and linguistic situation, etc. In 
addition, it shows that the specific opinions expressed by 
the participants depend on their occupations and working 
experiences. For instance, teachers of deaf students 
commonly emphasize the critical role of sign language in 
schools. They believe that it plays a vital role in getting 
deaf students equally informed and educated. There is 
a slight difference between deaf and hearing teachers, 
though: hearing teachers tend to pay more attention to sign 
interpretations in class, whereas deaf teachers emphasize 
more on the opportunities of using sign language for 
both deaf and hearing students. Compare with other 
participants, sign interpreters seem to be more aware of 
the self-independence of deaf people, two of the three sign 
interpreters mentioned that it is essential for deaf people 
to understand the mechanism behind the recognition of 
HKSL, and how different groups in society operate and 
influence each other. 

2) How the participants view the recognition of 
HKSL. 

The responses in the interview reveal that participants 
view the recognition of HKSL differently. Take its 
influence as an instance, all deaf participants seem to 
believe that recognition of HKSL will directly lead to the 
improvement of sign interpretation service. As a result, it 
could guarantee the improvement of the living situation 
of deaf people. On the other hand, some participants from 
the other two groups reserve judgment on such a direct 
correlation. Some of them expressed that the promotion of 
HKSL does not necessarily have to rely on recognition. 

Besides, some participants view ‘the recognition of 
HKSL’ statically, they see it as an ultimate consequence, 
whereas others see it as a dynamic process. Several 
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that expanding the influence and the use of HKSL does 
not need to rely on statutes by the government but can be 
promoted by civil groups such as sign language activists, 
via platforms including media and the Internet. Another 
two participants mentioned they are not sure that the 
recognition of HKSL could guarantee a better life of deaf 
people. 

Not support
Analogously to the participant with negative attitude 

in the hearing-related group, one participant in this 
group also believes all minority languages spoken by 
different groups in Hong Kong should be treated equally, 
therefore recognizing HKSL is not necessary. However, 
s/he agrees that measures to increase sign interpretation 
are needed. The other participant expressed the concern 
that if HKSL is recognized, a great range of aspects in the 
whole society will require changes, such as facilitating 
sign interpretation in various of departments, adding sign 
language in the compulsory course in school, adding 
statutes in the law, etc. In this participant’s opinion, since 
deaf people form a small group of people in Hong Kong, 
changes involving the whole society is not ‘economically 
profitable and necessary’  -- whatever this would mean. In 
addition, s/he reveals the concern on the potential conflicts 
of interest brought by the changes after the recognition: “If 
HKSL is recognized, does that mean if I’m not able to sign 
HKSL, or not able to provide sign interpretation in my 
business, they (deaf people) have the right to sue me?”

5.3 What is the Best Situation in 10 Years?
When asked to imagine the best social situation in 10 

years (Question 5-1), the three groups generally mentioned 
that they hope that society becomes more inclusive. Deaf 
people could easily communicate in society, with well-
equipped sign interpretation services. Also, deaf people 
could equally participate in society. They are equally 
respected, get equal access to information, and could work 
in various positions as hearing people. Despite the shared 
hopes, the answers still reveal some slight differences 
across the three groups, as we will see immediately.  In 
particular, more participants in the hearing-unrelated 
groups mentioned that they hope the public will get 
general education on basic HKSL, whereas no participant 
in the hearing-related group mentioned it. In addition, 
more participants in the deaf group mentioned that deaf 
people be treated equally as hearing people; for example, 
they mentioned the set-up of deaf colleges and deaf 
TV channels, whereas comparably, hearing participants 
mentioned more about how the society could become 
better inclusive by improving sign interpretation services 
and sign language education. In Table 10, we summarized 
the different points specified by the participants in the 

answers to Question 5-1. 
Table 10. Summary of Answers to Question 5-1 by the Three Groups of Partic-

ipants

Best situations in 10 years deaf hearing-
related 

hearing-
unrelated Total

HKSL is recognized as an official language. 1 3 2 6

The society becomes inclusive, such as in education, 
media, and public services, sign interpretation 

services are well facilitated and accessible in these 
areas. Hearing and deaf people can communicate 

and cooperate easily. 

6 8 6 20

The public gets an education on HKSL and Deaf 
culture. Everyone knows that HKSL is a language 

and can communicate with deaf people in basic 
HKSL.

2 0 6 8

Deaf people can equally participate in society as 
hearing people. They are equally respected; they get 

equal educational opportunities; they can work in 
most occupations, and they get the same amount of 

information.

3 2 2 7

Deaf people are more aware of their identity, 
culture, and rights 1 0 0 1

5.4 What is the Worst Situation in 10 Years?
When asked to describe the worst situation in 10 years, 

the majority of participants believe that if the situation 
remained the same as today, it would be the worst. Six 
participants mentioned that the worst case would be the 
SLCO program and the only deaf school eventually shut 
down, and deaf children will no longer have access to 
sign language. Eight participants mentioned that the worst 
situation is when the Deaf community and their culture, 
language eventually extinct, and right defense movements 
for deaf people gradually disappear. The different points 
mentioned by the participants in the answers to Question 
5-2 are summarized in Table 11.
Table 11. Summary of Answers to Question 5-2 by the Three Groups of Partic-

ipants

Worst situations in 10 years deaf hearing-
related

hearing-
unrelated Total 

The situation for deaf people remains the same.
The government does not acknowledge and 

support the use of HKSL;
Deaf people still live passively in the society in 
their relatively closed circles, with low social 

status, and little sign interpretation support, many 
barriers in education, work, and communication; 
The public knows and cares very little about deaf 

people’s need.

8 5 8 21

Deaf children no longer have access to sign 
language in schools. The SLCO program shuts 
down. There is no deaf school, or deaf schools 

do not use sign language in teaching.

3 3 0 6

People no longer fight for the right of using 
HKSL and the right for deaf people in Hong 

Kong. 
There are fewer and fewer sign interpreters 

because they do not earn enough money.
Deaf community and HKSL eventually 

disappear.

1 5 2 8

DOI: https://doi.org/10.30564/jler.v2i2.639 39



Journal of Linguistics and Education Research | Volume 02 | Annual Issue | December  2019

14 Distributed under creative commons license 4.0

Journal of Linguistics and Education Research | Volume 02 | Issue 02&03 | December 2019

no longer exists due to lack of financial support. Two 
participants believe that the students under the program 
could grow up with sufficient world knowledge to 
sustain the future campaigns that strive for the benefits of 
deaf people. More than one deaf interviewee expresses 
their hope that one day a Deaf college using HKSL as 
the medium of instruction could establish, so that they 
could take the courses that they like, instead of envying 
hearing people’s abundant choices. These comments 
imply a shared position: HKSL plays a vital role in deaf 
education in Hong Kong. Actually, adopting HKSL as 
a medium of instructions in an educational setting has 
been proved helpful for deaf students to acquire Chinese 
literacy, proficiency in Cantonese, and to build up a 
healthy identity (Ho, Yiu, & Pun, 2014[29]; J. Li, Lee, 
Tang, & Lam, 2014[30]; Q. Li & Tang, 2014[31]; Tang et al., 
2014[24]). Therefore, it is more a matter of coming up with 
a practical measure that could timely meet this need of the 
deaf, and at the same time optimize its influence on the 
whole society.

As mentioned, some participants with negative attitudes 
concern about that once HKSL is recognized as an official 
language, the implementation of measures to promote 
HKSL would cost too much of the social resources, yet it 
seems only to benefit a small group of people society. In 
other words, it is not so economically profitable. In our 
opinion, despite the small population, deaf people should 
be respected the right of using the languages which they 
feel comfortable with, be it a sign language or a spoken 
language. As stated in the Declaration on the Rights of 
the Persons Belonging to National or Ethnic, Religious 
and Linguistic Minorities: “...persons belonging to... 
linguistic minorities have the right... to use their own 
language, in private and in public, freely and without 
interference or any form of discrimination (Article 2)” 
and “persons belonging to minorities may have adequate 
opportunities to learn their mother tongue or to have 
instruction in their mother tongue (Article 4)” (Office 
of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, 1992)[32]. 
Besides, it is a fact that HKSL is the essential language 
for many deaf people in Hong Kong to get information 
and to communicate. Imagine how much information a 
person needs in a day to fulfill a convenient daily life, 
and how much information one needs to obtain a higher 
educational level or a set of world knowledge that could 
sustain his/her living and self-development. Unfortunately, 
in Hong Kong society nowadays, a large percentage of 
such information is only assessable to hearing people. 
In our opinion, easier access to use HKSL in Hong 
Kong society will not only benefit deaf people but the 
whole Hong Kong society. It would not only bring more 

convenience to the daily life of deaf people but will also 
influence the education and career of deaf people. This 
will bring them more possibilities and better abilities to 
participate and contribute to society. Therefore, efforts for 
a more inclusive community is tremendously profitable. 

6.3 On the View of Standardization
One of the main counterviews and concerns against 

the official recognition of HKSL is that there exist many 
variations in vocabulary, for example, there exist 13 
versions referring to the geographical name ‘Lantau 
Island’(CSLDS, 2019)[33]. So far, there is no standardized 
version of HKSL that all HKSL users agree on for 
official use. This situation could cause stagnation if the 
official documents provide an HKSL version after the 
official recognition of HKSL. On the other hand, some 
deaf signers of HKSL expressed their concerns about 
the standardization of HKSL. During a recent personal 
communication, one deaf friend of the researcher argued 
that such a standardization would have as a direct 
consequence that many dialects gradually die out because 
the next generation does not acquire the dialects anymore, 
like what happened after the spread of Putonghua 
in Mainland China. In other words, once HKSL is 
standardized, different varieties of words will be gradually 
lost. In the following, we will discuss our views on such 
concerns.

As for Putonghua, it is the standard form of modern 
Chinese which is commonly used across the vast territory 
of Mainland China. The promotion of Putonghua was to 
remove the barrier created by dialects across the nation 
that hinders social development in China (People’s Daily, 
1998)[34]. Chinese citizens are asked to use Putonghua 
conscientiously on formal and public occasions, such as in 
broadcasts, education, and official business, to remove the 
communicative obstacles and to improve the efficiency 
of communication (Guo, 2002)[35]. The relationship and 
coexistence of a standardized language version and the 
varieties/dialects is another big topic to explore. Due to 
space, we are not diving in. 

Nevertheless, in comparison to Mainland China, the 
territory of Hong Kong SAR, where HKSL is used, is 
much smaller.  Although there are only a tiny amount 
of studies on the varieties of HKSL (c.f. Siu, 2016[20]), 
we estimate that differences between the varieties of 
HKSL are not as massive as the many dialects and ethnic 
languages in Mainland China. Therefore, the potential 
problems caused by the standardization of HKSL would 
be less challenging. Moreover, in our view, the existence 
of varieties of HKSL should not be an excuse to put 
off the promotion of HKSL, which strives for a more 
convenient use of HKSL for deaf people in society. To 
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participants falling into the first type anticipated that 
before ‘the recognition of HKSL’ succeeds, campaigns 
striving for the recognition of HKSL, like the one in 2017, 
will re-occur several times in the future. This perspective 
could also be one of the reasons why two participants 
(hearing-related group: N=1; hearing-unrelated group: 
N=1) believe that the current situation in Hong Kong is 
not ready for the recognition of HKSL. In comparison, 
among those who see the recognition of HKSL as a 
dynamic process with several stages, six participants 
(hearing-related group: N=3; hearing-unrelated group: 
N=3) mentioned that the government should set a 
schedule to achieve the recognition of HKSL step by 
step. They raised that before recognizing HKSL in the 
law, promoting HKSL to the public, making it widely 
known by social members is an urgent and reachable 
step; likewise, revising and adjusting the implemented 
measures in the latter stage is also a necessary step for the 
whole process of recognition of HKSL. 

3) How the participants view the achievement of the 
things in general.

About the fact that there are still many unsolved 
problems that are closely related to the official recognition 
of HKSL, such as lack of adequate deaf teachers, sign 
interpreters, and research, different ways of thinking of 
the participants also influence their attitudes towards 
the issue. Some participants argue that the recognition 
of HKSL should be first taken as a pioneering step, 
regardless of the tendency that many unexpected problems 
will pop up. They are convinced that only after this step 
is achieved, would the following problems be fixed 
once they present themselves, one by one. On the other 
side, some participants insist that before HKSL could 
be recognized, more work should be done to avoid the 
anticipated problems as much as possible.  

6.2 How Important is HKSL?
As can be seen from Section 5, the opinions on 

whether the recognition of HKSL could guarantee 
a better promotion of HKSL in society vary among 
the participants. A core motivation to support the 
recognition of HKSL is that people hope the recognition 
will eventually make it easier for deaf people in Hong 
Kong to use HKSL in society. It would then allow them 
to communicate more comfortably, to become better 
informed about the surroundings, to better participate 
in the society, and to change the existing situation in 
which deaf people are often at disadvantaged positions 
in different aspects of the society. We do not have an 
answer to the question of how directly the recognition 
of HKSL will influence the achievement of these hopes 
of improvement. However, from the deaf participants’ 

responses, it is obvious that deaf people in Hong Kong 
still encounter many obstacles in communication and in 
getting information about the society. The barriers range 
from daily life activities such as going to the bank, visiting 
doctors, studying in schools to spiritual achievements, 
such as getting access to amusement and art, and being 
respected as deaf.

When it comes to the consensus that ‘actions should be 
taken to strive for a better situation’, the next questions 
will be “How urgent is it?” and “What are the best choice 
of actions?” As mentioned earlier, during the interviews, 
many participants from the hearing-unrelated group asked 
questions about the Deaf community. This reflects that 
the majority of social members still know very little about 
deaf people’s needs. As one hearing-unrelated participant 
said, “We know that many deaf people need help, but 
we don’t know what they need exactly.” In fact, several 
participants from the deaf and hearing-related group 
also observed and mentioned this problem. Concerning 
the urgency, social members that have little contact with 
the Deaf community also tend to feel vague about it. On 
the other hand, hearing people that are closely involved 
in the Deaf community show stronger eagerness to the 
implements of the actions, even stronger than the deaf 
group. Most of these hearing people commit to various 
occupations that serve the Deaf community, such as sign 
interpreters, teachers of deaf students, and researchers. 
At the same time, they are hearing people who have free 
access to the majority of society. Being at such positions, 
they show clearer awareness of the problems. One hearing 
teacher of the deaf puts it: “Whenever I think of the 
many deaf students being absent in mind in class, just 
because they could not hear well, I feel worried and sad. 
It (the use of HKSL in deaf education) really needs to be 
implemented as soon as possible. The kids are growing 
up!” 

Deaf education is a crucial issue. It was mentioned 
frequently by the deaf and hearing-related participants 
(Section 5, Reason 3 and Reason 4 for the supportive 
attitude). It is intimately related to the well-being of the 
next generation of deaf people and the development of 
the Deaf community. In our opinion, strategies adopted 
in deaf education should consider the characteristics of 
deaf people, such as their culture, nature of identity, and 
their language, etc., so that deaf people can get equal 
opportunities to education as hearing people, without 
trying to assimilate themselves into the hearing world 
at all costs. In the interviews, several participants from 
the deaf and hearing-related group mentioned the use 
of HKSL in deaf education. Some of them worry about 
the sign bilingual program -- the SLCO program -- 
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no longer exists due to lack of financial support. Two 
participants believe that the students under the program 
could grow up with sufficient world knowledge to 
sustain the future campaigns that strive for the benefits of 
deaf people. More than one deaf interviewee expresses 
their hope that one day a Deaf college using HKSL as 
the medium of instruction could establish, so that they 
could take the courses that they like, instead of envying 
hearing people’s abundant choices. These comments 
imply a shared position: HKSL plays a vital role in deaf 
education in Hong Kong. Actually, adopting HKSL as 
a medium of instructions in an educational setting has 
been proved helpful for deaf students to acquire Chinese 
literacy, proficiency in Cantonese, and to build up a 
healthy identity (Ho, Yiu, & Pun, 2014[29]; J. Li, Lee, 
Tang, & Lam, 2014[30]; Q. Li & Tang, 2014[31]; Tang et al., 
2014[24]). Therefore, it is more a matter of coming up with 
a practical measure that could timely meet this need of the 
deaf, and at the same time optimize its influence on the 
whole society.

As mentioned, some participants with negative attitudes 
concern about that once HKSL is recognized as an official 
language, the implementation of measures to promote 
HKSL would cost too much of the social resources, yet it 
seems only to benefit a small group of people society. In 
other words, it is not so economically profitable. In our 
opinion, despite the small population, deaf people should 
be respected the right of using the languages which they 
feel comfortable with, be it a sign language or a spoken 
language. As stated in the Declaration on the Rights of 
the Persons Belonging to National or Ethnic, Religious 
and Linguistic Minorities: “...persons belonging to... 
linguistic minorities have the right... to use their own 
language, in private and in public, freely and without 
interference or any form of discrimination (Article 2)” 
and “persons belonging to minorities may have adequate 
opportunities to learn their mother tongue or to have 
instruction in their mother tongue (Article 4)” (Office 
of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, 1992)[32]. 
Besides, it is a fact that HKSL is the essential language 
for many deaf people in Hong Kong to get information 
and to communicate. Imagine how much information a 
person needs in a day to fulfill a convenient daily life, 
and how much information one needs to obtain a higher 
educational level or a set of world knowledge that could 
sustain his/her living and self-development. Unfortunately, 
in Hong Kong society nowadays, a large percentage of 
such information is only assessable to hearing people. 
In our opinion, easier access to use HKSL in Hong 
Kong society will not only benefit deaf people but the 
whole Hong Kong society. It would not only bring more 

convenience to the daily life of deaf people but will also 
influence the education and career of deaf people. This 
will bring them more possibilities and better abilities to 
participate and contribute to society. Therefore, efforts for 
a more inclusive community is tremendously profitable. 

6.3 On the View of Standardization
One of the main counterviews and concerns against 

the official recognition of HKSL is that there exist many 
variations in vocabulary, for example, there exist 13 
versions referring to the geographical name ‘Lantau 
Island’(CSLDS, 2019)[33]. So far, there is no standardized 
version of HKSL that all HKSL users agree on for 
official use. This situation could cause stagnation if the 
official documents provide an HKSL version after the 
official recognition of HKSL. On the other hand, some 
deaf signers of HKSL expressed their concerns about 
the standardization of HKSL. During a recent personal 
communication, one deaf friend of the researcher argued 
that such a standardization would have as a direct 
consequence that many dialects gradually die out because 
the next generation does not acquire the dialects anymore, 
like what happened after the spread of Putonghua 
in Mainland China. In other words, once HKSL is 
standardized, different varieties of words will be gradually 
lost. In the following, we will discuss our views on such 
concerns.

As for Putonghua, it is the standard form of modern 
Chinese which is commonly used across the vast territory 
of Mainland China. The promotion of Putonghua was to 
remove the barrier created by dialects across the nation 
that hinders social development in China (People’s Daily, 
1998)[34]. Chinese citizens are asked to use Putonghua 
conscientiously on formal and public occasions, such as in 
broadcasts, education, and official business, to remove the 
communicative obstacles and to improve the efficiency 
of communication (Guo, 2002)[35]. The relationship and 
coexistence of a standardized language version and the 
varieties/dialects is another big topic to explore. Due to 
space, we are not diving in. 

Nevertheless, in comparison to Mainland China, the 
territory of Hong Kong SAR, where HKSL is used, is 
much smaller.  Although there are only a tiny amount 
of studies on the varieties of HKSL (c.f. Siu, 2016[20]), 
we estimate that differences between the varieties of 
HKSL are not as massive as the many dialects and ethnic 
languages in Mainland China. Therefore, the potential 
problems caused by the standardization of HKSL would 
be less challenging. Moreover, in our view, the existence 
of varieties of HKSL should not be an excuse to put 
off the promotion of HKSL, which strives for a more 
convenient use of HKSL for deaf people in society. To 
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participants falling into the first type anticipated that 
before ‘the recognition of HKSL’ succeeds, campaigns 
striving for the recognition of HKSL, like the one in 2017, 
will re-occur several times in the future. This perspective 
could also be one of the reasons why two participants 
(hearing-related group: N=1; hearing-unrelated group: 
N=1) believe that the current situation in Hong Kong is 
not ready for the recognition of HKSL. In comparison, 
among those who see the recognition of HKSL as a 
dynamic process with several stages, six participants 
(hearing-related group: N=3; hearing-unrelated group: 
N=3) mentioned that the government should set a 
schedule to achieve the recognition of HKSL step by 
step. They raised that before recognizing HKSL in the 
law, promoting HKSL to the public, making it widely 
known by social members is an urgent and reachable 
step; likewise, revising and adjusting the implemented 
measures in the latter stage is also a necessary step for the 
whole process of recognition of HKSL. 

3) How the participants view the achievement of the 
things in general.

About the fact that there are still many unsolved 
problems that are closely related to the official recognition 
of HKSL, such as lack of adequate deaf teachers, sign 
interpreters, and research, different ways of thinking of 
the participants also influence their attitudes towards 
the issue. Some participants argue that the recognition 
of HKSL should be first taken as a pioneering step, 
regardless of the tendency that many unexpected problems 
will pop up. They are convinced that only after this step 
is achieved, would the following problems be fixed 
once they present themselves, one by one. On the other 
side, some participants insist that before HKSL could 
be recognized, more work should be done to avoid the 
anticipated problems as much as possible.  

6.2 How Important is HKSL?
As can be seen from Section 5, the opinions on 

whether the recognition of HKSL could guarantee 
a better promotion of HKSL in society vary among 
the participants. A core motivation to support the 
recognition of HKSL is that people hope the recognition 
will eventually make it easier for deaf people in Hong 
Kong to use HKSL in society. It would then allow them 
to communicate more comfortably, to become better 
informed about the surroundings, to better participate 
in the society, and to change the existing situation in 
which deaf people are often at disadvantaged positions 
in different aspects of the society. We do not have an 
answer to the question of how directly the recognition 
of HKSL will influence the achievement of these hopes 
of improvement. However, from the deaf participants’ 

responses, it is obvious that deaf people in Hong Kong 
still encounter many obstacles in communication and in 
getting information about the society. The barriers range 
from daily life activities such as going to the bank, visiting 
doctors, studying in schools to spiritual achievements, 
such as getting access to amusement and art, and being 
respected as deaf.

When it comes to the consensus that ‘actions should be 
taken to strive for a better situation’, the next questions 
will be “How urgent is it?” and “What are the best choice 
of actions?” As mentioned earlier, during the interviews, 
many participants from the hearing-unrelated group asked 
questions about the Deaf community. This reflects that 
the majority of social members still know very little about 
deaf people’s needs. As one hearing-unrelated participant 
said, “We know that many deaf people need help, but 
we don’t know what they need exactly.” In fact, several 
participants from the deaf and hearing-related group 
also observed and mentioned this problem. Concerning 
the urgency, social members that have little contact with 
the Deaf community also tend to feel vague about it. On 
the other hand, hearing people that are closely involved 
in the Deaf community show stronger eagerness to the 
implements of the actions, even stronger than the deaf 
group. Most of these hearing people commit to various 
occupations that serve the Deaf community, such as sign 
interpreters, teachers of deaf students, and researchers. 
At the same time, they are hearing people who have free 
access to the majority of society. Being at such positions, 
they show clearer awareness of the problems. One hearing 
teacher of the deaf puts it: “Whenever I think of the 
many deaf students being absent in mind in class, just 
because they could not hear well, I feel worried and sad. 
It (the use of HKSL in deaf education) really needs to be 
implemented as soon as possible. The kids are growing 
up!” 

Deaf education is a crucial issue. It was mentioned 
frequently by the deaf and hearing-related participants 
(Section 5, Reason 3 and Reason 4 for the supportive 
attitude). It is intimately related to the well-being of the 
next generation of deaf people and the development of 
the Deaf community. In our opinion, strategies adopted 
in deaf education should consider the characteristics of 
deaf people, such as their culture, nature of identity, and 
their language, etc., so that deaf people can get equal 
opportunities to education as hearing people, without 
trying to assimilate themselves into the hearing world 
at all costs. In the interviews, several participants from 
the deaf and hearing-related group mentioned the use 
of HKSL in deaf education. Some of them worry about 
the sign bilingual program -- the SLCO program -- 
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conclude, the current situation in Hong Kong requires a 
compromise proposal that could promote the development 
of HKSL, and at the same time sustain a linguistic 
environment which allows a natural coexistence of 
different varieties of the language. In our opinion, setting 
standards for vocabularies in official use is necessary. 

7. Conclusion
Align with our anticipation, deaf participants widely 

support the recognition of HKSL. In general, they 
commonly argue that the official recognition of HKSL 
would guarantee a more active promotion of HKSL, 
which closely affects their daily life and well-being. For 
the two hearing groups (i.e., hearing participants who are 
intimately involved in the Deaf community, and those who 
are not), the majority of them also support the recognition. 
The distributions of different kinds of attitudes between 
these two hearing groups are similar, indicating that – out 
of our initial hypothesis – the involvement of the Deaf 
community is not directly related to the types of attitudes. 
This reflects that the majority of our interviewees hold 
a supportive opinion on the recognition of HKSL. 
Nevertheless, compared to the hearing interviewees 
who merely have contact with deaf people and the Deaf 
community, hearing participants who involve in the Deaf 
community show more knowledge and awareness of the 
situation of deaf people, including their needs and the 
specific barriers that they face in Hong Kong society. 

Finally, as mentioned at the beginning, this is a 
preliminary study. Overall, the methodology worked out 
well. But in future studies, we should consider better 
strategies to eliminate the influence of the researcher.  The 
size of the participants is relatively small. Also, because 
the participants were recruited on a friend-of-a-friend 
basis, the diversity of the background of the interviewees 
might be limited.  Therefore, the attitudes we gathered in 
this study may not be representative enough for the whole 
population of Hong Kong citizens. Nevertheless, the study 
presents a picture of different perspectives that Hong Kong 
citizens hold on the recognition of HKSL. Moreover, 
we also hope to provide several insights for future effort 
in improving the linguistic situation of deaf people. For 
future studies, other methods such as questionnaire, could 
be used, in order to gather quantitative data with a larger 
sample size. We believe that whatever methods are to be 
used, the characteristics and different perspectives of the 
three groups should be considered. Similarly, governors 
working on the language planning of sign language should 
be aware of the differences when they take the various 
attitudes as a reference.  
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conclude, the current situation in Hong Kong requires a 
compromise proposal that could promote the development 
of HKSL, and at the same time sustain a linguistic 
environment which allows a natural coexistence of 
different varieties of the language. In our opinion, setting 
standards for vocabularies in official use is necessary. 

7. Conclusion
Align with our anticipation, deaf participants widely 

support the recognition of HKSL. In general, they 
commonly argue that the official recognition of HKSL 
would guarantee a more active promotion of HKSL, 
which closely affects their daily life and well-being. For 
the two hearing groups (i.e., hearing participants who are 
intimately involved in the Deaf community, and those who 
are not), the majority of them also support the recognition. 
The distributions of different kinds of attitudes between 
these two hearing groups are similar, indicating that – out 
of our initial hypothesis – the involvement of the Deaf 
community is not directly related to the types of attitudes. 
This reflects that the majority of our interviewees hold 
a supportive opinion on the recognition of HKSL. 
Nevertheless, compared to the hearing interviewees 
who merely have contact with deaf people and the Deaf 
community, hearing participants who involve in the Deaf 
community show more knowledge and awareness of the 
situation of deaf people, including their needs and the 
specific barriers that they face in Hong Kong society. 

Finally, as mentioned at the beginning, this is a 
preliminary study. Overall, the methodology worked out 
well. But in future studies, we should consider better 
strategies to eliminate the influence of the researcher.  The 
size of the participants is relatively small. Also, because 
the participants were recruited on a friend-of-a-friend 
basis, the diversity of the background of the interviewees 
might be limited.  Therefore, the attitudes we gathered in 
this study may not be representative enough for the whole 
population of Hong Kong citizens. Nevertheless, the study 
presents a picture of different perspectives that Hong Kong 
citizens hold on the recognition of HKSL. Moreover, 
we also hope to provide several insights for future effort 
in improving the linguistic situation of deaf people. For 
future studies, other methods such as questionnaire, could 
be used, in order to gather quantitative data with a larger 
sample size. We believe that whatever methods are to be 
used, the characteristics and different perspectives of the 
three groups should be considered. Similarly, governors 
working on the language planning of sign language should 
be aware of the differences when they take the various 
attitudes as a reference.  
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