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 In memory of my parents. 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 Parents living under white clouds. # 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

# This Mandarin Chinese expression is often said of 
   wandering children remembering their parents. 

 
 
 

Di Ren Jie (630 – 700 AD), a famous judge in the court of the Tang Dynasty 
under the Empress Wu, once stood at the top of Mount Taihang. 

He saw some white clouds in the sky that were drifting 
in the direction of his parents’ home. 

He then said to his attendants, 
“My parents are living under those patches of white clouds”, 
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and he did not continue his journey 
until the clouds had drifted far away and out of sight. 
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Abstract 
 
 
Hong Kong’s language education goals include the achievement of biliteracy in two 

very different writing systems: traditional Chinese characters and the alphabetic 

English script. Each of these orthographies poses a completely different cognitive 

challenge to its learners, yet both are introduced, side-by-side, to pre-school 

Cantonese-speaking children in the territory’s kindergartens. In the case of English, 

such premature literacy instruction often occurs without a conversational familiarity 

with the language, and usually in the complete absence of any pre-literacy 

phonemic awareness skills. As a consequence, most Hong Kong students have 

learned to read the English alphabetic script in inefficient, non-phonological ways. 

 

In a variety of teaching and testing situations, this study explored the nature and the 

extent of these phonological skill-deficits in 778 high-school students from a wide 

range of schools. The vast majority of them found difficulty in either reading or 

spelling pseudowords - a giveaway indicator of a poor grasp of alphabetic 

principles. Word Wizards©, an action-research teaching intervention programme, was 

devised to address this apparent paucity of phonological knowledge in a group of 

79 fifteen- and sixteen-year-old Hong Kong learners of English. This three-week 

word-study programme was designed to heighten the students’ meta-linguistic 

awareness of the internal structures of English words. 

 

This study has illuminated a largely unrecognised, but absolutely fundamental 

problem in language education in Hong Kong – that the government’s espoused 

goal of biliteracy for all will require two distinctly different pedagogical pathways. 

The majority of the territory’s English language learners are being taught to follow 

an inefficient, overly visual, memory-based approach to alphabetic language 

literacy, which leaves them with very few phonological insights and a widespread 

inability to decode new words. Such problems have started to come to the attention 

of language researchers in those overseas universities which have significant 

numbers of students from Hong Kong. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION: ALPHABET HEADACHES 

 

 

I never looked inside a word before. I knew very little about words. 
I just recite them many, many times for my memory.  
(7) Word Wizards course participant, 2004. 
 
Before I attended this class, I only knew how to memorize English 
words with hard effort.  
(48) Word Wizards course participant, 2004. 
 
I usually learn words by memorizing its spelling and I never know 
there’s a lot of knowledge about words.  
(37) Word Wizards course participant, 2004. 

 

 

A Chinese-language teacher at my local Hong Kong secondary school once 

complimented me for having “such a large memory for English words”. He 

was clearly impressed that I could remember so many words that he found 

difficult. This man had just returned from a holiday in the United Kingdom, 

where he had experienced what he called, “alphabet headaches”. It seems 

that he had found the visual impact of “so many alphabets and vocabularies” 

on public signage and in printed materials to be an overwhelming 

experience. I joked with him that I, too, experienced visual “headaches” 

when confronted by the sheer mass of neon signs that lights up the 

downtown areas of Hong Kong Island and Kowloon, most of which are 

written in giant Chinese characters. I told him that I had no idea what 

messages the signs were “shouting” at me. Each of us had found the 

overwhelming amounts of incomprehensible visual information to be 

confronting and somewhat stressful.  

 

Before I came to Hong Kong, I had not felt quite so besieged by signs. I had 

mostly lived and travelled in areas where signs had either “spoken” to me in 

words that I understood, or in words that I could access indirectly through 

verbalisation. Once in rural Italy, when my hired car broke down, I was able 

CONTENTS 
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to describe my location and seek assistance with the help of a travellers’ 

phrase book and nearby road signs. This would not have been possible in 

China or Japan, where I might have visually recognised a road sign, but not 

been able to verbalise it to anyone else without some prior knowledge of the 

symbols involved. Different written scripts pose entirely different challenges 

to their readers. In the case of my teaching colleague, an overdose of the 

English alphabet had clearly given him a “headache” or two. 

 

It might appear paradoxical to fluent, adult readers that other people can 

look at a common word, or a signboard, and not be able to read it at all. To 

the good reader of a particular script, a printed word is quickly understood. 

To a child, a non-literate person or a reader of a different script, however, the 

word may confront them as a complex visual puzzle that they just cannot 

access. Reading can appear to be so simple to the literate adult, yet it can 

present a challenge of massive proportions to the beginning readers of a 

particular written script. 

 

What is reading? What is literacy? Are they one and the same thing? If you 

can speak a language, will that give you automatic access to its written 

script? Is reading a natural human skill? In actual fact, if the skills of reading 

and writing were completely natural, then the world would have no non-

literate people at all. Clearly, that is not the case. At the close of the twentieth 

century, it was estimated that there were some 1.5 billion non-literate adults 

in the world, and this figure was expected to double during the first half of 

the twenty-first century (Instituto del Tercer Mundo/Third World Institute, 

2001, p. 29). These same non-literate people will, of course, learn to speak 

their home languages, and quite possibly several others, but their literacy 

skills in these languages are by no means guaranteed. Speech is as old as 

humankind, but writing (and reading) is a cultural development of the last 

three or four thousand years of human history. Reading, in any language, 

cannot be considered to be a natural human activity (Gough and Hillinger, 
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1980). Unlike speech, the acquisition of reading and writing skills requires 

some form of direct tuition. In the absence of literacy instruction, the 

speakers of scripted languages will remain non-literate. 

 

In its simplest form, the skill of reading involves the making of meaning from 

print. It involves learning how a writing system works. Literacy is a broader 

notion. It includes the skills of writing as well as reading, but it also suggests 

the possession of worldly knowledge and the maintenance of a positive 

disposition towards continuous learning and the expansion of one’s 

storehouse of knowledge (Rayner et al., 2001, p. 34). 

 

Despite what would seem to be the self-evident nature of the causal links 

between literacy instruction and literacy skills, there is a significant body of 

educators and reading theorists who believe that learning to read can and 

should be as effortless as learning to speak. Frank Smith, one of the leading 

proponents of this view, states that “words are learned by reading, just as 

speech is learned through an active involvement in spoken language. No 

formal exercises are required, simply the opportunity to make sense of 

language in meaningful circumstances” (Smith, 1985, p. 64). His colleague, 

Kenneth Goodman, makes a similar claim, declaring that “instruction does 

not teach children to read. Children are in no more need of being taught to 

read than they are of being taught to listen” (Goodman and Goodman, 1979, 

p. 140).  

 

Such simplistic views of the reading acquisition process may, unfortunately, 

be generalised even further when it comes to the realm of second-language 

literacy skills. Here, the claim is often widely made that the skills and 

knowledge gained in first-language literacy will be of positive benefit in the 

acquisition of second or additional language literacies (Baker and Prys Jones, 

1999; Cummins, 2000; Ellis, 1994; Lightbown and Spinada, 1993). It has also 

been claimed that “we only learn to read once” (Saville-Troike, 1976, p. 87). A 
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widely used teachers’ handbook on the integration of ethnic minority 

students into mainstream classes in the USA echoes this sentiment by 

declaring that students who already have reading proficiency in their first 

language “do not need to be taught to read again”, and that students only 

need “to be able to transfer their reading processing strategies to the English 

reading experience” (Carrasquillo and Rodriguez, 2002, p. 88). 

 

What happens when the reading and writing skills and processes that 

students have used with great success in their first language prove to be 

inadequate, or even inappropriate, in their second language? This question 

will provide an important focus for this doctoral study of Hong Kong 

Chinese students learning to read in English. 

THE CHALLENGE FOR BISCRIPTAL STUDENTS 

 

The English-as-a-Second-Language (ESL) literature is woefully inadequate in 

its examination of the needs and characteristics of students whose first 

language is not written in an alphabetic script. Even the mammoth 

Encyclopaedia of Bilingual Education (Baker and Prys Jones, 1998) makes no 

reference to the problems faced by non-alphabetic-background students, and 

contains only two passing references to Chinese learners. A handbook 

published by the National University of Singapore, entitled Teaching English 

to Students from China (Lee et al., 2003), makes no mention at all of any 

specific reading and writing adjustment problems that might be faced by 

these biscriptal students. Similarly, a scholarly book on the teaching and 

learning of English vocabulary by a University of Hong Kong academic, 

entitled Harsh Words, makes only passing references to the important 

implications of the scriptal differences faced by Chinese learners (Hill, 2005). 

 

Alphabetic awareness does not follow as an automatic consequence of 

speaking a language that happens to use an alphabetic script in its written 

form. In order to say a word, one does not need to know how to spell it. It is 
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quite possible to read the common graphical signs, “$” as “dollar”, and “%” 

as “percent”, without any knowledge of the conventions of spelling. If signs 

like these can be read as “words”, then it is interesting to ponder on the very 

notion of a word. In written English, and in other alphabetic scripts, words 

may vary greatly in complexity, but they will always be visually separated 

from each other by spaces in the text. This is not the case in written Chinese, 

where the script does not indicate “word boundaries” at all, and spacing is 

uniform between all the characters. There is an enormous visual difference 

between the English and Chinese scripts, yet this is a stumbling block that 

may not be immediately obvious to the English-language teachers of 

Chinese-writing students, such as those who compiled the handbooks 

referred to in the previous paragraph. University and high-school teachers of 

English generally assume that the students who enter their classrooms must 

have mastered the skills required by the English-language reading process, 

or they would not have progressed to this stage in their education. As a high-

school teacher, I too came to Hong Kong in 1998 believing that my Chinese 

students had been taught to read printed English. I too had been led to 

believe that their strong first-language reading skills would somehow 

transfer to their reading of a second language. 

 

Some written scripts are much closer to each other in graphical design than 

others. A Spanish reader can easily see the words in an English-language text. 

Readers of English may need to learn something about the accents on letters 

in a French text, but they will still be able to distinguish the French words 

from each other. In Cyrillic scripts such as Russian, word boundaries will 

also be obvious, but there will be many new letters to learn. The alphabetic 

overlap will be far less with the scripts of the Semitic and Indian languages, 

even though they are all alphabetic in nature. Koda (1996) uses the term 

orthographic distance to indicate the extent to which a student’s first- and 

second-language writing systems share (or do not share) similar structural 

and visual representational principles. The “distance” between the 
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horizontal, left-to-right alphabetic English script and the sometimes 

columnar, sometimes horizontal, character-based Chinese script is probably 

as great an orthographical distance as it is possible to go.   

 

The world’s written scripts do a lot more than simply represent their spoken 

languages in visual formats, however. Different types of script almost 

certainly have an effect on the ways that their users think about language, 

the ways in which they will attempt to process written text and the ways in 

which they will put their established knowledge of script to use in novel 

situations. Birch (2002, p. 24) makes the following set of important 

observations about the world’s different writing systems: 

 
1. Different languages represent different linguistic units in their writing systems: 

meaning, syllables, consonants and vowels. 
2. Different languages are laid out differently on a page: vertically, horizontally, and with 

or without spacing between “words”. 
3. The number of symbols needed to represent a language in writing can vary enormously: 

e.g. 26 letters, 3,000 characters. 
4. The methods that national schools use to teach children these symbols can vary from 

country to country. 
5. Languages differ in whether they represent syntactical differences in their writing 

system: e.g. verb tenses. 
6. Alphabetic writing systems vary in the relative prominence given to consonants and 

vowels: e.g. Arabic and Hebrew primarily represent consonants. 
7. Alphabetic writing systems also vary in their “transparency”, i.e. their predictability in 

representing the sound system of the language. 
 

THE ALPHABETIC PRINCIPLE 

 

Alphabetic writing systems all depend on the alphabetic principle; the notion 

that a sequence of written letters represents a sequence of sounds made in 

the spoken language. A full understanding of this principle requires that the 

learner knows more than the mere names of the written letters. They will 

also need to know that all written words have internal patterns of sounds 

that can be “teased out” further than the level of syllables into the tiniest 

units of sound known as phonemes. Phonemes are not the same as letters, 

however. Phonemes are minimally distinct sound units operating in a 

particular language, whereas letters are arbitrarily shaped symbols that have 
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been developed over time. The two words, cat and king, commence with the 

same phoneme, but this sound is written with two different letters in these 

two words. The two words, man and men, differ by just one sound (or 

phoneme) and here the letters help cue the reader that the words are not the 

same.  

 

When children are taught to memorise whole words by their shapes and 

their spelling sequences, their memories quickly fill with visual images and 

sets of letter names. In this kind of visual-learning, every word is consigned 

to memory as a “whole”, to be retrieved at a later time. This kind of “word 

collecting” can take place in the absence of the alphabetic principle and 

numerous readers can and do operate at this level. However, this approach 

to words does not help such readers to make much sense of new or novel 

words. According to Byrne (1998, p. 1), “children do not, for the most part, 

discover the alphabetic principle unaided, and the consequences of not 

discovering the alphabetic principle are serious”. If children do not know 

how to blend together the speech sounds that are captured in written words, 

they may display many of the outward characteristics of a child with 

dyslexia. The difference is that the truly dyslexic reader may not be able to 

“attack” a new word, even after being shown how to decode its sounds. 

Those who lack knowledge of the alphabetic principle can learn to decode, 

once they are shown how to do it. Byrne goes so far as to call such 

uninformed reading, “instructionally induced (or created) dyslexia” 

(Earnshaw and Seargeant, 2005, p. 13). 

Reading an alphabetic script in the absence of an awareness of the alphabetic 

principle is an extremely inefficient way to understand written text. Instead 

of “listening” to the combinations of letters presented on a page, non-

phonological readers are forced to rely on their memories to “recognise” 

familiar letter sequences. Such visually dependent readers can be said to lack 

phonological awareness; a “general sensitivity to the sound structures of 

language and a conscious ability to detect, combine and manipulate different 
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sizes of sound units” (Smith, Simmons and Kameenui, 1998, p. 130). 

Phonological awareness is thus a broad term used for an overall sensitivity to 

the connections between sounds and script. The associated notion of 

phonemic awareness is a term used by reading specialists which describes a 

language learner’s “ability to deal explicitly and segmentally with sound 

units smaller than the syllable” (Stanovich, 1993-94, p. 283). In this thesis, the 

term “phonemic awareness” will be used in this specific fashion when there 

is a need to distinguish between individual sounds, or phonemes. The term 

“phonological awareness” will be used for the broader understanding of the 

sound, or phonological, system of a language.  

 

Phonological awareness is central to the appreciation and full understanding 

of the alphabetic principle. Rayner and Pollatsek (1989, p. 344) see the 

relationship between these latter two constructs as a “chicken-and-egg 

issue”, and they decline to enter into an academic argument as to whether 

learning to read an alphabetic script makes one more aware of sound 

distinctions, or whether sound-distinction skills are a prerequisite for 

learning to read. The relationship appears to be a reciprocal one – the 

development of phonological awareness and the development of alphabetic 

reading skills proceed hand-in-hand. Making young children increasingly 

aware of the sounds of their language in non-reading tasks can greatly assist 

them in learning to read (Liberman et al., 1977). Activities that manipulate 

the key phonemes in words, for example saying the word “market” without 

the /k/ sound, or this same word with a /p/ sound instead of an /m/ 

sound, will help to fine-tune a child’s developing phonemic discrimination 

skills. 

 

The detailed study of Chinese learners of English has been a comparatively 

recent phenomenon in literacy research, following the appearance of more 

and more Chinese-speaking students on overseas university campuses, and 

the spectacular technological advances in the 1990s in the fields of cognitive 
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neuroscience and cognitive psychology. In an important study of 

Vietnamese, Hong Kong and mainland Chinese students in an Australian 

university setting in 1996, literacy researchers Holm and Dodd drew 

attention to the non-alphabetic backgrounds from which an increasing 

number of Australia’s overseas students were coming. These researchers 

observed that, while these students “might acquire functional [second-

language] literacy using the same strategies that they use to read their first 

language … they are likely to have trouble reading unfamiliar words” (Holm 

and Dodd, 1996, p. 122). Other researchers have found the Hong Kong 

Chinese population to be qualitatively different from other Chinese and 

other non-alphabetic populations in the phonological awareness skills that 

they bring to the learning of English. Their alphabetic decoding skills have 

generally been reported as quite poor (Chen and Yuen, 1991; Fu and Qiu, 

2004; Ho and Bryant, 1997; Huang and Hanley, 1995; Leong, 1998, 1999), with 

most Hong Kong subjects typically showing an inability to decode either 

novel or invented words. This is a giveaway sign that these students 

probably lack the full range of phonological awareness skills that are 

necessary for efficient alphabetic-language reading (Treiman, 1983). 

  

 

THIS RESEARCH PROJECT 

 

Two broad and important research questions lie at the core of this research 

project. They are as follows: 

 

1. How well established are alphabetic concepts among secondary school students in  
    Hong Kong? 

 
2. Can Hong Kong’s secondary school students’ alphabetic understandings be  
    improved?  
 

These two, over-arching questions provide the general direction and 

motivation for this thesis and its action-research component. The first 
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question calls for a descriptive investigation and response, and the second 

requires an experimental intervention. While these two, wide-ranging 

questions remain at the core of this research project, their scope is too broad 

for a one-person, exploratory research investigation. Both questions were 

duly operationalised for the purposes of the present, small-scale study. 

 

The first question demands an exploration of both the nature and the range 

of knowledge and skills that constitute the notion of “alphabetic concepts”. 

For the purpose of the present study, this question was modified as follows: 

 

1. How well established are alphabetic concepts among secondary school students in  
    three specific educational settings in Hong Kong? 
 

The second guiding research question demands that a teaching programme, 

which specifically targets the notion of “alphabetic understandings”, be 

devised and investigated. This practical teaching project will need to aim for 

an overall improvement in these understandings. Such a project will require 

some forms of measurement of students’ performances both before and after 

the intervention, which will serve as objective measures of growth in such 

understandings. For the purpose of the present study, this second research 

question was modified as follows: 

 

2. Can the alphabetic understandings of a group of Hong Kong secondary school  
    students attending a specific summer school programme be improved? 
 

This written thesis will provide the theoretical background to the key factors 

that are involved in the biscriptal Hong Kong educational setting. It will also 

provide full details of the design of the practical “intervention”, the data that 

was collected before and after this teaching programme, an analysis of this 

data and the practical implications inherent in all of this information for the 

teaching of English literacy in Hong Kong. A practical supplement to this 

thesis, in the form of a CD-ROM (enclosed in this volume), provides the daily 

details of the Word Wizards© teaching programme that was specifically 
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designed to work towards the deepening of the selected students’ 

understandings of alphabetic concepts. The presentation of this combined 

theoretical and practical thesis represents the major part of my eight years of 

work towards a professional doctorate in teaching from Charles Darwin 

University in Darwin, Australia. 

 

Any research project destined for a professional doctorate is, by both design 

and default, conducted within the candidate’s world of work. In the case of 

the present study, this setting is the Hong Kong secondary school education 

system. Doctorate-level professional research is also intended to provide a 

showcase of the researcher’s personal quest to understand and to influence 

some aspect of their professional practice. Such on-going research in the 

workplace is often referred to as action research. Unlike the research 

paradigms of the physical sciences, professional action research is not so 

much geared towards generating general “laws of nature” as it is towards 

promoting greater awareness among professionals of the problems and 

processes that characterise and drive their daily practices. By its very nature, 

such practitioner-research is often “untidy” and “imprecise” (McNiff, 1988). 

Unlike more quantitative forms of research, which will break a subject down 

into dependent and independent variables, the action researcher has a 

different starting point. This involves a public declaration of a professional 

problem or puzzle, and the design and execution of a workplace-based 

solution to the problem. The practitioner will carry out some kind of 

“intervention” programme, and then evaluate its success in modifying the 

original problem. This cycle of intervention-and-evaluation represents an on-

going process of critical reflection on professional practice (McNiff, 1988, p. 

125). Action researchers in education aim to understand and enhance the 

teaching and learning processes in which they are involved. Their aim is to 

push beyond the mere description of daily phenomena, so that they can 

make professional judgements about whether their current practices are 

enhancing the quality of the educational process or not. 



 12 

 

By their very nature, workplace-based investigations are laden with the 

limitations of their setting. These may involve time restrictions, non-random 

samples, the possible absence of comparison groups and completely 

unforeseen circumstances, such as the closure of all Hong Kong schools for 

five months during the 2003 outbreak of SARS (severe acute respiratory 

syndrome) in the city. The particular limitations which affected the present 

study will be outlined in the Research Design section of this thesis (Chapter 

Six). 

 

This action-research study will not only report on my investigations into 

various aspects of English and Chinese literacy education in Hong Kong, but 

it will also document my personal and professional journey from an initial 

puzzlement, through a growing understanding, to an increasingly public 

promotion of new and different practices in the teaching of English in the 

Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (HKSAR) of China. 

 

 

THE STRUCTURE OF THIS THESIS 

 

This brief introductory section has provided an overview of the notion of 

literacy, with some indication of the challenges that might be posed by an 

educational requirement to become literate in a second written script - one 

that may be very different from one’s first-learned script. Such is the nature 

of the task faced by Hong Kong’s young Chinese learners of English, who 

live in a city in which the English language may be far from central to their 

daily lives, yet this language is still something that they are required, by law, 

to study at school. 

 

The first part of this written thesis closely examines the educational, cultural, 

linguistic and neurological aspects of learning English in Hong Kong. In 
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Chapter Two, I outline the nature of the educational settings in which Hong 

Kong’s Chinese adolescent learners of English must operate. This chapter 

describes the complex nature of the Hong Kong education system, the 

difficulties of being a Native English-speaking Teacher (NET) in such a 

system, and the stranglehold that external public examinations have gained 

over the entire community. 

 

Chapters Three and Four review the literature on the importance of 

phonological awareness in alphabetic reading, the qualitatively different 

nature of literacy and literacy instruction in Chinese languages, and the 

uneasy interaction between these two modes of learning in Hong Kong 

schools.  

 

Chapter Five provides some fascinating and powerful insights into the 

discoveries that are being made about the reading process via the application 

of new technologies in the field of cognitive neuroscience. Since the 1990s, 

research work in this field of scientific endeavour has lent ever-increasing 

support to calls from reading educators for more explicit instruction in the 

fundamentals of reading. 

 
The second part of the thesis (Chapters Six to Nine) describes my research-

based teaching intervention: its design, its findings and a discussion of these 

findings in the light of the need to assist even high-achieving Hong Kong 

students to gain an improved awareness of the internal structures of English 

words. This part of the written thesis (and the accompanying CD-ROM) 

showcases my professional efforts to explore, to expose, and to attempt to 

interrupt the long-habituated English reading habits of a group of Hong 

Kong’s Chinese secondary-school students. These particular students are by 

no means “average” Hong Kong users of English. On the contrary, the 

subjects in this study are a large group of highly successful and highly 

motivated young people who positively delight in learning English, and who 

have happily volunteered to spend three weeks of their summer vacation 
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attending an English Immersion Program hosted by an international school. 

The inherent limitations of such a tightly focused study will be described in 

Chapter Six. 

 

The accompanying CD-ROM preserves all the details of the Word Wizards© 

summer programme that the students undertook. It contains the rationale for 

the course, the principles of lesson design, fourteen lesson guides for teachers 

and all the student activities. It provides a visual documentation of my real-

world professional practice with regard to the theoretical problems which are 

posed in the pages of this written thesis. 

 

Chapters Six, Seven and Eight provide the reader with some descriptive 

statistics of the phonological skills displayed by these selected Hong Kong 

students, which were gathered during the conduct of pre- and post-

intervention testing. Given that these students are some of Hong Kong’s 

most capable young learners of English, the revelations provided by these 

tests are very sobering indeed. 

 

In Chapter Nine, the concluding chapter of the thesis, I look back and review 

the findings of the Word Wizards© research study in the light of the core and 

the operational research questions, which aimed to ascertain how much 

Hong Kong’s adolescent Chinese learners of English really know about the 

alphabetic principle in their reading of English, and whether their 

understandings of this principle can be enhanced. The findings of this 

research study would appear to have implications that reach beyond the 

confines of the classrooms in which it initially took place. 

 
 
 

CONTENTS 
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CHAPTER TWO 

THE TEACHING AND LEARNING OF ENGLISH 
IN HONG KONG SCHOOLS 

 

 
I never had lessons like this before, with so many games. My school 
is too serious.  
(67) Word Wizards course participant, 2004. 
 
Our school never use thesaurus or teach us where words come 
from. We don’t do that. I have never looked at the alphabet in so 
much detail before, even though I use it every day.  
(65) Word Wizards course participant, 2004. 
 
I never learn these things in my school before. Words are so 
interesting and you can play with them too.  
(69) Word Wizards course participant, 2004. 

 

 

In order to appreciate the extent to which Hong Kong’s Chinese learners of 

English have embraced the concept of an alphabet and its role in capturing 

the sounds of a language, it is important to first examine the educational 

context in which these learners and their teachers are operating. Despite the 

Hong Kong Special Administrative Region’s relatively small area 

(approximately 1,000 square kilometres), and its compact living environment 

with one of the highest urban population densities in the world, it is 

somewhat surprising to find that there is a very wide range of school-types, 

school sizes, school management policies and student-intake profiles. 

According to the Hong Kong Education and Manpower Bureau’s website, 

there were 737 kindergartens, 759 primary schools, 519 secondary schools and 

66 special schools in the HKSAR in 2005 (Education and Manpower Bureau, 

2005).  

 

The vast majority of these primary and secondary schools are “government- 

subvented” (or aided) schools, rather than government schools per se. The 

latter comprise only 15 percent of the total number of secondary schools, 

CONTENTS 
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making this a most unusual administrative arrangement. The origins of the 

“aided” schools go back to pre-1997 colonial practices, in which community 

or business groups were encouraged to set up schools and they received 

government assistance to do so. This is still the case with the establishment of 

new aided schools in post-colonial Hong Kong. The teaching and non-

teaching staff of aided schools are employed directly by the various 

sponsoring bodies, not the government’s Education and Manpower Bureau 

(EMB, formerly known as the Education Department). Only a small number 

of Hong Kong teachers are the direct employees of the government, and there 

is very little interchange of teaching staff between schools. The governing 

bodies are the direct controllers of schools, and even EMB officials need to 

seek their permission to enter school premises. These managing bodies 

include hospitals, manufacturers’ associations, ex-student organisations, 

religious groups, charities, various trading cooperatives and even the Hong 

Kong Jockey Club. 

 

 

A CHANGE OF SOVEREIGNTY 

 

Post-1997 government attempts to bring about curriculum reforms in Hong 

Kong’s schools have not been uniformly well received in this highly 

fragmented system. As almost every school is a separately managed entity, 

there is intense competition for student enrolment and a high level of teacher-

conformity to “house style” in most aspects of teaching and curriculum. In 

2004, the government’s attempts to pass legislation to ensure the involvement 

of parents and teachers on school management bodies by the year 2010 have 

met with staunch opposition, particularly from the Catholic Church (Chan, 

2004). Past and present government attempts at curriculum reform have 

continually foundered on teacher- and parental-resistance. As close to one-

third of the school-teaching force is either minimally trained or completely 

untrained (Brown, 1998), textbooks are the mainstay of almost every lesson 
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from kindergarten to ‘A’ level, with teachers often teaching in the manner in 

which they, themselves, were taught. While an increasing number of young 

secondary teachers may be holders of bachelor degrees, the holding of 

graduate or post-graduate teaching qualifications is not yet compulsory for 

secondary teaching positions in Hong Kong. This can be seen from the many 

classified advertisements in the education sections of the local press, which 

just ask for “degree holders”. 

 

Numerous research papers in a collection entitled Changing the Curriculum: 

The Impact of Reform on Primary Schooling in Hong Kong (Adamson, Kwan and 

Chan, 2000), tell of failed initiatives and of great resistance to changes in 

schools, amid a complex system of government agencies, all issuing separate 

policies and guidelines. The year 1999 saw an “unprecedented meeting 

between the Government and the main education advisory bodies”, which 

brought the Education Department, the Examinations Authority, the Board of 

Education, the Education Commission and the Curriculum Development 

Council together for the very first time (Lai, 1999). In the face of so much 

bureaucratic complexity and inter-school rivalry, it is little wonder that 

primary schools choose to focus on preparing their senior students for an 

external academic aptitude test, and that secondary schools teach to the 

requirements of two sets of public examinations, roughly equivalent to the 

former British ‘O’ and ‘A’ levels. Add to this the fact that all secondary 

schools are “banded” into three (formerly five) academic levels, according to 

their allocated intake of students, and it becomes clear that Hong Kong 

schools are virtually locked into perpetuating the current status quo. These 

“bands” relate to the performance of students on the end-of-primary aptitude 

tests, a Hong Kong version of the old British 11-plus exam. When I came to 

Hong Kong in 1998, the top 20 percent of students were allocated to Band 

One schools, the next 20 percent to Band Two schools and so on, down to 

Band Five. These bands were consolidated into three levels in 2003, but many 

teachers will still refer to both the “old” and the “new” bandings when 
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describing their schools, depending on the impression that they wish to create 

about their workplace. 

 

This is a highly selective school system that was originally designed to 

produce an educated elite in the former British colony. Unfortunately, the 

colonial authorities did not choose to transfer many of the post-war education 

reforms that were being carried out in the UK to Hong Kong. As a result, 

schools in Hong Kong have never really been exposed to a climate of 

continual reform, as they are now. This is a dated education system that has 

fallen out of step with the HKSAR’s changing economic profile. Most of the 

territory’s former manufacturing activities have now moved to mainland 

China, and Hong Kong’s future is becoming increasingly dependent on 

developing a broadly educated workforce in a “knowledge-based economy”, 

as the government’s publicity statements continually declare. While other 

Asian nations have pushed through major post-colonial systemic and 

curricular reforms, most of Hong Kong’s secondary schools still offer the 

same limited range of subjects that they did a decade ago. Very few new 

subjects, apart from information technology, have been developed in the past 

twenty years. Upper secondary students are still sorted into either the 

prestigious “science stream” or the less prestigious “arts stream”. In a locally 

produced documentary film entitled Secondary School (Cheung, 2003), the 

director returns to her former Band One school and finds its atmosphere 

eerily similar to that of twenty years ago. 

 

The absolute stranglehold that the external examinations have over Hong 

Kong students and teachers becomes very clear when one tries to distract a 

class of senior students into a dialogue about current events or everyday 

happenings. The discussion will not have wandered very far before one of the 

pupils will almost certainly say, “out of curriculum”, and bring the discussion 

back to material that is more likely to be examined (Forestier, 1999). 
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In the early 1990s, the approaching change of sovereignty set for 1997 brought 

with it a strong patriotic call from some sectors of the community for 

“mother-tongue education”, rather than the perpetuation of a school system 

in which children had to learn through the medium of English. This political 

move was met with an unexpected media, business and parental backlash, 

fearful that local English standards would fall. The outgoing colonial 

government took the line that language education in Hong Kong would be 

strengthened after the handover, with the aim of producing a “trilingual, 

biliterate” population. The future Hong Kong community would need 

strengths in Cantonese, Putonghua and English as spoken languages, as well 

as written skills in both Chinese and English. In 1997 the new government 

announced a language policy which required the majority of secondary 

schools to teach through the “mother tongue” of Cantonese. Only 100 

secondary schools would be permitted to continue teaching in English, 

although this was later amended to 114 schools, under enormous political 

pressure (Bolton, 2002). Since that time, almost half of the designated 

Chinese-medium of Instruction (CMI) schools have reverted to teaching some 

or all of their post-compulsory classes in English (Hui, 2001), a move that 

shows the determination of many school managements to resist the pressures 

of government policy changes, as well as their strongly perceived competitive 

need to attract higher-calibre students. Anecdotal comments on this 

language-medium switch at the age of fifteen indicate that many students are 

struggling with the increasing linguistic demands that this change places on 

them in senior secondary studies. Several schools have responded to the 

problem by running “bridging to EMI” (English Medium of Instruction) 

summer vacation programmes for students entering the post-compulsory 

years. 

 

 

THE NET SCHEME 
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One of the post-colonial government’s more practical responses to the 

groundswell of unease regarding its new medium of instruction policy was to 

hastily devise an expatriate English teacher recruitment programme, which 

was later to become known as the Native English-speaking Teachers (NET) 

Scheme. Under this plan, the government would fully fund one such 

expatriate teacher for every government and subsidised secondary school, 

over and above the regular staffing formula. In the year 2000, this allocation 

was increased to two such teachers for schools continuing to teach in the 

medium of Cantonese in the post-compulsory years. These teachers soon 

became known as “NETs”, and I came to Hong Kong in the first batch of 

these teachers in August, 1998. 

 

The NET scheme was designed to “increase students’ exposure to native 

English-speakers”, and it has gone on to have the mixed record of success 

that might be expected from the addition of one or two individuals to 

teaching staffs of 60 to 80 per secondary school (Tsui and Bunton, 2002). In an 

article comparing Hong Kong’s NET scheme with a similar scheme in Japan, 

M-L. Lai (1999, p. 222) makes the following observation of the Hong Kong 

programme: 

 

In order to persuade parents and students that the standard of English would 
not decline after its being abolished as the medium of instruction, the 
government had to resort to some measures immediate and conspicuous enough 
to show the public that something was being done to strengthen English 
education. 

 

My own situation as a NET in two subsidised Hong Kong secondary schools 

underlies the current research project. I was posted by the government’s 

recruitment section to a Band Five pre-vocational school in East Kowloon 

(reclassified in 2003 as Band Three). My assignment was to teach “oral 

English” to every student in the school (over 800), once a week, in classes of at 

least 40 students. This stressful and extremely frustrating work resulted in my 

becoming such a frequent writer about education matters in the local English-
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language press, that I now enjoy freelance-status with the South China 

Morning Post, and I was given a two-page entry in a definitive history of 

education in Hong Kong (Sweeting, 2004, pp. 17-19)! 

 

Local practice in teaching English in Hong Kong schools has long separated 

the four main language skills of listening, speaking, reading and writing into 

different lessons, a situation that is reinforced by the provision of separate 

textbooks and separate public examinations. The arrival of the NET teachers 

initially appeared to complement this long-standing arrangement, as the 

majority of them were allocated “oral” lessons, leaving the grammar, reading 

and writing lessons to the regular class teachers. After the publication of 

some belated guidelines for the scheme in an Education Department 

publication, entitled NET-Working (2000), for which I was a co-author, NETs 

began to be referred to as “agents of change” by the education authorities, 

who also started to see an opportunity to use them as “Trojan horses” for 

education reform. In the words of the Director of Education at the time, Mrs 

Fanny Law Fan Chiu-fun, NETs were “a source of inspiration in the on-going 

instructional review of [the] teaching and learning of English in our 

classrooms” (Education Department, 2000, p. 1). In a meeting with members 

of the NET Association’s committee, Mrs Law also referred to NETs as “the 

department’s eyes and ears in the schools” (personal communication, 2000).  

 

Clearly, there had been a shift in the outlook of the authorities, and NETs 

were beginning to be seen as part of the government’s educational reform 

strategy. Given that most NETs are mature-aged, highly experienced 

educators and that they can count a significant number of former educational 

leaders in their ranks, this was a logical development. Unfortunately, the 

higher profile accorded to NETs by the education authorities was not 

uniformily well received by school administrators, many of whom view the 

Education and Manpower Bureau as a kind of “mother-in-law” authority, 

with whom they have a rather awkward relationship. Schools wanted to 
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deploy their NETs in ways that they felt best suited their own particular 

situations. 

 

For the NETs themselves, their entry into the “secretive world of Hong Kong 

schools” (Bunce, 2004a) has been a cross-cultural and pedagogical challenge 

of huge proportions. The government’s decision to encourage more school-

based management has added additional layers of control to school 

principals, and left EMB officials with greatly reduced leverage over matters 

of curriculum. When I once quizzed the EMB’s senior inspector of English 

about the highly questionable, but ubiquitous practice of assessing a teacher’s 

performance via an annual inspection of student exercise books, he 

responded that this practice was “actively discouraged” (personal 

communication, 1999). Nevertheless, this annual ritual continues unabated in 

most Hong Kong schools to this day (Bunce, 2003a).  

 

 

CONFUCIAN-HERITAGE UNDERPINNINGS 

 

David Ho, a social psychologist and counsellor at the University of Hong 

Kong, has written widely regarding the practices of Confucian-heritage 

education in Hong Kong schools (Ho, 1994, 2002; Ho, Peng and Chan, 2001a, 

2001b). It is these absolutely fundamental beliefs about teaching and learning 

that have both confounded and confined the influence of expatriate NET 

teachers in their allocated schools (Bunce, 2000a). In Confucianism, the 

teacher-student relationship is modelled after the father-son relationship, 

which is governed by the ethical principle of filial piety. The master educator 

should “appear stern in front of his students. He is stingy in giving praise for 

good efforts, harsh in making demands and ready to use shaming or to 

administer physical punishment when his demands are not met” (Ho, Peng 

and Chan, 2001a). The model student should be diligent, humble and 

obedient. In a presentation entitled “Myths and Realities in Confucian-
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Heritage Education”, at a conference in 2001, David Ho outlined what he saw 

to be a paradox in Hong Kong education. On the one hand, he cited the 

superior levels of achievement in mathematics and science that are 

consistently reported in international comparisons. On the other hand, he 

lamented the “outmoded instructional methods, the authoritarian 

atmosphere in the classroom, an over-emphasis on memorisation for tests and 

examinations, a lack of cultivation of creativity and critical thinking, and an 

excessive pressure to succeed” (Ho, 2002). 

 

Ho is particularly critical of academic ranking, but he is forced to 

acknowledge that ranking is “absolutely ubiquitous” in Confucian-heritage 

societies (Ho, Peng and Chan, 2001b). Students, teachers, academics and 

educational institutions are all ranked, and there is an element of social 

prestige to be gained by an association with a highly ranked establishment, be 

it a kindergarten, a school or a university. As well as the categorisation of 

schools into three bands, classes within each grade-level are ranked, and 

students are further ranked in every subject on their report cards. These 

personal rankings must be soul-destroying for many students, as they usually 

relate to the entire grade-level. Imagine being ranked 289th out of 327 in 

Mathematics, even though you might have been top of your own class, 1H. 

Students from low-banded schools or low-ranking classes can exhibit very 

poor self-esteem (Bunce, 1998; Ho, Peng and Chan, 2001b). Student suicide is 

not unheard of around the time of the annual examinations. 

 

The Confucian-heritage view of knowledge generally assumes that there is a 

fundamental distinction between right and wrong, and that students need to 

be taught the “correct knowledge”, and not to question it (Ho, Peng and 

Chan, 2001a). As a consequence, education is seen as the acquisition of 

established knowledge, rather than the generation of new knowledge. Allied 

with this is the authority of the written word and the teacher as repositories 

of knowledge to be passed on to the student. These Confucian views can 
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clearly be seen in the Hong Kong context when it comes to the use and 

development of textbooks, particularly in the politically sensitive subject of 

Chinese history. There is a widespread reluctance among publishers and 

curriculum designers to include anything other than “well-established facts”. 

The student protests of June 1989, in Beijing’s Tiananmen Square were only 

included in Hong Kong’s history textbooks in 2004, but there is still no 

mention of the violent crackdown that followed them. Hong Kong’s “patriotic 

schools”, including my own second school as a NET, refuse to discuss this 

topic at all, and may even go so far as to threaten dismissal for any teacher 

who dares to do so (Bunce, 2004b). 

 

In a study of Hong Kong English teachers’ attitudes towards the importance 

of accuracy in the English language, Tsui and Bunton (2002) found a 

significant degree of wariness regarding the presence of a NET in their 

schools. In particular, they found that Hong Kong’s non-native speakers 

disliked the native-speakers’ tendency to opt for “common usage” when 

arguing points of grammar, rather than a clear-cut reference or rule. On 

matters of grammar, local teachers made frequent references to their own 

former teachers, perhaps reflecting a Confucian cultural deference, and were 

quite adversarial when it came to their own colleagues. Tsui and Bunton 

described Hong Kong’s non-native-speaking English teachers as 

“exonormative” (seeking external validation or rules) in their continual one-

upmanship-style of discourse about grammar matters. The NETs tended to 

base their views on their own knowledge or experience as native-speaking 

users of the language and some found the heated staffroom debates about 

these issues to be quite confronting. Many NETs, myself included, quickly 

learned to always have a copy of Michael Swan’s authoritative Practical 

English Usage (1997) on hand. 
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MY GROWING PROFESSIONAL CURIOSITY 

 

Despite all the obvious frustrations of teaching “oral English” to large and 

poorly disciplined classes of reluctant learners in a low-banded school 

(Bunce, 1999), it became apparent to me very quickly that there were some 

major areas of weakness in the ways that my students approached the 

English language. As a non-reader of the Chinese script, I had insisted at the 

beginning of the year that my students all write their names in “English 

letters” on their English exercise books, so that I would know whose work I 

was reading. This quickly became problematic, however, when it was time 

for the class monitors to return these books to the class, as they could not read 

each others’ names in an alphabetic script and they insisted that the names be 

written in Chinese as well. I also noticed that my students’ reading aloud 

skills were exceptionally weak, that unseen dictation passages produced 

highly peculiar spellings (or groups of Xs corresponding to unknown words), 

and that copying from the blackboard often involved whispered vocalisations 

of spelling sequences, rather than whole words or syllables. Without any 

background in special needs education, I embarked on a personal quest to get 

to the root of what seemed to be a “spelling problem” in the weaker classes. 

At that time, it had yet to become apparent that the more able classes had 

similar problems, as did the senior, university-bound students, and even a 

significant proportion of the teachers in the school. It would later emerge that 

these were significant problems with English-in-print for almost every Hong 

Kong person who has had to learn English-language literacy, “Hong Kong 

style”. 

 

It is this quest for the most fundamental, underlying problem in English 

language literacy in Hong Kong that forms the central theme of this research 

project. Driven by a strong desire to understand my students’ problems with 

reading in English, I enrolled in a three-month, part-time course at the 

Chinese University of Hong Kong in 2000, entitled The Processes of Reading and 
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its Disorders, conducted by an ex-Hong Kong, now Canada-based, authority 

on dyslexia, Dr Leong Che Kan. One of the requirements of this course was to 

conduct a small-scale research project in a Hong Kong school. I chose to 

investigate my students’ phonological awareness skills. Reading researchers 

had found that a good predictor of the ease with which children would learn 

to read was their awareness of the presence of small units of sound within 

continuous spoken language (phonemes), and an ability to manipulate these 

sounds (Birch, 2002; Byrne and Fielding-Barnsley, 1995; Earnshaw and 

Seargeant, 2005; Elkonin, 1973; Liberman et al., 1974; Snowling  and Hulme, 

2005; Tunmer and Nesdale, 1985).  

 

My growing interest in this topic was fuelled even further when one of my 

students showed me a “Furby”, a cute and furry Japanese electronic toy that 

could produce electronic speech. The student had asked me how to 

pronounce the “Furbish” language in the toy’s guidebook. Despite the 

apparent simplicity of these invented words, she was unable to produce any 

of them without assistance. Expressions such as, “noo loo” (happy), “may 

may” (love) and “kah mee-mee a-tay” (I’m very hungry) were beyond her 

reading capabilities. These words reminded me of the pseudowords that were 

often used by reading researchers to assess children’s phonemic awareness 

(McGuinness, 1998; Nicholson, 1997). This incident with the Furby, combined 

with the near-total failure of almost all my students in “unseen dictation” 

exercises, the propensity for even the most able of senior students to answer 

comprehension questions by spelling unfamiliar words aloud in the middle 

of a sentence, and the seeming inability of most of my students to read 

cursive writing or all-capitals on the blackboard confirmed that there was 

some kind of basic problem in their decoding of unfamiliar written words. 

 

Such issues were the exact focus of Professor Leong’s course and, for the first 

time, I learned of the highly divisive, long-running “reading debate” among 

reading educators. This long-standing schism in approaches to reading 
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instruction separated the whole language, or top-down, view of the reading 

process, and the code emphasis, or bottom-up, view. Our textbook for Professor 

Leong’s course was Marilyn Adams’ Beginning to Read: Thinking and Learning 

About Print (1990). This vast survey of past and present reading research was 

commissioned by the United States government’s Office of Educational 

Research in 1986, as an attempt to reconcile the opposing sides in what had 

become a long-standing and extremely divisive issue in American schools. 

Even back in the 1950s, a book entitled Why Johnny Can’t Read (Flesch, 1955), 

had caused a very emotional debate. Adams, like Jeanne Chall in an earlier 

attempt to cool the debate (1967), found that too much research into reading 

had been undertaken to lend weight to views already held about methods or 

practices that were already in use. Both Chall and Adams argued vehemently 

for a more scientific approach to reading research, in which more and more 

refined studies would grow logically out of previous studies and lead 

towards a more unified theory about the reading process (Adams, 1990; 

Chall, 1967). Adams’ thorough and far-reaching review of research in reading 

education was recognised by both sides of the debate, and the timely rise of 

cognitive science in the 1990s helped to produce the somewhat uneasy 

balance between the two schools of thought that prevails today. Subsequent 

chapters of this thesis will elaborate more fully on the “reading debate”, and 

outline the contributions of cognitive neuroscience to the understanding of 

English and Chinese language processing. 

 

The project that I undertook for the part-time university course was an 

attempt to obtain a quick “snapshot” of my students’ levels of phonological 

awareness, using a set of 20 pseudowords which students were asked to read 

aloud. These invented, but easily decodable words were all single-syllabled 

and they ranged from three to six letters in length. They included such 

constructions as rit, bek, dap, kibe, wope, boosh and feench. Testing was fairly 

opportunistic, but the resulting sample of 70 students was able to capture a 

wide age-range, a mix of ability levels and a reasonable gender balance. The 
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students in this study, almost without exception, either responded 

immediately to each word they saw, or they failed to respond at all. It was as 

if they either “knew” the word or they didn’t. Those who did not know the 

words displayed a kind of “tip of the tongue” behaviour, staring ahead or up 

into the air, appearing to hope that the word would “come to them”. Overall, 

only 13 percent of responses were correct, 36 percent were incorrect and a 

startling 51 percent were non-responses. The best respondent in the sample of 

70 was a Form One student who was a new immigrant from mainland China. 

He scored 14 out of 20. He could hardly speak a word of English, but he had a 

good knowledge of hanyu pinyin. His relative success stunned my English-

teaching colleagues, many of whom, without actually taking the test, had 

declared it on sight to be “difficult for our students”. As this boy had been 

placed in a remedial class for English, these teachers were convinced that 

there must have been something wrong with my “strange word test”. The 

boy’s advantage over the other students will be further explained in a later 

chapter of this thesis, but suffice to say here that his knowledge of pinyin, and 

my own ability to read some pinyin whenever it was left on the blackboard by 

our mainland Chinese Mandarin teacher, was a source of considerable 

puzzlement to my Hong Kong students and many of my teaching colleagues. 

Equally puzzling to both groups was my ability to read aloud short passages 

of French, German, Italian or Spanish without any significant understanding 

of the words that I could verbalise. 

 

After two years in this difficult school, with its poorly behaved and 

unmotivated students, I moved to a newly established Band Five secondary 

school on Hong Kong Island (later reclassified to Band Three in 2003). This 

school drew its students from a much higher socio-economic profile than the 

first school, even though it was equally low-banded in the Hong Kong 

system. This school has since become quite well known in the city as one of 

Hong Kong’s small group of so-called “patriotic schools”, as it is managed by 

a sponsoring body which is based in mainland China. Its explicitly pro-
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Beijing philosophy is reflected in the nature of its teachers, several of whom 

teach their subjects through the medium of Putonghua. Here, I was able to 

conduct another investigation into my students’ phonological awareness 

skills. This time, I used ten single-syllabled pseudowords and individually 

tested 160 students on their ability to read them aloud. The success rate was 

only 15 percent. Approximately half (52 percent) of all the responses were 

incorrect, and 33 percent of them were non-attempts. The best score (9 out of 

10) came from a Singaporean boy who commented at the time that his 

classmates “can’t do this kind of reading”. 

 

In early 2001, while I was still teaching in this Hong Kong school, I travelled 

to south Wales in the United Kingdom where I attended a three-day training 

course in a programme aimed at improving students’ phonological awareness 

skills. Widely known by its acronym, THRASS (Teaching Handwriting 

Reading and Spelling Skills), it is a joint Australian-British programme which 

has been used by a wide range of learners, including remote Australian 

Aboriginal students, non-alphabetic-background immigrants to Britain and 

non-literate adult inmates of prisons, as well as mainstream primary-aged 

children and remedial secondary students (Davies and Ritchie, 2003). A 

general description of this programme’s approach will be provided in the 

research design section of this thesis, as it was widely used in the teaching 

programme. Specific aspects of the THRASS teaching method are visible on 

the CD-ROM and are described in Appendix Two. 

As a NET working in the new school described above, I was again allocated 

almost all “oral lessons”, but after several articles of mine had been published 

in the local press about the need for Hong Kong students to receive 

instruction in some form of phonics (Bunce, 2000b, 2003b; Forestier, 2002; 

Weldon, 2001), the school proposed that my oral language classes should 

become weekly phonics lessons. Unfortunately, isolated phonics lessons are 

probably of no more direct value to the students than the isolated “oral 

lessons” I was already conducting. Both seemed to me to have the same drop-
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in-the-ocean, limited potential to alter anything. Given that classroom 

management was already difficult in some of the lower-streamed junior 

secondary classes, the prospect of maintaining order in weekly phonics 

classes did not look good at all.  

 

I resigned from this local school at the end of one year, and took up an offer 

to teach in an international secondary school. Moving to the international 

school did mean that I had to step out of the local school environment on a 

daily basis, but I was determined to maintain the professional contacts and 

networks that I had established as a founding committee member of the Hong 

Kong NET Association, NESTA (Native English-speaking Teachers 

Association). I have managed to continue my involvement with this 

organisation, helping them with the induction of new NET teachers and 

presenting workshops at NESTA-sponsored professional development days 

for both NETs and local English teachers. 

 

Over the time-span of this action-research project, I have gained something of 

a minor public profile in the field of Hong Kong education, with over thirty 

published feature articles in the local press, a television interview, regular 

participation in language-teaching workshops, a paper at an international 

conference and membership of various government committees. Most of 

these activities have had something to do with English-language reading 

education in the Hong Kong context. In all this public involvement, however, 

two particular achievements have stood out for me. One is the continual 

reprinting and circulating of a journal article that I wrote for the University of 

Hong Kong, entitled “Typhoon Signal Number English” (Bunce, 2001b). The 

other has been the Hong Kong government’s eventual acceptance of an 

additional, primary school NET scheme for the HKSAR’s elementary schools, 

with an emphasis on the professional development of local English teachers. 

Local schools have been specifically instructed not to allocate these PNETs, as 

they are now called, to the teaching of isolated “oral lessons” like so many of 
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their secondary NET counterparts. Their job description is much more clearly 

delineated than mine ever was. Their primary role is to become a “resource 

person” for their school’s English language programme.  

 

As the first group of PNETs only commenced in September 2003, their impact 

on long-term language learning in the HKSAR has yet to be realised. 

Unfortunately, as Hong Kong’s primary teachers are paid according to a 

different and lower salary scale from secondary teachers (reflecting pre-1997 

colonial practices), this new scheme has yet to become as attractive to 

qualified and experienced overseas educators as the established secondary 

NET scheme. Furthermore, the EMB’s political promise of one NET per 

primary school had yet to be achieved in 2006, despite the bureau’s lowering 

of its entry standards to accept degree-holders who were not qualified 

teachers (Bunce, 2005c). This regrettable decision appears to have been based 

on pure expediency rather than good sense, and it is one that will do little to 

enhance the quality of English-language reading instruction in the early years 

of primary education in Hong Kong. 

 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

 

This background chapter has outlined some of the general historical, cultural 

and pedagogical contexts in which most students pursue their English-

language learning in Hong Kong. The HKSAR has a complex and rather 

inflexible education structure, established in colonial times, which has yet to 

fully come to grips with the educational demands of the changing political, 

social and economic circumstances of the territory. For Hong Kong to become 

the trilingual, biliterate, vibrant Chinese economic hub that it clearly espouses 

to be, the SAR will need to make more than cosmetic changes to its school-

level language-learning programmes. 



 31 

The two NET schemes briefly outlined in this chapter cannot, by themselves, 

achieve the territory’s English-language goals. As it stands, the HKSAR’s 

education system has become rather too fragmented and overly devolved for 

the EMB to be able to directly push its English and Putonghua language 

targets in the schools. No doubt, progress is being made in both languages, 

but this will continue to be piecemeal as long as the post-colonial system 

remains a patchwork of separately managed schools, with limited central 

guidance on curriculum matters, apart from the annual exam papers 

produced by the Hong Kong Examinations and Assessment Authority 

(HKEAA). 

 

The Hong Kong education system does not easily lend itself to the practice of 

action research, as any departure that a teacher-researcher makes from 

school-mandated schemes of work could potentially jeopardise their 

students’ performances in the content-specific monthly tests, which are 

typically administered to all the classes at any one level in the school. My 

move to the international school, while appearing to be a move outside the 

local system, conveniently afforded me new and different access to local 

Hong Kong Chinese students in the non-competitive atmosphere of an 

English enrichment summer programme. This new research-context will be 

fully outlined in the research design section of the thesis (Chapter Six). 

 

Chapters Three and Four will delve further into the theoretical and research 

contexts into which this project fits. Chapter Three will review the research 

literature that bears on the central question of this thesis, namely the nature 

and the role of the alphabetic principle in the teaching and learning of English 

language literacy. Chapter Four will then provide a contrasting survey of the 

nature of the Chinese written language and the ways in which children are 

taught to read and write this script in mainland China and in Hong Kong. 

Chapter Five will add further insights into these two areas from the new 

perspectives of neurological research. Throughout this thesis, frequent 
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reference will be made to the specific classroom circumstances in which Hong 

Kong’s Chinese school students acquire their English language literacy skills. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

THE ALPHABETIC PRINCIPLE 

 

 
In my practice I often memorise the words with images, that is, 
using imagery to remember English words. I’m both surprised and 
happy that there’s such a different system to learn English words. 
That really helps me a lot in my pronounciation too.  
(14) Word Wizards course participant, 2004. 
 
In English you can try to make up the words from the 
pronounciation, but in Chinese you have to remember its “shape” 
(very troublesome).  
(15) Word Wizards course participant, 2004. 
 
I’ve learnt that although I don’t know the word, I can still 
pronounce the word by chop them into different parts or using all 
the sounds. You can pronounce words that aren’t real! But in 
Chinese cannot.  
(50) Word Wizards course participant, 2004. 
 
Now I can say words slowly and separate the sounds.  
(25) Word Wizards course participant, 2004. 

 

 

In the early years of the twentieth century there were significant numbers of 

people in North America, Europe and in other “modernising” societies of the 

time who could neither read nor write. The full notion of literacy could only 

be used to describe the powerful, professional elites of the time. Today, the 

very idea of non-literacy, or even a personal reluctance to read, can be seen as 

a sign of educational failure or economic disadvantage (Coulmas, 2003, p. 

223). People who can read may have difficulty understanding why it is that 

others have problems in learning to read. Secondary school teachers, who are 

not usually trained to teach the basics of reading, may encounter students 

who struggle with it, but not know how to help them. Even primary school 

teachers may not understand why certain practices in reading instruction 

may be more effective than others. The results of research investigations into 

the reading process, more often than not, appear in scholarly journals which 

classroom teachers rarely read. Typically, such reports do not contain very 

much practical, everyday advice for the classroom practitioner. Teachers have 

CONTENTS 
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relatively more contact with the representatives of publishing houses, who 

often make the claim that their reading materials are “research-based” (Hall 

and Moats, 1999, pp. 16 – 18). In both of my Hong Kong secondary schools I 

became increasingly aware of my own lack of experience in assisting very 

weak readers, despite my training and background in teaching English as a 

Second Language (ESL). 

  

Hong Kong students who struggle with reading in either Chinese or English 

are likely to find themselves placed in a “remedial class” in their school. Here, 

they might enjoy lower class sizes, but they will most likely also be taught by 

the least experienced language teachers in the school, as this seems to be the 

typical Hong Kong practice. This is an education system that has yet to fully 

come to grips with issues of student diversity. My fellow students in the 

course that I undertook at the Chinese University of Hong Kong in 2000, 

entitled The Processes of Reading and its Disorders, were almost all “special 

needs” advisory teachers within the Hong Kong Education Department. 

These professional advisors to schools were working to try to change the 

mindsets of school administrators and teachers towards the teaching of 

children with learning difficulties in the HKSAR’s fragmented system of 

schools. Too often, Hong Kong parents and teachers will describe such 

students as “lazy” and exhort them to “work harder” (Cheng, 1997, p. 39). 

Chapter Four of this thesis will look closely into the significance of Chinese 

cultural beliefs about learning, but suffice to say here that very few teaching 

or learning concessions are ever made for differences in individual aptitudes. 

There is even a Chinese proverb which exhorts students to “read the book 

one hundred times [so that] the meaning will appear” (Biggs, 1996, p. 59). 

 

What is the reading process, and why is there such a problem in working out 

how to teach it effectively? This chapter looks at the reading processes 

demanded by alphabetic languages, and the next chapter will examine the 

very different demands of learning to read the non-alphabetic Chinese script.  
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WRITING SYSTEMS AND THEIR READING DEMANDS 

 

Human speech can be described at varying levels: words, morphemes (units 

of meaning), syllables, phonemes (units of sound) and other distinctive 

features (e.g. tones, stress, syntax, idioms). The world’s written scripts have 

evolved at a variety of these levels of complexity. Some scripts have graphics 

which operate at the level of the word, some the morpheme, some the 

syllable, with the phoneme being the most widely represented graphical unit. 

Those that operate at the smallest end of this range, the various alphabetic 

systems, can also be used to represent the larger units. Writing systems that 

operate at the larger end of this range (words, morphemes, syllables) do not 

necessarily represent the smallest units (phonemes). In alphabetic systems 

such as English, the written symbols primarily represent sounds. In Chinese, 

on the other hand, each written character can simultaneously represents a 

morpheme and a syllable (Hoosain, 1995, p. 131). The world’s alphabetic 

writing systems themselves differ widely in their “depth” of connection to the 

speech sounds which they variously represent. Those writing systems which 

operate closest to the phonemic patterns of the spoken language (e.g. Italian, 

Spanish, Indonesian) may be referred to as “shallow” or “transparent” 

orthographies, whereas others, such as English, Russian and French, are often 

called “deep” or “opaque” orthographies (Coulmas, 1989, p. 169). In the case 

of English, this opaqueness comes from the fact that the English spelling 

system has preserved a lot of its disparate etymological origins. The written 

system has not necessarily followed the continual evolution of the spoken 

form. The presence of “silent” letters, such as ‘h’ in ‘ghost’, or ‘k’ in ‘knight’, 

are examples of this, as is the variety of spelling choices used in similar-

sounding English vowel combinations.  
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Once a spelling system becomes standardised, it is very difficult to change 

because people generally resist any alterations to a written system with which 

they’ve become familiar. If English were to be made more “transparent”, it 

would be difficult to choose the spoken variety that should be represented, 

given that there are multiple varieties of “standard English” available in the 

world today. Proficient readers and writers are already “in the system” that is 

used for their own language, and they have grown used to the various 

processes that they need to use to maximise their efficiency. The major 

learning challenges posed by the world’s different writing systems are those 

they present for their own beginning readers and writers (usually children), 

and those they present for readers and writers from different scriptal 

backgrounds. 

While different writing systems make use of different levels of linguistic 

units, they can also make use of different spacing patterns on the written 

page: vertical, horizontal, and with or without spaces between their “words”. 

The number of symbols that they use to convey the same idea can also vary 

greatly between scripts. In addition, there will almost certainly be social and 

cultural differences in the amount of pre-literacy experience that children 

have had at home, in parental attitudes towards learning and schooling, and 

in the ways that school systems and teachers approach the task of teaching 

the symbols of their script (Birch, 2002). Cross-cultural differences may be of 

far higher significance to the biscriptal learner than the current literature on 

second and foreign language teaching methodology has hitherto 

acknowledged. This is particularly the case with North American ESL 

research, where so much is based on case studies of Hispanic-background 

learners. Spanish is one of the most linguistically “transparent” of all the 

alphabetic languages, with quite a regular correspondence between 

graphemes (spelling options) and phonemes (sounds). A study of Spanish-

speaking children in Florida by Lopez and Greenfield (2004), showed that the 

early phonological awareness skills that they had learned in Spanish 

transferred quite readily to English. 
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My research project is set squarely in the context of a biscriptal learning 

environment. While there has been an increasing number of cognitive 

processing studies conducted with Chinese-language learners, and several 

significant international conferences in this field have been held in Hong 

Kong since 1995 (Chen, 1997; ISCN, 2002, 2003 and 2004), these kinds of 

studies and their important findings have yet to make their way into the 

second-language teaching literature or to have any effects on classroom 

practices. In a review of the limited research that had been conducted on 

biscriptal students who were learning English, Koda (1996, p. 455) found that 

these studies “repeatedly demonstrated superior word recognition 

performance among those with related, rather than unrelated, L1 [first 

language] orthographic backgrounds”. One of Koda’s own research projects 

looked at the differences in English word recognition skills between two 

groups of ESL learners, one group with a related orthographic background 

(Indonesian) and one group with an unrelated background (Chinese). In this 

study, the Indonesian-background students consistently outperformed those 

with a Chinese-language background, suggesting that some positive skill 

transfer had taken place from their L1 into English (Muljani, Koda and 

Moates, 1998). 

 

 

THE ALPHABETIC PRINCIPLE 

 

The central premise of this thesis is the absolutely fundamental role played by 

the alphabetic principle in learning to become an efficient reader and writer 

of English. Hong Kong students of English know their alphabet and they are, 

generally speaking, very good spellers. However, such knowledge of letters is 

not sufficient to enable them to read (decode) new and novel words. It is 

completely possible to become a reasonable reader of an alphabetic script and 

still not understand the alphabetic principle (Byrne, 1998; Share, 1995), which 
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refers to the notion that the letters which make up an alphabetic written script 

represent (or “capture” or “map”) the sequence of sounds that comprise the 

spoken language (Adams, 1990; Bradley and Bryant, 1983; Byrne, 1992, 1998; 

Liberman, Shankweiler and Liberman, 1989; Tunmer and Nesdale, 1985).  

 

Full alphabetic awareness does not follow as an automatic consequence of 

speaking a language. In order to say a word, one does not need to know how 

to spell it. Would-be readers, however, need to develop an awareness that 

words have internal patterns and contain elements of sound that can be 

“teased out” or segmented, beyond the level of syllables into the tiniest units 

of sound, or phonemes. Being able to break words down into syllables, 

however, is still “not enough to equip the child to produce alphabetically 

written words” (Liberman, Shankweiler and Liberman, 1989, p. 14). To 

reiterate Brian Byrne’s crucial declaration, with which this thesis began, most 

young children “do not, for the most part, discover the alphabetic principle 

unaided, and the consequences for literacy growth of not discovering the 

alphabetic principle are serious” (Byrne, 1998, p. 1). 

 

In a series of classic, longitudinal studies of kindergartners in Sweden, Ingvar 

Lundberg and his associates (Lundberg et al., 1988) found that the most 

powerful predictors of later reading and writing success were the skills of 

phoneme manipulation. Early success in tasks as simple as saying “cat” 

without the /c/ and “milk” without the /m/ accounted for a high proportion 

of later variance in these children’s reading and spelling skills. Children with 

skills that remained at the level of the syllable were found to be less proficient 

in their later reading and spelling. An experimental group, which had 

participated in a variety of analytical word games, was also found to be 

superior in phonemic awareness to a matched control group. 

 

Research since that time has consistently shown that an awareness of 

phonemes is the strongest predictor of the ease of early reading acquisition 
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(Adams, 1990; Bradley and Bryant, 1983; Grossen, 1997; Lyon, 1998; 

Sensenbaugh, 1997; Stanovich, 1993-94). While early exposure to children’s 

literature, and the child’s individual level of intelligence are of great 

importance for overall development, these factors are less predictive of 

reading success than phonemic awareness. The most reliable indicator of a 

reading disability is an inability to decode single words (Lyon, 1995). In the 

United States, Liberman et al. (1985) investigated the phonemic awareness of 

a group of adult members of a community literacy improvement class who 

were experiencing decoding problems despite all their years of schooling. 

They found that this group performed badly on a very simple task in which 

they were only required to identify the initial, medial or final sounds in 

words of one syllable. In a study carried out among adult non-literates in a 

rural area of Portugal (Morais et al., 1979), it was found that such people 

could neither delete nor add phonemes at the beginning of pseudowords. 

Those who had attended an adult literacy class experienced greater success in 

performing these tasks. Morais et al. concluded that this skill of phonemic 

segmentation does not develop spontaneously, even by adulthood. Instead, 

they see it arising along with instruction in reading and a growing personal 

experience of the reading process.  

 

To Marilyn Adams, in her hugely comprehensive analysis of reading 

research, Beginning to Read: Thinking and Learning About Print, it is clearly 

evident that “explicit training in phonemic awareness is invaluable in 

achieving the goal of efficient and effective reading” (1990, p. 331). Adams 

proposes a step-wise path to attain this skill, starting from an awareness of 

spoken words, moving to an awareness of syllables, then on to an awareness 

of onset and rime, and finally to an awareness of separate phonemes.  

 

This is exactly the sequence that I have followed in my Word Wizards© 

summer school course, the intervention programme that I devised as part of 

this doctoral research project. The Word Wizards© word-study programme 
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takes whole words as its starting point and then, via etymology, word roots, 

affixes, syllables, onsets and rimes, the participating students are led down to 

the level of the phoneme. The major difference between my research project 

and Adams’ proposals (1990), is that she was advocating the leading of young 

children into an awareness of the sound-characteristics of their own language, 

whereas my adolescent Cantonese-speaking students had already been 

reading and writing the English alphabetic script in addition to the Chinese 

script for at least nine or ten years. In this context, the Word Wizards© word-

study course should probably be viewed as a kind of “hybrid” phonemic 

awareness programme, as it incorporates the printed script at every step in 

Adams’ sequence. The Word Wizards© participants are experienced users of 

print, unlike the pre-schoolers in the Adams’ model. 

 

It is important to stress that a full awareness of the existence of phonemes and 

an understanding of the alphabetic principle is a far broader notion than that 

suggested by the term phonics (Stanovich, 1993-94; Yopp, 1992). This term 

has been bandied about extensively in the popular press as a catch-all 

expression for code-emphasis reading instruction (Collins, 1997; Forestier, 

2002; Wingert and Krantrowitz, 1997). Yes, a knowledge of phonics will help 

emerging readers to link the letters of the alphabet to sounds, but 

kindergarten and pre-school instruction in phonemic awareness does not 

necessarily start by using the letters of the alphabet at all. At this early stage, 

phonemic awareness training explores and heightens the learners’ listening 

skills, to enable them to discriminate between speech-sounds well before they 

are systematically introduced to their written equivalents. Byrne (1991) found 

that there was not much benefit in teaching pre-literate youngsters things 

like, “the letter M says mmm” or “the letter S says sss”. This was because the 

very young children in his study had yet to come to an appreciation that 

human speech was actually made up of little sounds such as “mmm” and 

“sss”. 
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Young children who have listened to people around them making utterances 

such as, “Wujjadootaday, big boy?”, may not yet be aware of the existence of 

the separate speech elements we know as “words”. In her wide-ranging 

survey of reading processes and instructional methodologies, Adams (1990, 

p. 329) noted that, when early reading instruction is coupled with pre-reading 

phonemic awareness training, the success rates can be “dramatic”. A number 

of longitudinal studies support this claim (Byrne and Fielding-Barnsley, 1991, 

1993, 1995; Lundberg, Frost and Petersen, 1988; Yopp, 1988). These studies 

demonstrate that specific phonemic awareness tasks conducted with pre-

readers can have very positive effects on the children’s subsequent reading 

acquisition and spelling. Such awareness tasks might include rhyming, 

counting phonemes, segmenting spoken words into component sounds, 

deleting sounds from words, discriminating between sounds that are 

different, blending spoken sounds into words, word-to-word pairing, odd-

man-out listening discrimination and exchanging the sounds in words. 

 

Marilyn Adams and a number of other prominent researchers in this field 

have developed the activities used in Lundberg et al.’s landmark study of 

phoneme manipulation (1988) into a stimulating programme of games, 

rhymes and sound-discrimination exercises for kindergarten students in 

Texas, entitled Phonemic Awareness in Young Children (Adams, Foorman, 

Lundberg and Beeler, 1998). This highly practical manual of phonemic 

awareness activities was provided as a second textbook in the reading course 

that I undertook at the Chinese University of Hong Kong in 2000. I adapted 

several of its simple rhyming activities for use in my oral English, junior 

secondary classes to heighten the students’ awareness of rhythm and rhyme.  

 

It is important to re-emphasise here that the reading of a printed script, in any 

language, cannot be considered to be a “natural human activity”. 

Unfortunately, those children who “fall behind” in their reading at an early 

age tend to fall further and further behind over time. Stanovich (1986) calls 
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this worrying pattern, the “Matthew effect”, in which the reading-rich 

become richer and the reading-poor become poorer. Longitudinal studies 

have shown that children who are behind in their reading in the third grade 

will still be behind in the ninth grade (Fletcher et al., 1994). Hall and Moats 

(1999) estimated that as many as 75 percent of nine-year-olds with reading 

difficulties will continue to have difficulties throughout their high school and 

adult years. Research with adults who have had long-standing difficulties in 

reading has found that many of them display the same characteristics that are 

found in school children with reading problems (Grossen, 1997). 

 

Children who enter school from economically disadvantaged homes may not 

have had a sufficiently rich print-and-story foundation to prepare them for 

formal schooling. Such children may have grown up in an environment in 

which they have learned to be “socially agile and quick with language”, but 

also one in which reading and writing are only marginally valued activities 

(Adams, 1990, pp. 87 - 88). Research into early reading can provide educators 

with insights into determining whatever it is that less-prepared pre-readers 

need to be provided with in their early childhood education. Teale (1986) 

estimated that such children in the United States started their school 

experiences with a deficit of 360 hours’ worth of home experiences with print 

and other pre-literacy skills, compared to the “reading-ready” children from 

more literacy-oriented homes. This situation is probably true for any society, 

and the particularly elitist nature of the school system in Hong Kong almost 

certainly ensures that the “Matthew effect” will surely be present in those 

youngsters who enter the lowest-banded schools. 

 

The role of phonics instruction in schools is to build upon a foundation of 

phonemic awareness, in the provision of a systematic programme for the 

learning of sound-to-spelling correspondences (McEwan, 1997). Phonics 

instruction, unfortunately, is beset with controversies of its own. Many 

researchers advocate starting phonics instruction from the sounds, rather 
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than the letters. This is the approach endorsed by Adams et al. (1998), Byrne 

and Fielding-Barnsley (1991), Hall and Moats (1999), Stanovich (1993-94) and 

several others, and it has become known as “explicit phonics instruction”, by 

way of contrast with “implicit (or embedded) phonics”. Explicit phonics 

instruction involves moving from the smallest parts to the whole. Students 

will learn a range of sounds and associated letters, and then build and 

recombine them into syllables and words. The students’ initial reading 

experiences will consist of highly “decodable” (known sounds) text until the 

most common sound-letter correspondences have been learned. Research 

sponsored by the NICHD (National Institute of Child Health and Human 

Development) in the USA (Grossen, 1997), clearly shows the benefits of the 

explicit phonics approach for all children, especially for those who are 

regarded as being at-risk of reading failure (close to 40 percent, according to 

Lyon, 1998). 

 

According to the findings of a meta-analysis of reading instruction carried out 

by the National Reading Panel in the USA (Snow, Burns and Griffin, 1998), 

the further development of reading in the early grades should proceed in a 

two-pronged fashion. Daily decoding (sounding-out) practice sessions need 

to be supported by code-based readers (texts with carefully staged, easily 

decodable text), as well as teacher-read stories, picture books, poetry and 

literature of all kinds to further the development of the children’s knowledge, 

vocabulary and listening comprehension. In other words, teachers should use 

good literature to teach comprehension and use phonics to teach decoding - 

but not mix the two in the same instructional session. Mixing the decoding 

and comprehension instruction in the same activity has been shown to be less 

effective (McEwan, 1998; Snow, Burns and Griffin, 1998). Using reading 

materials that children cannot decode independently encourages guessing, 

which, contrary to the claims made by Goodman (1996), Smith (1992) or 

Moustafa (1997), may actually hinder reading development.  
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During the 1990s, advocates of the whole-language or top-down, meaning-

emphasis approach to reading instruction started to show some acceptance of 

the need to teach sound-letter correspondences, but they continue to advocate 

doing it in a more implicit fashion. They still prefer the teaching of whole 

words, but they acknowledge the need to break them down when necessary 

(Bindon and Santeusanio, 2006, p. 23). In this approach, students are still 

being encouraged to guess words by their shape or by their beginning and 

ending letters, or by any contextual clues from the rest of the sentence or 

accompanying pictures. In their stinging criticism of this approach, Stanovich 

and Stanovich (1995, p. 92) suggest that the “key error of the ‘whole language’ 

movement is the assumption that contextual dependency is always associated 

with good reading ... [in] fact, it is poor readers who guess from context - out 

of necessity - because their decoding skills are so weak”. According to Hiskes 

(1998), such implicit methods will only succeed in teaching about 300 words 

per year. By the third grade, children who have learned to read in this 

manner will be easily surpassed by those with explicit training in phonics and 

decodable text, who could potentially have access to 30,000 words by this 

time. 

 

How teachers and researchers talk and write about the use of phonics largely 

depends on their “belief systems” about reading in general, and the last 

twenty years of the twentieth century witnessed an intense debate between 

two distinct approaches. Perhaps, as Chall noted in 1967 (p. 98), this division 

may be traced back to the “shoestring” nature of the part-time reading 

research that characterised the 1950s and 1960s, from which today’s whole-

language advocates still trace their foundations. At that time, Chall’s 

contemporaries tended to divide themselves along ideological rather than 

scientific or theoretical lines. Despite tremendous competition from 

committed whole-language publishing giants such as Heinemann, there has 

been a steady build up of thoroughly scientific reading research during the 

1990s. This has been greatly assisted by the publication of Marilyn Adams’ 
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Beginning to Read: Thinking and Learning About Print in 1990, the formation of 

the Society for the Scientific Study of Reading (SSSR) in 1996 and the 

publication of The Science of Reading: A Handbook in 2005 (Snowling and 

Hulme), a veritable encyclopaedia of scientific reading research. 

 

The relationship between reading and spelling is a close one. Former SSSR 

president, Linnea Ehri (2000), likens the relationship between these skills to 

the “two sides of the same coin”. In her view, the development and 

facilitation of one of these skills will lead to an improvement in the other, so 

long as the child is led towards an increasing awareness of the importance of 

letter patterns and their relationship to sounds. It is through a developing 

appreciation of the alphabetic principle that readers and writers become 

attuned to reading and writing new and novel words. In younger readers and 

spellers, however, there may be discrepancies between the two because these 

children will still be acquiring their full set of potential letter-sound 

correspondences. If a child can spell a word, he or she can usually read the 

same word, although being able to read a word does not necessarily mean 

that the child (or adult) can spell it. Correct spelling requires a complete 

transcription of all the letter-sound correspondences in the word, whereas 

correct reading can be based on a partial knowledge of the letter-sound 

connections. Readers may rely on their visual memories and their knowledge 

of frequent letter sequences to recognise words quickly. 

 

Ehri (1999) proposes a sequence of four developmental stages for young, 

native-speaking, alphabetic-script readers. These are the pre-alphabetic (or 

logographic) reading stage, during which young learners remember 

distinctive visual cues in words, such as two tall “posts” in the word, 

‘yellow’. Next comes a stage of partial alphabetic reading, during which the 

children remember a few salient letters and their associated sounds. When 

these young readers are able to decode most unfamiliar words, they have 

reached Ehri’s full alphabetic stage. Her final stage of consolidated alphabetic 
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reading arrives when the reader is a rapid decoder, and able to blend and 

“chunk” a range of sub-word-level units of letters and associated sounds. For 

Hong Kong learners of English, however, there is little opportunity for a 

staged, self-discovery of the sound-spelling relationship, as memorised 

spelling lists of quite complex words such as ‘astronaut’, ‘Halloween’ and 

‘dinosaur’ may be tested quite regularly in kindergartens and junior primary 

classes. It is a common sight to see parents (or maids) testing children’s 

spelling at bus-stops and on public transport in the early morning. 

 

 

THE SELF-TEACHING FUNCTION OF READING 

 

Of all the English words that we see in print, the overwhelming majority are 

common words that appear repeatedly. The less frequently appearing words 

that we come across in reading are most often the “content” words in a 

passage; words such as adjectives, adverbs, nouns and verbs, that may carry 

quite specific meanings and shades of meaning that will hold the key to fully 

understanding the text. These words may not all be known to the reader, so 

they will require either sounding-out or the recognition of analogous links to 

other known words (Hall and Moats, 1999, p. 141). These are the types of 

words which will appear with increasing frequency in the upper primary and 

secondary years of schooling. Adams (1990, p. 148) cites studies which 

estimate that American elementary school children can add 3,000 words to 

their vocabularies every year. Such growth cannot be attributed entirely to 

classroom instruction; it must come from the “self-teaching” function of 

reading (Share, 1995). This is the logical extension of the alphabetic principle, 

for such learning can only occur when children pay heed to the letter-sound 

patterns of the unknown words. Whenever they skip over an unknown word, 

such cumulative word-learning cannot occur. Adams (1990, p. 153) warns 

that, “unless young readers are encouraged to attend to the spelling patterns 

of words, they may not develop the orthographic knowledge on which this 
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[alphabetic] system depends”. She strongly advises against skipping over 

difficult words, and encourages teachers to frequently read relevant, but 

complex, content passages aloud, with appropriate expression, to their 

students. 

 

Diane McGuinness’ popular book, Why Our Children Can’t Read and What We 

Can Do About It (1997), contains a short paragraph which she regularly 

presents to her own college students in Florida, to see whether or not they can 

read it aloud: 

 

Bad Fruit 
 

The fructificative goosefoot was foveolariously assembled. The frugivorous and 
frowsy fricatrice, whose epidermis was of a variegated fuchsinophillic 
consistency, masticated her chenopodiaceous repast morosely. 
 
[The fruit-bearing goosefoot was full of pit-like indentations. The fruit-loving 
and frowsy chewer, whose skin was of a mottled and purplish-red consistency, 
chewed her goosefoot meal morosely.] 

(McGuinness, 1997, p. 16) 
 

McGuinness describes those readers who have serious difficulty with this 

passage as “part-word assemblers”. These are readers who search for visual 

fragments of words to assemble into longer words. These fragments will often 

represent more than one sound, perhaps a syllable. Such chunky-readers are 

not decoding or blending efficiently. They will have particular problems with 

“fructificative” and “chenopodiaceous”. McGuinness (1997, p. 16) further 

suggests that these are the students who “will probably have poor spelling, 

who will misread words, and who will have to reread passages over and over 

to understand what they are reading”.  

 

While the words given in this college reading passage are real, researchers 

need not look to such obscure and technical words to make clear assessments 

of students’ levels of phonemic awareness. Stanovich (2000) is a strong 

advocate for the use of pseudowords in assessing reading. He is convinced of 

the “incredible potency of pseudoword reading as a predictor of reading 
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failure” (2000, p. 207), and he reports on a number of well-replicated findings 

in reading disability research which indicate that children who are unaware 

of letter-sound correspondences are “markedly inferior” on pseudoword tests 

(Adams, 1990b; McGuinness, D., 1997; Nicholson, 2005; Torgesen and Bryant, 

1993; Yopp, 1992). Some remedial programmes even take pseudowords as 

their starting points, most notably the one-to-one British reading programme 

known as Toe by Toe (Cowling and Cowling, 1993). 

 

It is not difficult to make a fairly quick, on-the-spot classroom assessment of a 

child’s phonemic awareness. Student responses to as few as five unknown 

CVC (consonant-vowel-consonant) words can help to pinpoint their 

awareness of the sound-letter correspondences in an alphabetic language. If 

they can read pseudowords such as feg, zust, pob and rit, in the absence of 

meaning or context, then they have the necessary foundation for further 

reading skills development. Such a simple “snapshot assessment” will not 

necessarily provide any specific diagnostic information regarding an 

individual child’s reading problems, but as a “ready reckoner”, this is one of 

the simplest and easiest tools available to any teacher at any time. 

 

According to Share (1995), skilled reading will just not occur in the absence of 

the alphabetic principle. He calls this principle the sine qua non (the essential 

precondition) of reading acquisition. His view is supported by findings that 

dyslexic adult readers continue to demonstrate phonemic awareness deficits 

and struggle to decode novel or pseudowords (Hulme and Snowling, 1992; 

Solman and Stanovich, 1992). It is the alphabetic principle that allows readers 

to move beyond the early, or logographic, stage of reading in which every 

word seems to have a unique and recognisable shape (Ehri, 1999). The 

usefulness of visual-only strategies is severely limited because of the overload 

that such methods place on visual memory, and their failure to assist students 

in deciphering words that they have not previously seen and stored in their 

memories. 
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FALLING BEHIND 

 

If reading is a major contributor to vocabulary growth, and vocabulary 

knowledge greatly enhances reading comprehension, then children who read 

well and read often are on their way to exponential growth in vocabulary and 

comprehension (Stanovich, 1986, p. 380). Nagy and Anderson (1984) 

estimated the numerical consequences of this linkage, finding that, by the 

middle grades of primary schooling, “the least motivated readers might read 

100,000 words in a year, the average reader 1,000,000 and the voracious 

reader might read 10,000,000 or even as many as 50,000,000. If these estimates 

are anywhere near correct, there are staggering individual differences in the 

volume of language experience and the opportunity to use new words” 

(Nagy and Anderson, p. 328). This is Stanovich’s “Matthew effect” (1986), 

referred to earlier, and it has serious consequences for children’s reading 

development as they grow older.  

 

When combined with socio-economic differences in educational 

opportunities and differences in exposure to reading in the home, the 

“reading divide” between the efficient and the inefficient becomes very 

apparent by the age of nine. By then, it is far too late for many children to 

catch up to their peers. The earlier that reading difficulties are identified, the 

easier it is to put children with inefficient strategies “back on track”. Children 

who do not read well in the early grades will have already fallen well behind 

in their general academic learning by the middle grades. Lyon points out that 

children can be identified as potentially poor readers when they are as young 

as four or five, based on fairly simple tests of phonemic awareness. He states 

that by the age of nine, “it takes four times as long to move the same skill the 

same distance” (1997, p. 9). The time and expense that will be needed to help 

them to catch up could be saved by greater watchfulness and earlier 
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diagnosis. Hall and Moats (1999, p. 310) urge parents to be wary of teacher-

assurances that differences in early reading are just “developmental lags”. 

These children may not have serious problems at all, but they may need more 

explicit assistance than some of their classmates. Without this assistance at the 

opportune time, the “Matthew effect” will begin to show and these children 

will gradually fall behind others who will find their own insights into some of 

the micro-skills of early reading. 

 

While a poor performance on a test of pseudoword reading is a key indicator 

of the reading disability known as phonological dyslexia (Patterson, Marshall 

and Coltheart, 1985), it would not be at all appropriate to suggest that 

everyone who reads without full phonological awareness is necessarily 

“dyslexic”. While literacy can still be achieved without such awareness 

(Byrne, 1998; Share, 1995), explicit training in a range of phonological skills 

can enable such learners to break free of memorisation and to attempt new 

word pronunciations. Such training also gives writers the ability to 

approximate the spelling of new words. Phonological decoding skills provide 

learners with a self-teaching capability and a sense of independence (Share, 

1995). Beech (2001) recounts the sad story of a university student with 

phonological dyslexia who was unable to read the chemical names in her 

notes. Her mother was helping her with every new pronunciation. In the long 

run, this did nothing to assist the poor girl towards independent reading. 

Beech observes that poor readers are often placed in close contact with 

teachers and tutors, and that there may sometimes be a tendency for adults to 

supply target-words too readily, rather than encourage students to develop 

the self-sustaining processes of decoding. He also observes that older boys 

can easily become impatient with sounding out new words and will prefer to 

skip them and continue reading. While extended exposure to print will help 

readers to expand their knowledge of new words, Carver (1994) cautions that 

reading for pleasure may not necessarily lead to growth in vocabulary if the 
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reading choices are too simple and the reader encounters very few new 

words. 

 

Earnshaw and Seargeant (2005), two reading researchers based in Singapore, 

caution reading professionals about the use of the term, dyslexia, when it 

comes to English language learners in an Asian cultural context. Many 

children who are learning to read English as a second or foreign language, 

find the process difficult because their pre-school exposure to the language 

has given them a vocabulary level below what could be described as a 

minimum threshold. These children do not grow up in a fluent English-

speaking environment. The exposure that they have to the language may be 

stilted, academic or mixed together with their mother tongue. This does not 

mean that they are “language impaired”. When placed in formal learning 

situations that rely on memory and meaning before they have fully grasped 

the alphabetic principle, however, these children may learn to over-rely on 

visual learning strategies. Instructional settings which emphasise memory 

will push these second-language readers into the learning of whole words. In 

such settings, they may never be asked to process sequences of sounds, only 

to recall whole words from their memories. In Singapore, as elsewhere, it is 

during the middle primary years that such visually dependent readers will 

begin to falter, and the number of children deemed to be “under-achieving” 

will rise (Earnshaw and Seargeant, 2005, p. 8). These authors suggest that the 

problems experienced by such children be termed, “induced, created or 

acquired dyslexia”. They strongly advise against any reading instructional 

practices that require beginning readers to memorise words by their 

appearance. 

 

In the learning of a second language, especially one with an alphabetic script, 

a knowledge of the letter-sound correspondences in the target language will 

be of great help in refining the learner’s pronunciation and listening 

comprehension. The learner with such an awareness will have an in-built 



 49 

mechanism for visualising the spelling of new words that are heard, and for 

vocalising the new words that are seen in print. Knowledge of the alphabetic 

principle is a signpost to the learner-reader that there is a definite logic to the 

reading process and that words do not have to be learned as countless single 

entities (Liberman, Shankweiler and Liberman, 1989).  

 

Linnea Ehri, in her widely published presidential address to the Society for 

the Scientific Study of Reading (1998), in which she reflected on her life’s 

work, described how she had found a link between spelling knowledge and 

precision in speech. In cross-linguistic studies, it seemed to her that speech 

was much less prone to change over time in those speech communities which 

had an alphabetic written script than in those without a writing system. This, 

she interpreted as an indication that spellings serve to “freeze” the 

pronunciations of words, because spellings remain in memory as guides to 

pronunciation (Ehri, 1984). Henderson (1984, p. 20) also makes this 

observation. He suggests that familiarity with alphabetic writing systems can 

provide a greater analytical awareness of the phonemic contrasts in speech. In 

this way, written alphabetic scripts can be seen as a major resource for their 

readers to draw upon in the production of spoken language. This is another 

way of describing the “chicken-and-egg issue” discussed in Chapter One, 

with regard to the reciprocal relationship between sound-discrimination skills 

and reading an alphabetic script (Rayner and Pollatsek, 1989, p. 344). 

 

In an interesting study by Greenberg, Ehri and Perin (1997), adults with 

reading difficulties acknowledged that they had learned to remember word 

shapes, that they had always had problems with spelling and that they 

struggled with new words, especially the technical terms related to their 

occupations. Byrne (1996, p. 424) considers it “prudent to tell [learners] 

directly about the alphabetic principle, since it appears unwise to rely on their 

discovery of it themselves. The apparent relative success of programs that do 

that (Bradley and Bryant, 1983; Byrne and Fielding-Barnsley, 1991, 1993 and 
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1995), supports the wisdom of discrete instruction in phonics”. The critical 

variable seems not to be age per se, but the learner’s stage in reading 

development (Ehri, 1999). Older children and adults with reading deficits 

make use of unproductive, often visual habits that have been strongly 

ingrained by years of practice. In addition to learning new strategies, these 

readers will also have to unlearn a number of unproductive habits. The Word 

Wizards© teaching programme described in Chapters Six to Eight of this thesis 

makes the alphabetic principle very explicit, and the students who were 

involved in this programme did become more aware of their own meta-

learning. This is clearly evident from the student feedback comments that 

have been chosen to open each chapter of this thesis. 

 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

 

What are the implications of the findings of alphabetic-reading research for 

older children or adults who may struggle with the reading process? Share 

(1995) argues that, without a knowledge of the alphabetic principle, skilled 

reading will just not occur. Share and Stanovich (1995) propose that the 

instructional focus for any students at any age who struggle to decode, must 

continue to be based on ensuring that these readers fully understand letter-

sound correspondences. They consider that phonics instruction should 

continue to play an important role for older children, adolescents and adults. 

 

Unfortunately, in the Hong Kong education system, there is so little 

cognisance of this fact. While there have been some piecemeal attempts to “do 

phonics” in a few secondary schools, these skills have yet to be identified as 

fundamental to alphabetic literacy. At best, instruction in phonics in 

secondary schools is viewed as an adjunct to the teaching of pronunciation. 

Its deep connections to the skills and underlying processes of reading an 

alphabetic script have yet to be appreciated by those who make the 
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instructional decisions. In the HKSAR’s primary schools, some PNETs have 

embarked on phonics programmes in the early grades, but their efforts have 

often been hampered by their schools’ secondary-style teaching timetables, in 

which English teachers may operate in complete isolation from regular 

classroom teachers. Apart from those kindergartens which are affiliated with 

international organisations such as Kumon or Montessori, there is very little 

work being done in Hong Kong on raising the basic phonemic awareness 

skills of the youngest learners.  

 

The following chapter will examine the field of Chinese-language literacy and 

the learning styles employed by Chinese students. It should already be clear 

from the research presented so far, that reading in these two qualitatively 

different written scripts demands quite different cognitive strategies. In the 

Hong Kong context, it is disappointing to discover that even the territory’s 

university-level law students have problems in reading English aloud (Bunce, 

2000c). Why do these bright young adults also face serious difficulties in 

taking notes during English-language lectures? Why do they crave 

PowerPoint presentations and detailed handouts from their instructors? 

Indeed, why is English-language television news in Hong Kong accompanied 

by English-language sub-titles? These are some of the HKSAR’s everyday 

language dilemmas and conundrums that should be kept in mind during the 

next chapter’s discussion of the teaching and learning of Chinese in Hong 

Kong. 

 

 

CONTENTS CHAPTER 4 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

CHINESE LEARNERS, LANGUAGE AND LITERACY 
 

 
In Chinese, we must know the word before we can say it. In writing 
English, we write what we say, but in Chinese (well, Cantonese) 
we can’t write what we say, we have to slightly change it. 
(68) Word Wizards course participant, 2004. 
 
Writing in Chinese is much more different from English because 
we’re speaking in Cantonese, which is just a dialect. Spoken 
Cantonese is different from written Chinese. However, in English, 
what we say is what we write. When I read Chinese I just guess the 
meanings. I don’t check up words in the dictionary.  
(53) Word Wizards course participant, 2004. 
 
You can’t “cheat” in Chinese dictation! What I mean is that in 
English you have phoenix and you can try to make up a word 
according to its sounds. In Chinese, you can’t do that.  
(45) Word Wizards course participant, 2004. 

 

 
In the eyes of many visitors and in international media coverage, Hong Kong 

still retains something of its earlier “colonial” image. There are many people 

outside Hong Kong who are inclined to think of the territory’s “Britishness” 

before they consider its “Chineseness”. It needs to be stated very clearly that, 

while Hong Kong was a British colony for over 150 years, this did not 

necessarily make the place particularly “British”, nor particularly English-

speaking. It was not until the late colonial period that mass education and 

wider access to English-language learning became available in Hong Kong. 

Following a series of riots in the colony in 1967 and stinging criticism from 

the international community, a series of social reforms were brought in by the 

colonial authorities. These included the education reforms of 1974 and 1978, 

which provided for a system of free and compulsory education for nine years 

(Postiglione and Lee, 1997). It is largely due to these reforms that the number 

of English speakers has risen above the small percentage of the population 

who had previously enjoyed access to the colony’s selective mission schools. 

In 1960, the proportion of the population claiming to “know English” was 

CONTENTS 
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estimated at only 9.7 percent. Just before the handover to Chinese sovereignty 

in 1997, this proportion had risen to 38.1 percent (Bolton, 2002, p. 6).  

 

In terms of ethnicity, the territory has always been overwhelmingly Chinese. 

In 2001, the Home Affairs Bureau estimated the non-Chinese proportion of 

Hong Kong to be just 4 percent (Home Affairs Bureau, 2001). It is important 

that this thesis should focus on Hong Kong’s “Chineseness”, not only in 

linguistic terms, but also with respect to the effects that such an 

overwhelming cultural dominance can have on the family and educational 

settings in which Hong Kong’s children pursue the territory’s espoused goal 

for them to become trilingual and biliterate citizens (Bolton, 2002, p. 8). 

 

In the first issue of a publication, entitled The Journal of Psychology in Chinese 

Societies (2000), editor W.C. Chang notes that studies of “Chineseness” had 

recently become the “flavour of the month”, something that disturbed her as 

she feared much research in this area was founded on an orientalist notion of 

“difference” (Said, 1978). She wrote with concern that Western cross-cultural 

researchers would “find Chineseness in all the wrong places”, that they 

would define it as an independent variable in research and would see it in 

terms of deviance from Western norms (Chang, 2000, p. 125). Certainly, 

Chinese language, culture and customs have long piqued the curiosity of 

non-Chinese visitors to the “fabled East” – and there are fables aplenty in the 

literature regarding the Chinese people and the Chinese language. As 

students from Chinese-backgrounds have become increasingly more able to 

travel abroad to further their studies, their interactions with Western 

educators have naturally brought them to the attention of academic 

researchers who are eager to understand what they see to be “paradoxes” in 

Chinese learning behaviour (Barron and Arcodia, 2002; Dooley, 2003; Kember 

and Gow, 1991; Watkins and Biggs, 1996 and 2001; Volet, 1999). Hong Kong’s 

Chinese university students, caught as they are between a Chinese heritage 

and the academic philosophies of recent British colonialism, have found 
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themselves at the centre of numerous studies of Chinese learning styles 

(Biggs, 1996; Gow and Kember, 1993; Kember and Gow, 1990 and 1991; 

Marton, 1996; Tang, 1996). 

 

By contrast, relatively few such studies of learning behaviour have been 

conducted in Hong Kong’s primary and secondary schools (Hau and Salili, 

1990; Watkins, 1996). In a paper given in 1999 at an international conference 

on second language teaching held in Hong Kong, I looked for reasons why 

there were so few studies of school-level language learning or school-aged 

learners in the Hong Kong context (Bunce, 1999). One reason is universal - it 

is never particularly easy for academics to gain entry to primary and 

secondary school classrooms, for this typically involves negotiating several 

levels of bureaucratic consent and cooperation. As a result, a high proportion 

of research into learning styles and second-language learning takes place on 

university campuses. The older students are readily available, their consent is 

easily obtained and there is a climate of support for research activities. 

Primary or secondary schools that willingly open their doors to educational 

research may not necessarily be typical, and the classes that are observed may 

not be randomly selected. These are often the “facts of life” in educational 

research. Add to this the fragmented and rather secretive atmosphere of 

Hong Kong’s highly competitive school system (Bunce, 2004a), in which it is 

very rare to see either shared programmes or even teacher dialogue between 

adjacent schools, and the potential risks of an unfavourable research report 

are not widely entertained. To even present the paper mentioned above, 

which I had titled “Reluctant Language Learners: A Neglected Group” 

(Bunce, 1999), I had to defy my principal’s ban on doing so. I had to appeal to 

the local District Education Office to mediate in the matter. A compromise 

was only reached when the conference organisers agreed not to name my 

school in either the programme or the proceedings. At no stage would my 

principal even read my paper to see if there was any problem with its 

contents. His sole concern was to keep the school name out of the spotlight. 
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Such extreme reactions can occur in an atmosphere in which a sensationalist 

vernacular media leaps upon “bad news” stories such as fights, accidents, 

suicides, sackings and academic failure, and many schools are reluctant to 

draw any public attention to themselves. 

 

 

THE CHINESE LEARNER IN HONG KONG 

 

The Chinese Learner (Watkins and Biggs, 1996) and Teaching the Chinese Learner 

(Watkins and Biggs, 2001) are two comprehensive collections of mostly 

university-level research conducted in Hong Kong. These two collections 

draw their readers’ attention to certain aspects of Chinese learning styles, 

particularly those which had started to gain the attention of academics in 

overseas universities in the 1990s. These issues included: 

 

1. the apparent paradox of rote learning combined with excellent academic achievements 
2. the attribution of academic success to effort more than ability 
3. the intense power of extrinsic motivation 
4. a remarkable sense of diligence 
5. a notion of success and failure that is closely tied to family “face”, and 
6. a preference for collaborative learning despite the obvious competition for marks. 
 

While there is a very real danger of oversimplifying Hong Kong students’ 

apparent adherence to Confucian values in their approaches to learning, there 

is no denying a long cultural history of upward social mobility via 

educational success, which was exemplified in the old Chinese imperial civil 

examination system (Cheng, 1997). Hong Kong parents are very pragmatic 

when it comes to their children’s schooling. They seek enrolment at particular 

schools, especially those with English-medium instruction. They prefer the 

“science stream” in upper secondary education. They demand large amounts 

of homework, while also seeking extra tuition. They pay close attention to 

their children’s marks and numerical class positions, and often see failure as a 

result of “laziness”. Unsuccessful senior students are urged to repeat their 

final year at school, rather than seek alternative educational programmes. 
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Any attempts by the authorities to lessen the competitiveness and selectivity 

of public examinations are viewed with suspicion.  

 

In 2004, in an attempt to soften these strongly held community attitudes, the 

Education and Manpower Bureau commissioned a series of television 

advertisements that tried to broaden the community’s views of education 

with the prominent slogan, “marks are not everything”. Unfortunately, Hong 

Kong parents do not appear to be ready for such a message. The Confucian 

assumption is that everyone is educable, and that differences in intelligence 

do not lessen a person’s potential to be educated. If there are differences in 

attainment, these are traditionally seen as differences in attitude and effort. 

“The ants are always busy”, says the traditional adage. Failure can only 

reflect an insufficient effort. Such views put enormous strains on students, 

particularly around the time of the annual public examinations, when a 

number of primary and secondary school students may commit, or attempt to 

commit, suicide (Biggs, 2001, p. 7). 

 

 

LEARNING BY ROTE 

 

Are rote learning and memorisation the same thing? Are Western 

interpretations of Chinese learning styles missing something? Can recitation 

(repeatedly verbalising and committing a text to memory) lead a learner to 

deeper understanding and long-term retention? These paradoxical questions 

captured the research interests of many Hong Kong academics in the 1990s, 

leading to the two research collections cited earlier. One of these researchers, 

Lee (1996), is at great pains to distinguish rote learning from memorisation in 

the Confucian tradition. He regards rote learning as a shallow end in itself, 

but memorisation as a step on the way towards deeper understanding. He 

takes the view that recitation and thoughtful reflection can make knowledge 
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more meaningful. He quotes Zhu Xi, an influential philosopher who revived 

Confucianism in the 12th century, as follows: 

 

Learning is reciting. If we recite it then think it over, think it over then recite it, 
naturally it will become meaningful to us. If we recite it but don’t think it over, 
we still won’t appreciate its meaning. If we think it over but don’t recite it, even 
though we might understand it, our understanding will be precarious. 

(Lee, 1996, p. 36) 
 

While Biggs, and other contributors to the literature on this issue (Kember 

and Gow, 1991; Marton, 1996), may join Lee in stressing that rote learning and 

memorisation are different, it is often quite difficult to see this distinction in 

younger learners. In their Chinese language lessons in primary and 

secondary school, Hong Kong students are required to memorise and 

reproduce many classical Chinese texts. Hong Kong’s teachers of English ask 

their students to do something similar in English, by setting two- or three-

paragraph excerpts from the students’ textbooks as “seen dictation” tests each 

week. At home, often with parental help, students learn these selected 

passages by heart. On the day of the test, the teacher will read the passage in 

measured chunks for the students to write. The irony of this situation is that 

the students usually write the passages entirely from memory, taking little 

note of the paced reading by the teacher. To the incredulous NET observer, it 

seems that all the teacher has to do is to say, “Go”, and the passage will be 

reproduced verbatim (Bunce, 2000b). Students who do not “prepare 

themselves” (i.e. memorise) for these tests, typically do very badly, with 

marks being deducted for every error. This means that a student can achieve 

100 percent one week and 10 percent, or even a negative score, the following 

week. The most common punishment for a bad score will be for the student 

to have to memorise the passage, as they should have done in the first place, 

and then to recite it verbally to their teacher at the door of the staffroom. 

When the follow-up recitation is demanded on the same day, as can 

sometimes be the case, students will spend their intervening lessons 

“swotting” the passage under their desks. This practice of “learned (or seen) 
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dictation” is close to universal throughout the HKSAR’s primary and 

secondary schools, despite the efforts of NETs, some leading academics, the 

EMB and newspaper columnists to try to reduce or eliminate it (Bunce, 2000b 

and 2005a). It is a “given”. It is centrally important to classroom practice and 

discipline, and teachers continually claim that “the parents want it”.  

 

One wonders how Biggs, Watkins, Marton, Tang, Kember and Gow, cited 

earlier, would classify this practice, if not as rote learning. The crux of the 

matter is whether such a practice can lead to longer-term retention. Many 

teachers will claim that it does, and that this is how they have learned their 

own English. My observations of the practice lead me to believe that these 

passages are quickly forgotten, for they are often inane and irrelevant to 

student lives. This contrasts sharply with the deeper power and beauty of the 

classical Chinese-language texts that are learned and dictated in the same 

fashion. Perhaps the quality of the text has something to do with the depth of 

meaning and the depth of understanding. 

 

Salili (1996, p. 97) concedes that less-able and low-achieving Hong Kong 

students “may have no other choice but to engage in surface learning in order 

to survive in the highly competitive education system of Hong Kong”, and 

Watkins (1996, p. 116) allows that “problems with English as the language of 

instruction influence many students to rote learn, at least at early secondary 

level”. In a study of Form Four (Year Ten) reading behaviour in Hong Kong, 

Johnson and Yau (1996) observed that students often resort to memory-based 

“survival strategies” when they cannot understand English text. These 

strategies are “developed and passed on from student to student, and even 

taught, and their use [is] encouraged by some, perhaps many Hong Kong 

teachers”. These authors acknowledge that “it is not just single statements 

that are memorised, but complete discourses … and students with what 

would appear to be an inadequate level of English may obtain high grades 

through judicious use of memorised material” (Johnson and Yau, 1996, p. 
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132). I have seen numerous examples of memorised “model essays” in the 

open-ended writing tests that my Hong Kong international school sets as 

entrance exams. Even entry to the summer school programme, of which the 

Word Wizards© course is an integral part, is assessed by vaguely themed 

essays, which lend themselves to preparation in advance. 

 

In a report entitled, Legal Education and Training in Hong Kong (Hong Kong 

Law Society, 2000, p. 9), the consultants remarked that the University of Hong 

Kong’s law students took a “utilitarian approach” to their education. The 

legal practitioners consulted for the report summed up the problems that they 

had experienced with Hong Kong law graduates as “emanating from the 

school system, [comprising] language problems, learning by rote, learning in 

order to accumulate knowledge and deference to authority”. In defence of 

their graduates, however, the authors of the report conceded that their 

students had the ability to think critically, but that they “fell back into a 

memorising-of-content/learning-by-rote approach” because this is what the 

examination system, at school and at university, continually demanded of 

them (Hong Kong Law Society, 2000, p. 26). 

 

Clearly, a great deal more research is needed before we will fully understand 

Hong Kong Chinese students’ approaches to learning. Ultimately, this will 

probably have more to do with what is asked of them by way of academic 

assessment than what they might report in surveys and interviews about 

their preferred learning styles. It is also clear that the language of instruction 

(and assessment) and the individual’s literacy skills will play a role in 

determining whether students merely opt to “survive” or whether they will 

seek to achieve a deeper understanding of the academic material that is 

presented to them. 

THE CHINESE WRITTEN SCRIPT 

 



 58 

The nature of what constitutes “Chinese” language and its relationship to 

“Chinese” writing is far from clear-cut. In a recent book about the Chinese 

writing system, Unger (2004, p. ix) writes that “there is probably no subject on 

earth [about which] more misinformation is purveyed and more 

misunderstandings circulated than Chinese characters”. De Francis of the 

University of Hawaii makes the same point in his scholarly book on the 

world’s writing systems, Visible Speech, in which he declares the description of 

Chinese characters as ‘pictographic’, to be “intellectual muddle-headedness 

on a par with discoursing about astronomy in terms of astrology” (1989, p. 

ix). 

 

The spoken vocabulary of Chinese is represented in writing by a vast number 

of visually complex characters, of which children are expected to learn 

approximately 3,000 by the time they leave the Sixth Grade, with thousands 

more to be learned during high school and further studies. While this task 

may appear daunting, it should be noted that the most common one hundred 

characters account for nearly half of all of those that appear in a typical 

modern Chinese text and that the most common 1,100 account for about 

ninety percent (Unger, 2004, p. 4). Despite the widespread belief that there is 

just one Chinese script available to speakers of all the regional dialects, it 

should be noted that there are currently two Chinese scripts: a simplified 

script, introduced after the communist revolution in mainland China, and the 

traditional script, used in Taiwan, Hong Kong and Singapore, as well as by 

Chinese minorities in other countries. Structurally, simplified and traditional 

Chinese scripts are similar, but the simplified script is visually less complex 

(fewer strokes), as it was designed to make reading and writing available to 

the “masses”. Traditional script can be written horizontally from left-to-right, 

or from top-to-bottom, starting from the right-hand side of the page. In Hong 

Kong, the city’s wide array of vernacular newspapers and celebrity 

magazines often use both writing styles on a single page. 
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The number of brush strokes in a traditional Chinese character can vary from 

one to over twenty, with an average of fourteen (Hoosain, 1991, p. 5). The 

sequence of strokes is prescribed by convention and correct stroke-

sequencing is emphasised in learning to write. About ninety percent of 

Chinese words are represented by two components, one a radical, which 

carries information about meaning, and one a phonetic, which provides 

information about pronunciation. The information carried by the phonetic, 

however, is not governed by rules, and this type of script does not operate in 

any systematic way, such as the sound system of an alphabetic language. 

Each Chinese phonetic has to be learned individually, and there are 

approximately 800 of them. In modern usage, only twenty percent or so of 

combined characters share the pronunciation of their phonetic. The “cueing” 

function of the radical is, in practice, of greater significant assistance in 

working out meaning, and there are some 200 or so of these (Hoosain, 1991, 

pp. 10-11). Some phonetic indicators have more than one pronunciation. So, 

neither the radical nor the phonetic components produce an exact indication 

of meaning or sound, but each provides an approximation. A possible 

analogy for English speakers is the party game of Charades played out in 

graphical form, where the phonetic provides a “sounds-like” clue and the 

radical provides a category. Extending this analogy, one could propose a 

phonetic that indicated “sounds like horn” and a radical that indicated a 

cereal crop, thus producing the English word, “corn”. 

 

Chinese languages are tonal, with Mandarin, the national language, having 

four or five tones, and spoken Cantonese estimated to have nine (So, 1998). A 

change in the pitch of a phoneme will change its meaning. In other words, the 

same consonant-vowel combinations with different tones will have different 

meanings. The phonetic components in Chinese characters “suggest” 

pronunciations, but characters cannot be sounded out as in English. In some 

cases, this phonetic component is the same as the pronunciation of the 

character’s meaning, but in many cases the full character has a different 
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pronunciation. So, pronouncing Chinese characters involves making 

reference to stored representations of each particular character, rather than 

assembling phonological sub-components into words, as one does in an 

alphabetic script (Bookheimer, 2001, p. A1). 

 

Contrary to the many claims about the universality of Chinese character-use 

throughout China, there are many carry-over effects from dialectal 

differences into word order. Hoosain (1991, p. 21) gives the example of 

spoken Cantonese, the everyday language spoken in Hong Kong, and its 

different rules regarding word order compared with standard written 

Chinese. The Cantonese speaker would say, “I gave an apple to him”, 

whereas standard written Chinese prefers the word order, “I gave him an 

apple”. While this particular sentence can be understood in either sequence, 

there will be other situations in which meanings might be changed if the 

word order changed. This is particularly relevant when one remembers that 

the Chinese script provides no spaces between groups of characters to 

indicate word boundaries. 

 

 

LEARNING TO WRITE THE CHINESE SCRIPT 

 

So, how are Chinese youngsters taught to read and write the Chinese script? 

In mainland China there is a national curriculum and some seventy percent of 

primary schools use the same set of Chinese-language textbooks and teacher 

guidebooks, published by the People’s Education Press (Wu, Li and 

Anderson, 1999). Over the six grades of primary schooling, students should 

have mastered some 3,000 characters. Characters and word learning are 

emphasised in the first three grades and then the emphasis will shift to the 

reading and comprehension of texts of a paragraph or more in length. The 

typical order of introduction of Chinese characters will be from single-
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element characters to compounds, from high-frequency to low-frequency 

characters and from regular to irregular characters.  

 

The typical routine for teaching a new character is to first pronounce it, then 

look at its features, discriminate it from others, then write it in the air, 

rehearsing the order of strokes, then analyse its structure and explain its 

meaning. Students write the character repeatedly on squared paper, up to as 

many as 50 or 100 times. Each lesson in the early grades might introduce 

between five to eight characters (Wu, Li and Anderson, 1999, p. 578). 

Teaching styles will vary from classroom to classroom, with some instructors 

doing more pattern analysis and story-telling than others. Wu, Li and 

Anderson (1999, p. 585) lament that too often characters are taught using 

“arbitrary mnemonics instead of highlighting structurally significant 

features”, which would help students to take more of an analytical approach. 

 

There are three broad approaches to the teaching of characters, each of which 

emerged from a particular era of educational thinking. The first two of these 

are very evident in Hong Kong schools, but the third, the use of the 

alphabetic hanyu pinyin system is uncommon in the SAR’s schools. Hong 

Kong’s fundamental approach to the teaching of Chinese characters 

represents a pre-Mao-era style of instruction, even though it may be taught 

using apparently lively and colourful textbooks. The pinyin approach taken 

by the Putonghua teacher in my first school met with mixed reactions. The 

new arrivals from the mainland, such as the boy whose prowess with 

alphabetic pseudowords was mentioned in Chapter Two, revelled in this 

familiar approach, while most of the Hong Kong teachers of Chinese 

Language (i.e. Cantonese) had misgivings, as it was not the style in which 

they had learned to write.  

 

The oldest and most traditional style of teaching Chinese characters uses a 

“concentrated character approach”, in which characters are organised by 
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categories and studied family-by-family. While students learn to quickly 

recognise familiar patterns, this approach also requires them to learn seldom-

used characters which happen to fit the pattern. One disadvantage of this 

approach is that it takes a long time before learners can use their knowledge 

to read meaningful “words” or sentences (Wu, Li and Anderson, 1999). A 

“diversified approach” to the teaching of characters was developed during 

the first half of the twentieth century. This approach emphasises that 

characters are parts of words, words are parts of sentences, sentences are 

parts of paragraphs and that new characters can be learned gradually, in 

context, while reading. These two non-pinyin approaches have subtle parallels 

in the two major schools of thought which continue to influence early literacy 

teaching in English, with the concentrated method echoing a phonics 

approach, and the diversified method echoing some aspects of whole-

language instruction. 

By the 1950s in China, teachers had become rather dissatisfied with the 

diversified approach, and many had adopted features of the concentrated 

approach, organising characters by category and then providing meaningful 

texts. Some suggested grouping characters by their phonetics, some preferred 

to group them by their radicals. In the 1980s, the newest of the three methods, 

hanyu pinyin, was added to the national curriculum. Most of the early 

characters are now introduced using this romanised, alphabetic script, which 

represents the syllables of spoken Chinese. Pinyin is taught during the first 

ten weeks of the first grade, and it can be seen in all the first and second grade 

textbooks, written above the simplified characters. From the third grade 

onward, pinyin is mainly used for unfamiliar characters. According to Wu, Li 

and Anderson (1999), the latest textbooks used in China have elements of all 

of these methods, and they use simplified characters throughout. From the 

concentrated character method comes the teaching of parts of characters and 

the grouping of them by category. From the diversified method comes the 

strategy of including unfamiliar characters in meaningful groups, sentences 
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and texts, and the use of pinyin is most clearly seen in books for younger 

learners. 

 

 

SCRIPTAL DIFFERENCES AND DIFFICULTIES IN HONG KONG 

 
In Hong Kong, with its “political preference” for traditional characters, its 

Cantonese language (many mainlanders would say dialect) not always 

matching the phonetic elements of characters, and occasional word-order 

problems, trying to establish an analytical approach to character learning is a 

considerable challenge. Hong Kong children can learn to write good Chinese 

characters without knowing Mandarin, but it has inherent difficulties. To go 

from a spoken Cantonese phrase to a written Chinese one, the child must 

learn that certain characters need to be inserted, deleted or replaced to create 

an acceptable written phrase (Kwo, 1992, p. 205). It would seem that “many 

Cantonese speakers are inclined to write a kind of Chinese that is considered 

odd or even incomprehensible to Putonghua [Mandarin] speakers” (Kwo, 

1992, p. 205). Even the characters for classroom vocabulary such as desk, 

ruler, ball-pen and eraser are written differently in Hong Kong, compared to 

the mainland (Figure 4.1). 
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Figure 4.1: Differences in written Chinese between Hong Kong  
and Mainland China (Kwo, 1992, p. 206) 

 

Cantonese functions very strongly as a symbol of cultural and group identity 

for all Hong Kong people (Li, 1998; Patri and Pennington, 1998; Pierson, 1992, 

1998; Richards, 1998; Tsui et al., 1999). Its speakers are proud of its close links 

to the most ancient form of the Chinese language, and of their shared heritage 

with the people of the Pearl River Delta region. Interestingly, despite all the 

efforts of the central Chinese authorities to promote Mandarin, Guangdong 

Province (formerly Canton) is still largely Cantonese speaking. Even in 

education, Mandarin has mainly been the language of instruction in 

designated “key point schools”, while the majority were still using Cantonese 

in the 1990s (Pierson, 1992, p. 185). Since the creation of two very successful 

“special economic zones” in the province over the last two decades, and the 

continuing influx of people from all over China, it should be noted that the 

use of Mandarin in the southern regions has become more widespread. 

 

According to Tsui et al. (1999, p. 210), Hong Kong has its “own variety” of 

Cantonese, which differs from the Cantonese spoken over the border, and Li 

(1998, p. 164) is amused by the idiomatic, “invented words and phrases” used 
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in Hong Kong’s high-circulation, tabloid Chinese-language newspapers. Luke 

(1998, p.148) sees two distinct varieties of Cantonese in Hong Kong. One he 

describes as a “high” variety, which is more formal and associated with 

higher education. This is used for such functions as public announcements, 

news broadcasts, formal speeches and lectures. The other is a “low” variety, 

which is used in informal situations such as the home, between friends and in 

the neighbourhood. Whether this is truly a situation of diglossia, in which 

two distinct varieties of a language co-exist in one society, or whether it is 

more “fluid” than that, resembling what Bernstein (1971) would call an 

elaborated-code versus a restricted-code situation, relating to social class 

factors, is a subject of some debate (Luke, 1998, p. 157; Tong, Adamson and 

Che, 2000, p. 160). 

 

In a recent book on the rising use of written Cantonese in Hong Kong, 

entitled Cantonese as Written Language: The Growth of a Written Chinese 

Vernacular, linguist Don Snow (2004, p. 2) writes that “the task confronting 

[Hong Kong] students is similar to that which Dutch people would face if 

they had to learn to do all of their reading and writing in German”. He tells of 

the puzzlement experienced by mainland and Taiwanese visitors when 

reading advertising signs and billboards in Hong Kong, and estimates that 

“perhaps a quarter or more of [these] boards have sentences containing 

Chinese characters used in unfamiliar and often unintelligible ways, not to 

mention some characters that are completely new to the visitor”. Snow 

provides a large and fascinating body of evidence to demonstrate that the use 

of written Cantonese has increased significantly in recent decades, and he 

attributes this to the rising group identity of “Hong Kong people” in greater 

China. The commercial prestige of Hong Kong has no doubt contributed 

greatly to the vitality of the language, and the fact that the school system now 

uses Cantonese as a medium of instruction guarantees that it will also grow 

in use as a written language. Snow describes the current situation as a 

“diglossic balance” of written scripts, with Standard Chinese being used for 
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texts with serious or formal purposes, and a written Cantonese in texts which 

attempt to capture spoken language for lighter, more entertaining purposes. 

He concludes that written Cantonese acts as “an in-group language that 

allows Cantonese speakers to express the local Hong Kong component of 

their identity” (Snow, 2004, p. 217). 

 

Because the spoken language in Hong Kong does not correspond closely to 

the standard written form, there are complications inherent in any written 

text that may be used in schools. In Hong Kong, written Chinese can often 

become a “mixture of standard written Chinese, classical Chinese and 

Cantonese dialectal features”, according to Luke (1998, p. 157). The 

dichotomy that exists between the oral and written aspects of the language in 

Hong Kong has led to the Chinese Language curriculum in schools being 

focused on discrete and formal aspects of the language, rather than being 

more informal, contextualised and holistic, as one might expect in a mother-

tongue teaching situation. Unfortunately, many teachers “may not see a way 

to use contextualised tasks to help children learn the ideographic [sic] 

Chinese characters” (Tong, Adamson and Che, 2000, p. 160). According to 

these researchers (p. 166), the teaching of Chinese characters has 

“traditionally relied on memorisation of stroke order, even though there are 

pictorial and phonetic clues to assist in recognition and retention”. 

 

Jean Nicol, an educational psychologist with an occasional column in the 

South China Morning Post, makes the observation that Hong Kong Chinese 

children learning to read Chinese script “are only vaguely aware of the 

phonetic component of characters, if at all”. These children “simply encode 

characters as a series of impenetrable, unconnected emblems and memorise 

the pronunciation along with the character as a whole” (2004, A15). In her 

view, Chinese language teachers see the explicit teaching of the phonetic 

components of characters as “counterproductive”, because only “about 23 

percent of the compound characters in school Chinese are perfectly regular”. 
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This is the very same argument that is sometimes raised when it comes to the 

irregularities of the English spelling-sound system. Nicol argues that “partial 

data” is still enormously helpful in either language. On this point, she makes 

reference to the research work of Anderson and his colleagues regarding 

reading instruction in China. These researchers argue vehemently for there to 

be more explicit teaching of the internal structure of characters, believing that 

this can help “average and low-performing children who tend not to make 

discoveries about structure unless prompted by the teacher”. They urge 

Chinese language teachers to “teach reading in a manner that allows more 

children to understand that problem solving is essential in reading” (Wu, Li 

and Anderson, 1999, p. 585).  

 

How similar this advice sounds to the calls for more explicit teaching of the 

internal structure of English words. It would seem that far too many Hong 

Kong children are disadvantaged by current instructional methods when it 

comes to analytical approaches to the “printed word”. Anecdotal evidence of 

this learning deficiency can be seen in the student quotations which head the 

various chapters of this thesis. Common patterns in these comments will be 

explored in Chapter Seven. 

 

 

BISCRIPTAL LITERACY INSTRUCTION IN HONG KONG SCHOOLS 

 

Formal schooling starts early in Hong Kong, with children going to 

kindergartens or nursery schools from the ages of three to five. While the 

majority of kindergarten instructors have only had a secondary-school level 

of education themselves (Luk, 1999, p. 232), they nevertheless become every 

child’s first formal language teachers. Most kindergartens expect their 

children, on completion of the upper class, to be able to count to 100, add and 

subtract up to 10, write 50 English words, recognise 100 Chinese characters 

and be able to write 50 of them (Opper, 1999, p. 353). These tiny children have 
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homework, textbooks, tests and exams, not to mention extra tuition in 

playing a musical instrument or ballet lessons. Many of them will need to 

present themselves for interviews at prestigious primary schools, for which 

they will be well groomed and thoroughly prepared. Such interviews often 

require the presentation of a folder containing the child’s curriculum vitae! 

 

Over the last three years, I have participated in weekend voluntary work in a 

Cantonese-medium Hong Kong kindergarten, as part of a social service 

project with my international secondary school students. During one 

particular session, it was amazing to see the little children “read” (recognise, 

surely) all of the animal words that the secondary students had written in 

English on flashcards for a session on the story of Noah’s Ark. The 

kindergarten teachers would not allow us to put any illustrations on these 

cards. The children could not be faulted. They knew sheep, duck, monkey, 

elephant and horse, as well as the more common domestic animal names - all 

written on decontextualised cards. At other sessions during the year, 

however, these same children misread the words, donkey and turkey, as 

“monkey” in both cases, thereby providing strong evidence of their visual 

memorisation techniques. At this age, this type of visual learning is the norm 

in Hong Kong, regardless of the written script. It is widely employed by 

young learners who need to memorise quite extensive English and Chinese 

vocabulary lists. These can include such gems as “A for astronaut” and “C for 

chimpanzee”. This whole-word learning occurs in the apparent absence of 

any phonemic awareness training or letter-sound-correspondence instruction 

in the case of English, or character stroke-pattern recognition in Chinese. At 

this impressionable age, Hong Kong children’s first exposure to literacy work 

is overwhelmingly visual. Johnson and Yau (1996, p. 124) have dubbed this 

whole-word, non-analytical approach to reading, “lexical processing”, and 

they argue that it is the most common language teaching practice to be found 

in the HKSAR. 

 



 69 

 As Hong Kong’s young Chinese children move up to primary school studies, 

the emphasis in Chinese Language instruction in the early years is on the 

building of a storehouse of characters. The EMB’s Learning Targets for Key 

Stage One (Primary 1 – 3) Chinese Language are shown overleaf in Figure 4.2. 

 

Textbooks in the later primary years, while very colourful and highly 

illustrated, largely rely on passages of model literary texts, where the main 

focus is on the mastery of individual sentence patterns and the recitation of 

poems, the stress in the latter being more on pronunciation than on literary 

appreciation. According to Luk (1999, p. 250), these chosen texts “are almost 

all from other times and places, and pieces by Hong Kong authors or about 

local situations are rarely used”. Such texts do not relate directly to the 

students’ experiences of growing up in Hong Kong, nor do they provide 

models of younger voices. 

 

During the years 1945 to1965 the Hong Kong colonial government exerted a 

strong and direct control over the curriculum in schools in its attempts to 

counter what it saw as the threatening influences of both the KMT 

(Kuomintang, the nationalists) and the CCP (Communist Party of China). The 

end result was a “depoliticised, decontextualised and abstract curriculum 

content within the context of an elitist system of secondary schooling” 

(Morris and Chan, 1997, p. 115). It was aimed at teaching character 

recognition and the sentence patterns of formal, written Chinese. Despite the 

advent of mass secondary education from 1965 to 1984, the Chinese 

curriculum still emphasised “a detached, high-status knowledge with little 

real-life spoken or written language” (Morris and Chan, 1997, p. 115).  

 

 
Reading 

 
Understands characters, phrases and sentences 
Understands paragraphing 
Understands the use of punctuation 
Understands the main theme of the text 
Develops an interest in reading 
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Writing 

 
Writes new characters and phrases 
Writes sentences, paragraphs and different types of composition 
Develops a habit of writing 
 

 
Listening 

 
Understands different types of oral content: story, report and conversation 
Develops a good listening attitude 
 

 
Speaking 

 
Uses different types of oral content: story, report and conversation 
Develops a good speaking attitude 
 

 
Figure 4.2: Learning Targets in Key Stage One Chinese Language 

(Tong, Adamson and Che, 2000, p. 160) 
 

Interestingly, the colonial authorities only declared “Chinese” to be an official 

language in Hong Kong in 1975 (Pierson, 1992). During the 1990s, when Hong 

Kong’s return to China was imminent, there were some attempts to change 

the focus of Chinese language teaching to a more functional and 

communicative style, with more mainland texts becoming available. In 1996, 

the Hong Kong Education Department even produced a teaching kit for 

schools, which introduced the simplified characters used on the mainland. 

The idea never caught on, and the use of pinyin is not well understood in 

Hong Kong (Adamson and Lai, 1997, p. 89). It is interesting to note here that 

the Education Department also produced a booklet entitled, The Teaching of 

Phonics in 1993, and that this publication suffered the same fate. Morris and 

Chan (1997, p. 116) make the wry observation that, “the rhetoric of reform is 

not always an accurate indicator of either the adopted or the implemented 

curriculum”.  

 

In a book entitled, Reading Development in Chinese Children, edited by two 

prominent linguists at the Chinese University of Hong Kong (McBride-Chang 

and Chen, 2003), a section dedicated to the Hong Kong Chinese language 

situation concludes with the bald comment that, “the basic approach to 

Chinese reading instruction is sheer memorisation of character names” 

(Cheung and Ng, 2003, p. 9). By contrast, for Singaporean children “the main 
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approach to reading instruction is alphabetic transcription … characters are 

also broken into their radical and phonetical components … to reveal the 

systematic relationship between character and radical meaning”. In Taiwan, 

“children learn characters by repeatedly writing them together with their 

Zhuyin equivalent” (a phonetic transcription at the level of onsets and rimes, 

rather than phonemes). These authors make the strong point that, as the 

Mandarin-based lexical and syntactic structures of written Chinese are quite 

different from those of spoken Cantonese, that “Hong Kong children [are] 

more subject to speech-reading mismatch than children in mainland China, 

Singapore or Taiwan”. They also note that there has been no systematic 

research on the impact that very early English language learning has had on 

Chinese reading development in either Hong Kong or Singapore. On the 

mainland and in Taiwan, children do not start learning English until the late 

primary years (Cheung and Ng, 2003, pp. 9-15). 

 

The Johnson and Yau study (1996), referred to earlier with regard to the use 

of “model essays” and a “lexical-processing” approach to reading, attributed 

some of the blame for their students’ whole-word style of English reading to 

an educational context in which the receptive skills of reading and listening 

are over-emphasised to the detriment of the productive skills of speaking and 

writing. Typically, Hong Kong’s large class sizes and teacher-centred 

methods limit the opportunities for students to speak English in the 

classroom, and there is “little or no opportunity or incentive for them to do so 

outside the classroom” (Johnson and Yau, 1996, p. 124). Far too many of Hong 

Kong’s 114 EMI secondary schools fail to create anything remotely 

resembling an English-speaking environment, effectively limiting students’ 

exposure to the language to the pages of their textbooks. In such 

circumstances, it is difficult to even describe some English-language 

classroom activities as “reading” at all. Johnson and Yau argue strongly that 

most Hong Kong students learn “how to deal with text”, rather than actually 

reading it. They see this as a particularly worrisome learning strategy in 
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many English-medium instructional settings. As students move from 

Chinese-medium primary schools to English-medium secondary schools, 

“there is a gap between the level of proficiency students have and the level 

they need in order to be able to follow the curriculum through English. As a 

result, many of these students will develop “survival strategies” that will help 

them to complete their classroom tasks rather than to understand the content 

of the texts” (Johnson and Yau, 1996, p. 125). The “meanings” that they will 

derive from these texts may not always be those that were intended by their 

writers.  

 

Students who are “lexical processors” of English will tend to focus on the 

content words of a reading text and infer their grammatical relationship to 

each other in a top-down fashion, not unlike the way a Cantonese reader of a 

Mandarin text will do. The inferences that they make, however, may at best 

lack precision, and at worst, lead to complete misunderstandings. Such 

students are basically just “sampling” the text, rather than reading it as 

continuous prose.  

 

Johnson and Yau (1996) worry that such survival strategies, once established, 

will be very hard habits to break and that these learners will probably 

continue to use them in all their future reading activities. There is a real 

tension here for Hong Kong readers who need to “get through” pages of 

English-language text in order to learn their science, economics and 

geography. Their need for silent, factual information far exceeds any need to 

prepare themselves for classroom discussion. This “mining-approach” to 

English text places a far higher priority on the spelling of key items of 

vocabulary than it does on pronunciation. Students know that if they can 

stand up and spell out the correct answers to their teachers’ questions, that 

this will be acceptable. The teacher will probably supply the appropriate 

pronunciation at the time, but the student will still earn some praise for 



 73 

providing the right answer. After all, there are no “oral exams” to worry 

about in the content courses. 

 

In a study of word-learning conducted with upper-primary aged children in 

Hong Kong, Leong et al. (2005) found that these young students showed a 

much greater sensitivity to, and a reliance on, the spelling patterns of English 

words than they did to their sound patterns. These researchers saw this as a 

possible consequence of the memory-and-meaning emphasis that so 

dominates literacy instruction in the HKSAR, in both English and Chinese, to 

the detriment of more analytical approaches to either Chinese characters or 

English word-building. 

 

In my international school, I was once invited to address the mathematics 

department regarding the clear tendency of our Hong Kong Chinese students 

to merely “sample” when reading continuous text. These teachers were keen 

to find ways to help their mathematically bright students to handle 

mathematical problems that were expressed in words. Time and again, these 

students would miss the key relational words in this type of problem and 

wrongly apply their otherwise excellent knowledge of mathematics. I advised 

them to spend some time reading these kinds of questions aloud, to ask the 

students themselves to read them aloud, to ask students to re-word the 

questions, to demonstrate the importance of the key words in questions by 

altering them slightly and seeing the effects on the solutions, to pay close 

attention to the “little words” (often prepositions) that can have so much 

power, and to insist that students make it a habit to underline all of the 

“indicator words” in such written problems. 

 

The survival strategies that students develop for reading may even inhibit the 

development of more valid strategies. Unfortunately, these coping strategies 

are often reinforced and encouraged by tutorial schools and teachers who are 

over-focused on performance in exams. Johnson and Yau put it this way: 
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Survival strategies enable teachers and students to maintain the appearance of a 
credible teaching and learning environment. It is acceptable (to teachers, school 
principals, parents and students) for teachers to set tasks that are difficult and 
for students to perform badly, because the potential for improvement is there. It 
would not be acceptable to acknowledge that no learning is possible, nor is it 
acceptable for students to do nothing when a task has been set … Survival 
strategies enable at least the appearance of an effective teaching and learning 
environment to be maintained. 

(Johnson and Yau, 1996, p. 132) 
 

Such an illusion of learning is what probably permits students with relatively 

low levels of English to obtain passable grades through the careful insertion 

of memorised material into examination answers. The extremely competitive 

nature of Hong Kong education is such that at least one full-time tutorial 

school in the city is able to thrive as a business by providing current and 

potential students of my K-12 international school with strategic tutorial 

support. Any new courses that we develop are very quickly picked up in the 

advertising material of this “shadow school”. I have also heard of “agents” 

from tutorial centres waiting outside various prestigious EMI schools and 

offering students money for copies of their school’s internal examination 

papers. 

 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

 

This chapter has provided some further details of the cultural and societal 

contexts in which Hong Kong’s students of English learn to operate. Despite 

most outsiders’ lingering perceptions of Hong Kong as a “British outpost”, it 

should now be clear that this is most definitely a Chinese city with only a 

rather thin “British veneer”. The learning of English in such a social and 

cultural context is highly valued, but it presents an extremely challenging 

undertaking in the existing education system. Current government-led 
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proposals to reduce the number of EMI secondary schools and to promote 

more “mother-tongue teaching” (i.e. Cantonese) are meeting with enormous 

resistance from parent organisations, ex-student associations and school-

sponsoring bodies. The loss of EMI status in any of the 114 schools that 

cherish this prestigious label would precipitate widespread “loss of face”, 

even though it is widely acknowledged that many of them are pseudo-EMI, 

and greatly lacking in creating anything like an English-speaking 

environment for their students. While this debate rages in the pages of the 

local press, more and more CMI schools are quietly switching to EMI 

teaching in their post-compulsory, upper-secondary classes. This is a decision 

that school-based management bodies have the legal right to make, for 

whatever reasons they see fit. 

 

It would seem that there is no holding back the prestigious power of EMI 

status at the present time in the Hong Kong community, regardless of the 

efficacy of current teaching practices. Rather than reject the notion outright, as 

some political leaders are clearly attempting to do, Hong Kong’s educational 

community has to pay serious attention to up-grading the quality of English-

language learning and teaching in the territory. The demand for English is as 

high as ever, but the HKSAR government is clearly unable to match this 

demand with its current educational provision. Less obvious, and less widely 

reported, is a short-fall in the wider delivery of Mandarin-language 

education. For the HKSAR to achieve its own stated goal of a trilingual and 

biliterate citizenry, there needs to be a major re-examination of current 

pedagogical practices in language education in the territory. 

 

One promising new development on the fringes of the education scene in 

Hong Kong is the application of new and exciting technologies to brain 

research, which has given neuroscientists amazing new insights into the 

workings of the human brain and the different ways in which it processes 

alphabetic and non-alphabetic written text. Ironically, much of this research 



 76 

has been conducted right here at the University of Hong Kong and the 

Chinese University of Hong Kong, without it necessarily finding its way into 

local educational discussions or recommendations for practice. The following 

chapter will look at the findings that have come from this new field of 

research, and any implications there might be for Hong Kong’s biscriptal 

learning environment. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

THE GROWING CONTRIBUTION OF COGNITIVE 
SCIENCE TO THE STUDY OF READING 

 

 
The formation of a Chinese character stress on the “meaning” or 
the “shape”. It is easy to get the meaning, but you will never get 
the pronunciation just by looking at it. An English word is based 
on the pronunciation, but you might not get the meaning by 
looking at it. 
(44) Word Wizards course participant, 2004. 
 
We cannot guess a Chinese character. The Chinese character has 
less relation with its pronunciation.  
(75) Word Wizards course participant, 2004. 
 
In Chinese you can never guess the writing merely from hearing 
the sound. We learn the characters first and then its 
pronounciation. In English we learn the sounds that help us to 
write the word. We need not to remember every spelling, but 
Chinese on the contrary, we need to remember all the “strokes”.  
(57) Word Wizards course participant, 2004. 
 
In Chinese you cannot write the word by “sound”, but in English 
you have!! 
(41) Word Wizards course participant, 2004. 

 

 

In 1967 Jeanne Chall’s influential book, Learning to Read: The Great Debate 

(1967, p. 98), stressed the need for studies of the reading process to become 

more systematic and scientifically grounded, with “a firmer theoretical basis 

from other disciplines, particularly psychology and linguistics”. More than 

three decades later, a pediatrician specialising in dyslexia, has repeated the 

same call, noting that, “until quite recently, research in reading instruction 

was often quite descriptive” (Shaywitz, 2002 p. 519). The recent development 

is the one to which Shaywitz herself belongs: cognitive science. This 

interdisciplinary field of scientific research dates back to a symposium held in 

the United States in 1956, when researchers in very different areas such as 

psychology, neurobiology, linguistics, computer science, philosophy, 

anthropology and sociology became aware that they were working on similar 

problems related to human perception, thinking and learning. The field of 

CONTENTS 
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cognitive science has since been founded on the notion that the mind is an 

information processor, which receives, stores, retrieves, transforms and 

transmits information (Matlin, 1998). This thesis chapter takes a layman’s 

look at the new and improved technologies that have become available for 

reading research in the last two decades, and it will show the enormous 

potential that these technologies offer for comparing the processes of reading 

different types of written scripts. These technologies have already been 

applied in landmark studies of Chinese-language readers in the UK, the USA, 

China, Taiwan and Hong Kong. 

 

 

EYE-MOVEMENT STUDIES 

 

Some of the first scientific studies of reading took place in the early twentieth 

century, when researchers attempted to study the movements of readers’ eyes 

while they were reading (Buswell, 1937; Dearborn, 1906). Technological 

advances since then have revived this earlier interest, and a number of more 

sophisticated studies of eye movements were carried out in the 1980s (Just 

and Carpenter, 1980, 1987; Rayner and Pollatsek, 1989). From these studies it 

has emerged that, contrary to our personal experience, readers’ eyes do not 

move smoothly across the letters, words and phrases of a text while reading. 

Instead, they move in a sequence of jumps, called saccades, of about eleven 

letter-spaces, along a line of print, followed by brief periods of gazing or 

fixations, when the eye rests on a point in the text to assimilate information. 

These “moving windows” take in about three letters to the left of the fixation 

point and about seven to its right, which often corresponds to one word plus 

a fragment of the following word. A study by Inhoff (1989) showed that 

subjects who were permitted to preview the first three or four letters of the 

next word in a controlled visual display, read faster than those who were 

denied this opportunity. While one word is being read, it seems that the next 

is being pre-read.  
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During the saccade movements of the eyes, vision is suppressed so that no 

new information is acquired. In this way, reading resembles a kind of slide 

show in which the text is “on” for about a quarter of a second and then “off” 

for a brief period of time while the eyes move forward. In addition to making 

the forward-moving saccades, skilled readers will move their eyes back in the 

text to reread material about 10-15 percent of the time (Just and Carpenter, 

1980). These regressions are often driven by comprehension needs. Fixations 

account for roughly 50-80 percent of our total reading time, depending on the 

purpose of the reading and the nature of the material. Nouns, verbs and 

adjectives attract longer fixations than do function words like articles or 

prepositions (Perfetti, 1995, p. 107).  

 

By studying the eye movements of both skilled and unskilled readers, 

researchers can get a clearer picture of what constitutes efficient reading. 

Those aspects of text that slow the reading process down can also provide 

insights into how this information is processed. Good readers and poor 

readers often display the same number of fixations, but what separates the 

less-skilled, the beginning and the second-language readers, is their much 

higher levels of regression, or looking back. Longer fixation times are also a 

shared characteristic of these less-skilled groups (Just and Carpenter, 1987, p. 

27). By carefully examining the locations and durations of eye fixations, Just 

and Carpenter (1987) showed that individual letters are the major cues that 

good readers use to recognise words. By contrast, “speed readers” are not 

fully processing the text that they skim at all, rather they are only operating at 

the level of gist. When reading for comprehension, skilled readers tend to 

look at each individual word, with their eyes even “catching” on the slightest 

misspellings (McConkie and Zola, 1981). In proficient reading, this process is 

carried out with remarkable speed and ease, within hundredths of seconds. 
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Today, eye-movement studies continue to be important in the study of the 

reading process, with many university cognitive science departments having 

their own eye-tracker laboratories. One such laboratory is available at the 

Chinese University of Hong Kong, in the Centre for Cognition and Brain 

Studies, under the direction of Hsuan-Chen Chen. In a recent publication, he 

described the application of eye-movement studies to the Chinese language 

(Chen et al., 2003). As Chinese text is formed by strings of equally spaced, 

square-shaped characters, and alphabetic scripts have linear words of varying 

lengths and shapes, Chen and his colleagues investigated whether the 

saccade-fixation patterns in Chinese reading would be different from those 

during English reading. The internal complexity of Chinese characters is very 

high, in both a visual and an informational sense. As mentioned earlier, word 

boundaries are not indicated in Chinese and there are no tense, number or 

gender markers. It is difficult at such an early stage in this new field to draw 

any broad conclusions, but the forward saccades of undergraduate students 

in this study covered 2.6 character spaces between fixations, with a regression 

rate of 15 percent (Chen et al., 2003, p. 159). The visual field, or visual span, 

within which information is gathered, and the amount of overlap between 

successive spans found in this study were smaller than those found in English 

reading, probably reflecting the complexity of the visual information.  

 

In the few, but growing number of studies that have been done in this area, 

Chen et al. note that it is variables at the character-level that have the most 

impact on eye-movement data. In a comparison study, involving primary 

school students, these researchers found that younger children’s saccades 

were roughly the same as older readers’, but their fixation times were longer. 

By sixth grade, there was a great deal of similarity with older readers. In 

general, research with older and younger readers in English has found similar 

patterns, with children making longer fixations and more regressions than 

adults, but with shorter saccades (Rayner, 1978). In English, these differences 

continue to change from primary school to college, but adult patterns in 
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Chinese seem to have become established by the end of primary school. These 

differences are possibly due to the very different layouts of the two scripts, 

with the Chinese layout remaining constant, and English word-lengths 

continuing to vary (Chen et al., 2003). 

 

 

THE ROLE OF SOUND 

 

Research with skilled alphabetic readers shows clearly that phonological 

information is activated quite early in each eye fixation (Rayner, Sereno, 

Lesch and Pollatsek, 1995). This is an important observation, for it lends 

weight to the argument that alphabetic scripts draw on sounds in order to 

gain access to meanings. If beginning readers can sound-out unfamiliar 

words, these can then be matched with their knowledge of words from 

speech, their lexicon. This is the self-teaching function of reading, the sine qua 

non of reading acquisition espoused by Share (1995). If a reader is relying on a 

word’s form or shape, or letter-names, there will be limited or no connection 

to sound. 

 

In a carefully devised experiment, Van Orden et al. (1988) presented subjects 

with pseudowords and homonyms of familiar words and noted the mistakes 

that they made in tests of associations. The pseudoword sute was often 

associated with clothing and rows with flowers. These errors would not have 

occurred unless these subjects had phonologically recoded the words that 

they saw. Cognitive scientist Charles Perfetti has found that phonological 

information also plays an important part in reading Chinese script, although 

the terminology used in studies of alphabetic readers’ phonological processes 

does not completely suit the unique features of the Chinese writing system 

(Perfetti and Zhang, 1995; Tan and Perfetti, 1998). 

 



 78 

The so-called Stroop Effect has long fascinated cognitive researchers. When 

colour-words such as red, blue and yellow are printed in colours other than 

their own, and subjects are asked to name the ink-colour not the word, there 

is a great struggle to ignore the printed word. This test clearly activates two 

cognitive pathways at the same time, one activated by the ink-colour, the 

other by the printed word. The test is far easier to do in an unfamiliar 

language (MacLeod, 1991). The process of recognising the written words in 

one’s own language is so highly automated that subjects find it difficult to 

suppress their need to read the words in order to perform the task. This 

shows how quickly people have learned to react to printed words. Stroop 

tests have also been used with Chinese subjects reading Chinese characters, 

and these studies have added weight to the notion of dual pathways 

(phonology and semantics) in the activation of meaning in Chinese reading.  

 

Homophones (same-sounding words) are abundant in Chinese and, as many 

of them bear no visual resemblance to each other, they provide excellent 

choices for Stroop colour-word tests. Spinks et al. (2000), in a series of tests, 

used the characters for colour-names, homophones of these characters, and 

semantic associates of colour characters (e.g. blood and red) in various 

combinations. If phonological interference was possible, then the 

homophones of colour-names should also interfere with ink-colour naming. 

A further element of tonal difference was also added to the colour characters 

and their homophones in the test. The results of this investigation showed the 

usual Stroop-effect of interference with colour-names and ink colours. 

Homophones of the colour characters also interfered with the speed of 

response, suggesting that phonology had been activated. Tone-interference 

was stronger for homophones with the same tone, suggesting that tone is 

included in the phonological code. The semantic associates interfered when 

they were incongruous with the ink-colour name (e.g. blood written in green), 

and helped when the colour was “correct” (e.g. grass written in green), 

although these effects were smaller than those of colour characters. This 
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indicates that the semantic links to meaning are probably indirect. This 

ingenious experiment showed that there are two pathways to meaning in 

Chinese, one direct from orthography, as has long been suggested in the 

literature, plus another, from orthography to phonology to meaning (Spinks 

et al., 2000, p. B9). This is a most important finding. 

 

 

BRAIN-IMAGING TECHNOLOGIES 

 

Cognitive neuroscience is a relatively new field of scientific study that has 

been fuelled by the rapidly developing technologies of brain-imaging 

techniques. These technologies permit researchers to record brain activity 

during cognitive tasks. To date, the main advances in this field have been in 

locating where an activity takes place, more than how that process works 

(Matlin, 1998, p. 11). Research in this field has helped to identify the regions 

of the brain that play some role in the reading process. One such method is 

the PET scan (positron emission tomography), which involves injecting a 

small amount of a radioactive substance into the blood, which will attach to 

the molecules that are observed during brain activity. The gamma rays that 

are given off can be recorded by sensors and analysed by computers to build 

up a picture of just where in the brain an increased use of the molecules is 

taking place (Greenfield, 1996, p. 28). 

 

A less invasive technique for investigating the ways in which the brain 

processes language is MRI (magnetic resonance imaging), during which 

researchers will pass a strong, but harmless, magnetic field through a 

subject’s head. The MRI scanner can pick up changes in the metabolic activity 

of the brain while the subject performs a cognitive task. In the 1990s, 

neuroscientists developed an important modification of this technique, called 

fMRI (functional magnetic resonance imaging), which can note changes over 

a five-second period, as against the ninety-second period for MRI. The fMRI 
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also produces more detailed images than the PET scan, at a much lower cost. 

PET scans and fMRI techniques can provide maps of brain activity, but they 

are still too slow to provide precise information about its timing. Another type 

of investigation, known as the ERP technique (event-related potential), can 

record tiny fluctuations of under a second in the electrical activity of the brain 

in response to a stimulus. Also known as the “evoked-response potential 

technique”, this research tool involves placing electrodes on a subject’s scalp 

to record electrical signals (Matlin, 1998; Rayner et al., 2001). In principle, this 

kind of imaging is relatively simple. When a subject is asked to perform a 

particular cognitive task, this places demands on specific neural systems in 

the brain. These systems need to be activated, and this can be observed by 

monitoring changes in cerebral blood flow. Because this oxygenated blood 

has different magnetic properties, this can be captured in coloured imagery 

(Shaywitz, 2001). 

 

Until the advent of these technologies, researchers had no firm indicators for 

the ways in which the brain processed language input. Unlike many other 

human behaviours, reading cannot be studied in animals, and researchers 

previously had to infer the location of cognitive processes from the effects of 

brain injuries on research subjects who had survived them. Functional MRI 

has made it possible, in a very non-invasive way, for researchers to identify 

the regions of the brain that are engaged when healthy subjects are reading, 

or carrying out experimental tasks. 

 

Functional MRI has also been used by researchers investigating the 

differences, if any, between readers of Chinese and readers of English (Chee, 

Tan and Thiel, 1999; Tan et al., 2000a). Since 2002, annual International 

Symposia on Cognitive Neuroscience have been held at the University of 

Hong Kong, with the majority of presenters reporting on findings informed 

by the use of fMRI (e.g. ISCN, 2004). Because the Chinese script is so very 

different from alphabetic scripts in its shape (square, not linear) and 
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phonology (tone, but no letter-sound correspondences), cognitive 

neurological research with the Chinese language is important for the 

advancement of our understanding of the subsystems of the human brain – 

what is universal and what is particular to certain aspects of language. Brain 

imagery is an ideal platform from which to do this. 

 

In a combined ERP-fMRI study of Chinese readers, Tan et al. (2000b) asked 

subjects to read two types of Chinese characters: those in which the phonetic 

component of the character was identical to the character name (and 

meaning), and those in which it was different. Despite the fact that reading 

Chinese would appear to be such a different cognitive challenge from reading 

English, this study found that many of the same areas of the brain were 

activated. They also found that the right hemisphere was heavily involved 

when subjects read the Chinese characters aloud, particularly the right 

inferior frontal gyri, which are associated with the close analysis of spatial 

features, and the right superior temporal lobe, which is known to be relevant 

to the perception and analysis of pitch and tone. The researchers attribute 

these differences to “the unique visual-spatial and tonal analyses demanded 

by Chinese”, and suggest that, “different native languages may shape 

different neural systems” (Tan et al., 2000b, p. 88). 

 

In a keynote address at the 2003 ISCN conference in Hong Kong, Kochunov et 

al. (2003) reported on their use of fMRI and DFM (deformation field 

morphometry) to examine differences in brain shape between English-

speaking Caucasians and Chinese-speaking Asians. The brain areas that were 

chosen for close examination were very specific, and they were chosen 

because each of them had been implicated in earlier studies of Chinese 

language processing as being more active than the same areas in English 

speakers. Acting on the premise that early childhood experiential differences 

could influence “plasticity”, or anatomical changes, these researchers wanted 

to explore whether form is shaped by function. One of the group had 
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previously reported such structural differences in highly skilled musicians 

(Amunts et al., 1997), finding a high correlation between a very early age of 

commencement of musical training (as early as 36 months) and the 

magnitude of these structural differences. As language processing begins 

very early, and the reception and production of sounds are shaped by 

exposure not ethnicity, this study hypothesised that plasticity would be 

found in the key neural structures. Such differences were indeed found 

between the two sets of subjects in the gyri in the frontal, temporal and 

parietal lobes, the regions that are known to differentiate Chinese speakers 

from English speakers; three in the left hemisphere and one in the right 

hemisphere. Three of these areas were larger in the Chinese speakers (middle 

frontal gyrus in the left frontal lobe, the anterior portion of the inferior middle 

temporal gyrus in the left temporal lobe and the superior parietal lobule of 

the right parietal lobe) and one was smaller (the superior parietal lobule of 

the left parietal lobe). The average difference in surface area was in the order 

of two millimeters. The authors claim that these findings are novel and that 

theirs is the first report of an acquired anatomical difference due to the early 

learning of a cognitive strategy (Kochunov et al., 2003). 

 

Another study by some of this same group of researchers (Tan et al., 2003) 

found some interesting fMRI contrasts between Chinese-English bilinguals 

and English monolinguals in a series of tasks that involved the detection of 

rhyming between pairs of Chinese characters and pairs of English words. The 

bilingual subjects were all Chinese-educated and were late-starting, but fluent 

users of English. The bilinguals’ brain activations were the same for both 

English and Chinese stimuli, but the native-English speakers’ activations 

were “in striking contrast”. The differences were related to the degree of 

activation, rather than location. One of the areas of greater activity for the 

Chinese subjects was the middle lateral frontal cortex, which is known to 

mediate spatial information storage and spatial working memory, so the 

researchers concluded that the unique, square configuration of Chinese 
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characters required “elaborated analyses of the visual-spatial locations of the 

strokes in a logograph”. One area of inactivity for the Chinese subjects was 

the left mid-superior temporal cortex, which the research team attributed to 

“the monosyllabic nature of written characters that does not call for automatic 

phonemic analysis” (Tan et al., 2003, pp. 163-164). Phonological analysis in 

Chinese peaked in the left middle frontal cortex, reflecting its close links to 

visual features. The similarity of patterns in the bilinguals’ two languages 

“suggests that the processing of L1 phonology (where logographic characters 

are processed monosyllabically) carries over to L2 processing. The Chinese 

subjects … were applying the strategy of processing Chinese to processing 

English words. They did not automatically use the letter-to-sound conversion 

rules to pronounce English words”. The research team believes that these 

experiments “have produced the most compelling data in support of the 

hypothesis that language experience tunes the cortex” (Tan et al., 2003, p.164). 

 

Despite the fact that these Chinese subjects had learned pinyin in primary 

school in China, their exposure to this alphabetic system was only for a 

matter of months and this, clearly, did not contribute to their phonemic-level 

processing of English words. Tan et al. (2003, p. 164) believe that their brain 

mapping studies “lend strong support to the prominent theory that reading 

involves language-specific neurocognitive systems in which L2 reading is 

shaped by L1 for bilinguals”. 

 

Some fMRI studies have been carried out to specifically focus on the 

comparative neural processing of pinyin and Chinese characters. In mainland 

China, all school-aged children are required to learn the pinyin alphabetic 

writing system in their first few months of their first grade, but, as a written 

script, it is not widely used outside schools. It is not used by adults for new 

character learning, but it might be used to look up a Chinese dictionary 

organised along alphabetic lines, to facilitate the input of Chinese characters 

into computer systems using alphabetic keyboards, and in some foreign name 
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spelling (He et al., 2003, p. 2). According to Siok and Fletcher (2001), 

children’s knowledge of pinyin helps in developing fine sound-discrimination 

skills, or phonemic awareness, which is a strong predictor of later reading 

success. It is important to note that a reader “cannot decipher the meaning of 

a single word in pinyin script solely from its visual form, as homophones are 

very common in Chinese” (Fu et al., 2002, p. 1539). Just the same, it offers 

very regular grapheme-to-phoneme correspondences, unlike the regular 

Chinese script, in which sound is sometimes suggested by the presence of a 

phonetic element in characters at the level of a syllable. 

 

An fMRI study of Chinese readers compared their brain activations for 

reading pinyin and those for regular Chinese characters (Fu et al., 2002). The 

subjects for this study were native Chinese speakers studying in the UK. 

Using fast and slow presentation times and both character and pinyin stimuli, 

the researchers found many common regions of brain activation, but some 

distinct differences. Generally speaking, the Chinese character reading 

showed more bi-hemisphere involvement, but greater overall activation was 

recorded for the pinyin. Fu et al. comment several times in their report that 

the reading of pinyin was very “effortful” for these adult readers, as this 

alphabetic script is not something they use on a regular basis. These 

researchers describe pinyin as “assembled phonology” and Chinese characters 

as “addressed phonology”. This is an interesting distinction, and they use it 

to account for the slower reaction times of their pinyin readers. In their view, 

pinyin reading involves an assembling procedure and is associated with 

greater brain activation than the more addressed procedure likely used for 

Chinese character reading. They claim that the assembly of pinyin demands 

phonological processing, whereas “for Chinese characters there is a learned 

(and therefore directly addressed) association with meaning in which 

semantic processing remains important, but phonological processing is less 

so” (Fu et al., 2002, pp. 1539-1546). It is still conceivable that their subjects 

were struggling with the differences between a very familiar and a not-so-
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familiar writing system, but the suggestion remains that word-form might 

influence the brain’s processing mechanisms. 

 

 

READING IMPAIRMENT STUDIES 

 

Functional MRI has also provided invaluable insights for researchers and 

practitioners in the area of reading difficulty, notably in studies of the 

disability known as dyslexia. Developmental dyslexia is characterised by an 

unexpected difficulty experienced by children and adults who otherwise 

possess the intelligence and motivation considered necessary for accurate and 

fluent reading. Estimates of the presence of dyslexia in school populations 

vary greatly, but the proportion of school-aged children with “reading 

problems” has been estimated to be as high as 20 percent in the USA 

(Gorman, 2003, p. 35) and 14 percent in Hong Kong (Education Commission, 

1990), depending on definitions. A significant proportion of these students 

may be dyslexic, and they will demonstrate problems in the area of 

phonological processing and display distinct neural differences (Shaywitz, 

1996; Stanovich, 1998).  

 

Shaywitz and her colleagues at Yale’s Center for the Study of Learning and 

Attention have studied the neurobiology of reading with hundreds of 

dyslexic and non-dyslexic children since 1994 (Shaywitz, 2001). Their studies 

have tracked the identification of letters to sites in the extrastriate cortex 

within the occipital lobe, phonological processing to the inferior frontal gyrus 

and access to meaning to areas within the middle and superior temporal gyri 

of the brain (Shaywitz, 1996, p. 103). Dyslexics have difficulty in phonemic 

awareness, the ability to segment written words into their underlying 

phonological elements. As a result, the reader experiences difficulty in 

decoding the word and then in identifying it. This deficit is completely 

separate from other abilities that the reader may have, and it offers an 
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explanation for the paradoxical situation of a student who, for example, can 

describe and fluently explain the nature of volcanoes, but cannot summon up 

the word “volcano” when they see it in print (Shaywitz, 1996, p. 102). The 

reading of these children is less automatic, more effortful and slow, and fMRI 

images suggest that there are significant differences in brain activation 

patterns from regular readers (Shaywitz, 2001). An fMRI study of dyslexic 

children conducted by Temple et al. (2001), found an unanticipated “large 

group difference between dyslexic and normal-reading children in brain 

regions involved in single-letter orthographic processing” (p. 306). As many 

studies have shown that knowledge at the level of the single letter is a strong 

predictor of reading success (Adams, 1990; Just and Carpenter, 1987; 

McConkie and Zola, 1981), this is a very significant finding. 

 

In non-Western societies and in linguistic systems that use non-alphabetic 

scripts, dyslexia has only recently been recognised and acknowledged. While 

dyslexia is now known to be universal, its prevalence varies among different 

language groups. In mainland China and Japan, dyslexia rates are claimed to 

be as low as 5 percent, compared to 10-20 percent in the USA (Spaeth, 2003, p. 

42). The accuracy of such figures is probably a matter of debate, as children 

with learning disabilities in Confucian-heritage societies may not be readily 

diagnosed by teachers or parents who see increased effort as the primary 

route to success. Catherine Lam (1999, p. 26), a pediatrician working with 

Hong Kong children who have specific learning disabilities, is concerned that 

”dyslexia and other learning disabilities are seriously under-identified in 

Hong Kong”, and that even children who are identified “have difficulty 

getting the help they need within current structures”. She comments that, 

“sadly, many Hong Kong [medical and educational] professionals … claim 

that these conditions are rare or unimportant … and often put blame on these 

children and their parents for wanting to ‘use labels’ as excuses for school 

failure”. 
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A paper presented by W.T. Siok at the 2003 ISCN Conference in Hong Kong 

showed, via fMRI studies with reading-impaired Chinese children, that a 

central cause of their impairment is a functional disruption of the left middle 

frontal gyrus. This is the very same location that has been shown in other 

studies to be the “Chinese reading center” in adults (Kochunov et al., 2003; 

Tan et al., 2000a, 2000b). Siok describes Chinese readers with problems in this 

region as having “double deficits”, because this brain region is vital for both 

orthography-to-phonology mapping and orthography-to-semantics mapping 

(Siok, 2003). 

 

In a widely publicised article in the journal Nature in September 2004, Siok, 

Perfetti, Jin and Tan announced that Chinese speakers who suffer from 

dyslexia have different brain abnormalities than dyslexic English speakers. 

Following up on an earlier study (Tan et al., 2003) which found differences in 

patterns of brain activity between readers of Chinese and readers of English, 

these researchers speculated that these differences might also hold for 

reading disorders in the two languages. While “behavioural research has 

established that impaired reading of the English language is caused by 

phonological deficits … reading difficulty in Chinese evolves not only from a 

poor quality mapping of orthography to phonology, but also from a 

substandard connection between orthography and semantics” (Siok, Perfetti, 

Jin and Tan, 2004, p. 72).  

At the University of Hong Kong, several fMRI experiments were conducted 

with dyslexic and non-dyslexic Chinese readers. In one task, they had to 

decide if two different characters had the same pronunciation. In another 

task, they were presented with real and pseudo characters and asked about 

their meanings. The impaired readers consistently displayed different 

activation patterns from the non-impaired group. These differences were 

exhibited in the left middle frontal gyrus, the very area that had earlier been 

found to be crucial to normal Chinese reading (Tan et al., 2000a), and the area 



 88 

that Kochunov et al. (2003) had found to be anatomically larger in Chinese 

readers than English readers.  

 

These findings are hugely important because they support the notion that the 

cognitive strategies undertaken in early reading development “tune” the 

cortex in particular ways. The findings also pose a challenge to any unitary 

theories of a common biological origin for dyslexia across languages, a point 

that the worldwide electronic news media seized upon at the time of the 

Nature article in 2004. The study also suggests that researchers need to be 

wary of making sweeping cross-cultural generalisations regarding the 

reading process, particularly between alphabetic and non-alphabetic 

orthographic systems. 

 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

 

The founding of the Society for the Scientific Study of Reading (SSSR) in 1996 

has, through its annual conferences and quarterly journal, steadily built up a 

large and scholarly research-base on the reading process and its problems. 

The weight of such overwhelming research, conducted according to rigorous 

standards, has led to the National Institute of Child Health and Human 

Development (NICHD) in the United States insisting, through the Congress-

appointed National Reading Panel, that reading instruction in US classrooms 

must be “based on scientifically based reading research to ensure that every 

student can read at grade level or above not later than the end of Grade 

Three” (quoted in Shaywitz and Shaywitz, 2002, p. 520). This has become part 

of the “Reading First” component of the “No Child Left Behind” legislation 

signed into US law in January, 2002. If reading problems persist beyond the 

primary school years, it becomes increasingly difficult and time-consuming to 

remediate, and it becomes increasingly likely that poor readers will go on into 

adulthood with their reading problems left unaddressed. 



 89 

 

Here in Hong Kong, it is particularly ironic that so much neuroscientific 

research has been conducted in the HKSAR’s state-of-the-art university 

facilities, but so little of the findings has been disseminated among or 

interpreted by the territory’s language teaching community. While it has to be 

acknowledged that due caution must be exercised in extrapolating from the 

findings of brain research to classroom practices, there must surely be some 

acknowledgement that biscriptal literacy is by no means easy. The claim by 

whole-language second-language educators that “we only learn to read once” 

is not looking too good at all in the face of so much scientific evidence to the 

contrary, but such beliefs still persist, as the following anecdote will 

demonstrate. 

 

Exactly one week after the publication of the ground-breaking article in the 

journal Nature, referred to above (Siok et al., 2004), I met two champions of 

the whole-language school of thought about reading. These two have worked 

closely with Kenneth Goodman, its leading proponent, for several decades. 

David and Yvonne Freeman of the University of Texas-Pan American had 

been invited to my international school in Hong Kong as ESL consultants. In 

a three-way discussion with our school psychologist and David Freeman, I 

presented them with newspaper accounts of the Nature article. The 

psychologist, who was relatively new to the school and had struggled to 

come to grips with the subtle reading difficulties displayed by many of our 

students, was intrigued. Not so David Freeman. He dismissed it outright as 

having “no classroom implications” that we needed to be concerned about. I 

reminded him that many of our students were reading across two very 

different written scripts, but he insisted that reading skills are “always 

transferable, regardless of language” (personal communication, 2004). The 

location of the Freemans’ university in the south-easternmost corner of Texas 

would suggest that their ESL experience is almost entirely with Spanish-

speaking students, for whom this generalisation would still hold. I now 
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consider this encounter to have been a rather sad, but contemporary example 

of Jean Chall’s 1967 claim that “belief systems” ruled the reading debate 

(Chall, 1967, p. 98).  

 

This chapter marks the end of the background chapters of this thesis. It 

should now be clear that Hong Kong’s Chinese students, who are expected to 

become biliterate in Chinese and English and trilingual in Cantonese, 

Putonghua and English, face a daunting educational challenge in a rigid and 

pedagogically unenlightened school system. There is no doubt that both 

teachers and their students are “working really hard” in the Confucian sense, 

to improve the learning situation, but they are also proceeding in the 

Confucian style of “more of the same” (Bunce, 2005b). The situation truly 

calls for a paradigm shift in thinking about biscriptal literacy. Two entirely 

different writing systems demand two completely different sets of reading 

skills. To teach alphabetic literacy, “Chinese-style”, is not only problematic, it 

can be positively counter-productive, as the research study at the core of this 

thesis will demonstrate. 

 

The students who will become the central focus of the following chapters are 

some of the brightest young people in Asia today. They have already won 

their places in top Band One EMI schools, they have been nominated by their 

schools to take part in an English enrichment programme and they have 

survived an entrance test with only a 50 percent acceptance rate to be able to 

attend a summer school programme at one of Hong Kong’s leading 

international schools.  

 

The next three chapters of this thesis will follow these high-flying Hong Kong 

students through a three-week “research intervention”; an educational 

programme which has been designed to assess and improve their 

understanding and appreciation of the alphabetic principle. Chapter Six 

provides details of this project’s research design, and Chapters Seven and 

CONTENTS CHAPTER 6 
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Eight will examine its outcomes. Throughout these chapters, continual 

reference will be made to the Word Wizards© word-study programme, full 

lesson-by-lesson details of which are provided on the enclosed CD-ROM. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

RESEARCH DESIGN: TESTING AND TEACHING 
 

 
All of the topics are not taught in my school. 
(33) Word Wizards course participant, 2004. 
 
I thought that words are boring, but now it’s fun. I like knowing 
the story behind them. I didn’t know words are made complex with 
suffixes and prefixes. 
(T 34) Word Wizards trial-course participant, 2002. 
 
In our school the teacher usually gives us a long passage full of new 
words and asks us to check for their meanings. We write the 
Chinese characters above the English words.  
(31) Word Wizards course participant, 2004. 
 
Words can be fun at times, not the classic “memorization of 
meanings” method we do in Hong Kong schools. 
(T 30) Word Wizards trial-course participant, 2002. 

 

 

The study of children’s reading development is a huge field of educational 

endeavour which has come to be characterised by a wide range of research 

methods, a diversity of ideological perspectives and instructional approaches, 

and most importantly, by high-stakes consequences for the children at the 

centre of the process. When these children are attempting to become 

trilingual and biliterate, as is the case in Hong Kong, there is heightened 

pressure on school systems to deliver such high-sounding socio-political 

imperatives. Yet, as noted in Chapter Four, there has been very little research 

conducted in the Hong Kong school system on which to build a reliable 

research-base to better inform classroom practice in the teaching of English 

(Bunce, 1999). Even those research projects which have closely studied Hong 

Kong’s university students and their preferred learning styles (Biggs and 

Watkins, 1996, 2001; Kember and Gow, 1990, 1991) have had little impact on 

the territory’s school system, which has long preferred to follow its own well-

established practices.  

 

CONTENTS 
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Given the absolute centrality of the alphabetic principle to the development 

of efficient and effective reading in English, and the critical importance of 

reading as a self-teaching mechanism, it is crucial for the future viability of 

Hong Kong as an international trading and financial centre that its school-

aged students do, indeed, manage to become trilingual and biliterate citizens. 

At this point in Hong Kong’s economic and political development, the service 

sector is playing an increasingly important role in defining the city’s future. It 

is essential that the territory’s school system is able to produce young adults 

with creative and critical thinking skills, who are able to communicate their 

ideas with ease. 

 

 

THE RESEARCH QUESTIONS  

 

Two over-arching research questions have guided the direction of this thesis 

so far:  

 

1. How well established are alphabetic concepts among secondary school students in  
    Hong Kong? 
 
2. Can Hong Kong’s secondary school students’ alphabetic understandings be  
    improved?  
 

The preceding chapters have gone some way towards addressing the first of 

these questions, but more empirical information is required to support the 

claims that I have made regarding an apparent paucity of decoding skills in 

the Hong Kong secondary-school population. This general research question 

was duly operationalised to enable some small-scale, exploratory studies to 

be conducted regarding the current situation in three different educational 

settings in the city. The first research question was modified to read as 

follows: 
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How well established are alphabetic concepts among secondary school students in 
three specific educational settings in Hong Kong? 
 

In Chapter Two, I described two opportunistic testing exercises that I 

conducted with a total of 230 students from the two low-banded secondary 

schools in which I worked as a NET. The results of these two testing exercises 

showed very low levels of phonological awareness among the students who 

were tested. A more convincing answer to my first research question, 

however, required a wider sample of Hong Kong’s secondary school students 

to ascertain whether the patterns that were observed in the two low-banded, 

CMI schools might also be found in higher-banded, EMI schools. To date, no 

other multi-school studies of phonological awareness skills have been 

conducted across such a range of Hong Kong secondary schools. 

 

The second guiding research question is both quantitative and qualitative in 

nature, demanding the exploration of some viable pedagogical pathways to 

improve Hong Kong students’ understanding of the alphabetic principle. In 

most alphabetic-language education systems, remedial literacy work is 

usually undertaken with isolated, disadvantaged or disabled adolescent and 

adult readers. Such programmes meet with varying degrees of success 

(Simmons and Kameenui, 1998). Hong Kong’s hard-working, Confucian-

heritage ethics tend to work against any special provisions for students with 

learning differences. Secondary school students who “fall behind” are mainly 

served by tutorial schools, where they will be provided with a range of short-

term “exam-survival tactics” rather than individualised remedial 

programmes in core skills. While many NET teachers have been asked to run 

“phonics programmes” in Hong Kong’s primary and secondary schools, there 

have been so many administrative limitations associated with them that, to 

date, I have heard very few success stories. Remedial programmes in 

alphabetic understandings, other than the teaching of the International 

Phonetic Alphabet (IPA), are not common, nor seen as necessary, by teachers 

or administrators in Band One EMI schools.  



 92 

 

The Word Wizards© word-study teaching programme that was specifically 

developed for this research project is unique in Hong Kong, in both its 

concept and design. It is this programme that will be used to address the 

second, operationalised research question: 

 

Can the alphabetic understandings of a group of Hong Kong secondary school 
students attending a specific summer school programme be improved? 
 

 

THE DIFFICULTIES AND LIMITATIONS OF ACTION RESEARCH 

 

By definition, action research is an activity that is fully embedded in the 

workplace. Action researchers cannot hope to operate in isolation from either 

their colleagues or the general procedures that govern daily work-routines. 

The practice of action research starts with the nomination of a problematic 

aspect of daily work, proceeds with an investigation into this problem, and 

leads into an informed attempt to remedy the situation.  

 

Unfortunately, the Hong Kong secondary school system does not lend itself 

very well at all to the needs and styles of action research, and it was not until 

I had actually left the aided-schools and the NET scheme that I was able to 

carry out a deliberate “intervention programme” with Hong Kong students. 

This opportunity came in the form of the summer school English Immersion 

Program (EIP) for highly motivated Chinese students from Band One EMI 

schools, which was conducted annually on the campus of the Hong Kong 

international school where I worked.  

 

The first, and possibly the largest, hurdle for me in gaining research access to 

the summer school students was to convince the programme’s expatriate 

director that Hong Kong’s most capable students of English might have some 

problems at the most fundamental levels of English-language learning. How 
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could students who were applying to undertake an intensive English 

language extension programme possibly have a problem with the alphabet? 

The North American director had had no teaching experience in Hong Kong’s 

local schools, so she was not convinced that such high-flying students could 

benefit from a short course in “phonics” alongside their regular literature 

programme.  

 

When the time came for the summer school applicants to sit for an essay-type 

selection test, I offered to assess all of the applicants’ essays in return for an 

opportunity to also test aspects of their phonological awareness skills in an 

unseen dictation passage and a short spelling test. The bemused director 

agreed. In January, 2002, there were 278 applicants from Hong Kong’s 114 

EMI schools for approximately 150 places in the two different summer school 

programmes (English and Mathematics), both of which used an essay as part 

of their selection process. When the school’s selection panel saw the results of 

the dictation and spelling tests, they openly acknowledged their complete 

surprise that these undeniably bright and articulate students of English had 

shown curious problems in the spelling of unknown, yet easily encodable 

words. 

 

I was then invited to put forward a proposal for an additional programme of 

study which could dovetail into the existing coursework of the summer 

school’s English Immersion Program (EIP). Given the advanced ESL nature of 

the student intake and the social standing of their schools, the term ‘phonics’ 

seemed a little inappropriate, so a course with the catchy title of Word 

Wizards© was proposed. The proposal was eventually accepted after a very 

skeptical, emailed agreement from the fly-in Canadian course leaders, who 

had not noticed any word-level decoding problems when teaching the 

programme in previous years. A trial version of the Word Wizards© 

programme was finally able to run in the summer of 2002. 
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These background details are provided here to demonstrate the ideological 

and pedagogical hurdles that can beset the school-based, teacher-action-

researcher. In this case, it was (understandably) deemed necessary for me to 

produce clear, convincing evidence of the existence of a “problem” before any 

kind of remedial element would be accepted in a long-established teaching 

programme. It is never enough for action researchers to merely nominate a 

problem that they alone perceive in the workplace. They must prove to others 

that such a problem exists and that it warrants attention, and then negotiate 

with the key stakeholders for permission to undertake the kinds of remedial 

action that they believe will have some chance of success.  

 

 

RESEARCH DESIGN 

 

The two broad research questions that I chose to explore in this project placed 

some complex demands on its research design. Addressing these two 

questions required the use of both quantitative and qualitative research 

methods in order to generate useful data from a large group of participants, 

as well as data at an individual level. This project needed a well-designed 

testing programme as well as a carefully crafted teaching programme. 

 

The research design chapter will now describe these two programmes in 

some detail. Further information regarding specific teaching methods is 

provided in Appendix Two, and lesson-by-lesson descriptions are available 

on the CD-ROM. This chapter will proceed in the following sequence: 

 

The Testing Programme 

 

• All summer school applicants in 2004: a large-group spelling test 

• The Word Wizards© group: pre- and post-programme test comparisons 

• The Level Two group: The Graded Nonword Reading Test  
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The Teaching Programme 

 

• The Word Wizards© programme: overall rationale and principles of course 
design 

• The Word Wizards© programme: principles of lesson design and teaching 
methods 

• The Word Wizards© programme: student observations and reflections 
(qualitative data collection) 

 

Figure 6.1 (overleaf) shows a timeline of the various testing and teaching 

programmes that were undertaken over the three-and-a-half-year time-span 

of this project, from the initial trial testing in January 2002, to the main 

research exercise in July-August 2004, through to discussions with a small 

group of returnees in August 2005. 
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Figure 6.1: Timeline of the Word Wizards© Testing and Teaching Programmes 

 (the main research groups are indicated in bold type and in shaded boxes) 
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THE TESTING PROGRAMME 
 

 

ALL APPLICANTS IN 2004: A LARGE-GROUP SPELLING TEST 
 

Participant selection 

 

Every one of the students who was involved in the two large-scale testing 

exercises was enrolled in Form Three (Year Ten) in one of Hong Kong’s 114 

EMI Band One schools. All were applicants for the summer school English 

Immersion Program (EIP) at my international high school. All had been 

nominated by their school principals and heads of English as highly 

motivated students who might gain some benefit from the summer 

programme. They were also able to afford the relatively expensive fee of 

HKD 4,000 each for the three-week programme. The nominated students 

were invited to the international school on a Sunday in January to undergo a 

45-minute written essay test. Each year approximately 150 students are 

invited to sit for this entrance test, of whom about 80 are accepted into the 

programme. In the years 2003 and 2004 these students also undertook a 15-

minute spelling test with me. Apart from providing the programme director 

with the students’ spelling scores, I had no role to play in the final choice of 

the EIP participants, nor in their class groupings. These decisions were almost 

entirely based on their essay scores, with the spelling test results being used 

to decide in borderline cases. In January 2003, there were 134 applicants for 

the programme, and in January 2004, there were 135 applicants. 

 

From an ethical perspective, it is important to note that the application form 

for the summer school included a section in which parental consent was 

sought for the students to take part in my research project. The spelling test’s 

answer sheet also included a student-consent section, which was explained at 

the time of the test, and all of the course applicants were given a brief, take-

home information sheet about the research project. 
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Figure 6.2: The 
spelling test 

THE SPELLING 
TEST 

 
nab 
lop 
rid 
huff 
weg 
seep 
mare 
jest 
flain 

plode 
grime 
thress 
refute 
strickle 
blender 
discount 

pentadrome 
ventilate 

monograph 
supertronic 

 

 

Those students who were tested in January 2003 were supposed to become 

the first subjects of this research project, but the advent of SARS (severe acute 

respiratory syndrome) in Hong Kong in the intervening months meant that 

the entire July-August 2003 summer school programme was cancelled. A new 

group of applicants was tested in January 2004, and they formed the bulk of 

the 2004 EIP summer school intake. Some students 

from the 2003 cancelled programme were offered a 

second chance to take the course in 2004 (see Figure 

6.1). 

 

The testing instrument: a spelling-dictation test 

 

This test was devised and used for pre-testing in 2003 

and it was used again, without any changes, in 2004. 

The twenty words in the test are shown here in Figure 

6.2.  

 

The words chosen for this test were all deemed to be 

easily encodable, in that they all had regular, 

predictable letter-sound correspondences. If the 

students listened closely to the words as they were being read, and if they 

knew their phoneme-grapheme correspondences, 

they would be able to achieve a high score. As the test 

proceeded, the words became progressively longer and multisyllabic. No 

words were chosen to be deliberately “tricky”, but there was a need to avoid 

too many words that might be found in common usage, as these might have 

already been committed to memory. 

 

The twenty real words and pseudowords in the test were chosen (or created) 

so that they would contain a wide range of consonant and vowel 
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THE TEST WORDS AND SENTENCES 
 

1. nab  I saw the police nab the bank robbers.   nab 
2. lop  We had to lop the very tall tree.    lop 
3. rid  Let’s get rid of all the rubbish.    rid 
4. huff  The tired hiker started to huff and puff.   huff 
5. weg  She carefully attached the weg to the strap.   weg 
6. seep I watched the water seep into the dry soil.   seep 
7. mare The grey mare is the jockey’s favourite horse.  mare 
8. jest  He loves to joke and jest with his friends.   jest 
9. flain They were hurt and slightly flain in the car accident.  flain 
10. plode The workmen had to plode the filter in the air conditioner. plode 
11. grime The old house had a lot of grime on the floor.  grime 
12. thress My sister loves to eat cold thress on toast.   thress 
13. refute He could not refute his teacher’s argument.   refute 
14. strickle The bus driver had to go around the strickle in the road. strickle 
15. blender We use a blender to make fruit juice.    blender 
16. discount Hong Kong people love Jusco’s discount sales.  discount 
17. pentadrome Tonight’s race at the pentadrome will be very exciting. pentadrome 
18. ventilate He opened the windows to ventilate the room.  ventilate 
19. monograph She wrote a monograph about her experiment.  monograph 
20. supertronic My son loves to play with supertronic toys and games. supertronic 
 

 

combinations, and they were arranged so that the list would work its way 

from some monosyllabic CVC (consonant–vowel-consonant) combinations, 

through some words with longer vowels, to those with consonant blends and 

multiple syllables. Several of the words also contained common prefixes or 

suffixes. 

 

 
Figure 6.3: The spelling test words used in sentences 

 

Each word was read aloud once by itself, then placed in the middle of a 

simple sentence, and then read by itself once more. The students wrote their 

responses on an answer sheet with twenty numbered spaces. This is exactly 

the same manner in which spelling-dictation is delivered in Hong Kong 

primary and secondary classrooms. The major departure from regular 

classroom practice, however, is that this list of words is “unseen”. By contrast, 

the overwhelming majority of paragraph- or spelling-dictations in Hong 

Kong classrooms are “seen”, and can therefore be memorised in preparation 

for the test. Unfortunately, “unseen” dictations such as this one, are dreaded 

by most Hong Kong students. 
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The words in the test were classified into five categories, and the rationale for 

the selection (or design) of each word was as follows: 

 

• simple, three- or four-lettered CVC words:  nab, lop, rid, huff, weg 

 

Each of these single-syllable words contained one of the five short-vowel 

sounds of English, and this group of words spanned a range of different 

initial and final consonants. There were four real words in this set (used as 

verbs in the test sentences), with weg (used as a noun in the test sentence) 

being the only pseudoword. The real words, nab, lop and rid, might not be 

known to the students, but they are easily encodable with close listening. 

These able young readers of English were expected to know that a final /f/ 

sound in short words is often spelled with a double-‘f’. 

 

• long-vowel sounds:  seep, mare 

 

These two single-syllable words were chosen as representatives of the two 

most common ways in which English vowel sounds can be lengthened: by 

doubling the central vowel letter or by the addition of a final ‘e’. Both are real 

words, although they may not be in common use. As real words, they were 

scored for their original, correct spelling pattern according to their usage in 

the sentences, although it has to be acknowledged that both words could 

have alternate but incorrect renditions, such as “siep”, “seap”, “mair” or 

“mayor”. The role of final ‘e’ in lengthening the preceding vowel is such an 

important aspect of English spelling, that this pattern was repeated five more 

times in the test: twice in the single-syllable words and three times in the final 

syllable position in the multisyllabic words. 

 

• consonant blends:  jest, flain, plode, grime, thress 
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These five single-syllable words introduced some common consonant blends: 

one in the final position, and four in the initial position. These are ‘-st’, ‘fl-‘, 

‘pl-‘, ‘gr-‘ and ‘thr-‘. Three of the words in this group were pseudowords 

(flain, plode and thress) and alternative spellings would need to be accepted 

for two of them: “flane” and “pload”. It would be difficult to spell thress any 

other way, and students were expected to know that a final /s/ sound is 

commonly made with a double-‘s’. Three of these words contained long 

vowel sounds (flain, plode and grime) and two of them contained the short 

/e/ sound (jest and thress), which the 2002 trial testing had shown to be 

problematic, despite its extremely common presence in short English words 

and syllables. There was a slim chance that the students might know the two 

real words, jest and grime, but these are not in common usage in Hong 

Kong.  

 

• two-syllable words:  refute, strickle, blender, discount 

 

Each of these two-syllable words has an element of English word-building 

with which secondary students should be familiar. There are two prefixes, 

‘re-‘ and ‘dis-‘, and the suffix, ‘-er’. There is also a final ‘e’ generating a long 

vowel sound in the word refute, and a vowel diphthong in discount. Only 

one of these words was invented, and it contained a very common onset 

consonant cluster, ‘str-‘, followed by the common two-syllable rime, ‘-ickle’. 

Materialistic Hong Kong students were expected to be fairly familiar with the 

two words, blender and discount, and some success was expected on these 

two. As active debaters, some of the students might also have come across the 

word, refute, in their training and rehearsals.  

 

• three- and four-syllable words:  pentadrome, ventilate, monograph,  
    supertronic 

 

Each of the words in the final category was a “modular” construction, using 

word segments from the fields of mathematics and science. They all had two 
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main components: a prefix and a base (in the case of pentadrome and 

monograph), a base and a suffix (in the word ventilate) and one 

pseudoword was constructed by combining a prefix and a suffix 

(supertronic). The first three words have an unstressed central syllable, 

which is pronounced as the “schwa” sound in each case, but it is spelled 

differently in each word, reflecting the spelling of the particular base or affix.  

 

Data collection 

 

On the testing day, the 135 applicants in 2004 were divided into two groups. 

One group began their selection testing with the 45-minute essay-writing 

exercise, and the other group began with the 15-minute spelling-dictation 

test. This allowed me to present the same test to both groups in the same 

manner. The students’ response sheets were collected immediately after the 

test. No words were repeated, despite one student’s request for me to do so. 

 

Data analysis of January 2004 results 

 

Each of the 135 students’ responses in the January 2004 test was scored as 

being either correct, incorrect or a non-attempt. Isolated letters were scored as 

incorrect responses. Each student was given a score out of twenty and the 

percentages of correct, incorrect and nil responses were calculated. These 

percentages, together with those obtained from the 134 students who took the 

same test in 2003, were used to provide some insights into the phonological 

skill levels of a large group of Hong Kong’s most able students of English.  

 

Secondly, the patterns in these results were compared with the patterns that 

were found among the 230 students who had been tested in previous years in 

the two low-banded schools. This comparison could only be made at a very 

general level, however, as the two tests and the two testing circumstances 

were quite different. Nonetheless, the relative success rates of the two 
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different populations allowed some broad generalisations to be made about 

Hong Kong students’ alphabetic understandings, in answer to the first 

research question.  

 

Thirdly, each of the words in the 20-item test was subjected to an analysis of 

its error patterns. The 135 renditions of each word in 2004 were transcribed in 

alphabetical order and examined syllable-by-syllable and sound-by-sound. 

This close analysis of the spelling patterns permitted some further 

generalisations to be made regarding the frequency of certain types of errors, 

and it provided some extremely valuable pointers for the design of the Word 

Wizards© teaching programme. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THE 2004 Word Wizards© GROUP:  
PRE- AND POST-PROGRAMME TEST COMPARISONS 
 

Participant selection 

 

As noted on the timeline (Figure 6.1), some 79 students were eventually 

selected to take part in the 2004 English Immersion Program, all of whom 

undertook the Word Wizards© course. This group of students was a 

combination of 26 from the cancelled 2003 cohort and 53 from the 2004 

applicants. I had no idea until the commencement of the summer school that 

an invitation had been extended to the students who had missed the 2003 

programme because of the SARS outbreak. This meant that there was a wider 

age-range in every class, but fortunately the students hardly seemed aware of 

it, as they had all come from different schools and very few knew each other 
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beforehand. The selected students were allocated by the summer school 

coordinator into four class groups of 21, 20 and two groups of 19 students.  

 

The testing instrument: a spelling-dictation test 

 

All 79 students had taken the same 20-word spelling test that was described 

in the previous section in either January 2003 or January 2004. This test was 

designated the “pre-test” for this group and it was used again in August 2004 

on the last day of the Word Wizards© course as the “post-test”. No changes 

were made to the words, the sentences or the manner of presentation in the 

post-test situation. 

 

Data collection 

 

The students did not know that there was going to be a spelling test on the 

last day of the summer school, and the twenty test words were judiciously 

avoided during the teaching programme. The test was given to each of the 

four classes in turn, in the four lessons before the daily lunch-break. There 

was very little opportunity for the students to pass on the test words to the 

other groups, and there was no incentive to do so, as there were no grades 

awarded at any stage during the summer programme. The test was 

administered in the same way that it had been in January, with each of the 

test words presented singly, then in a sentence, and then singly again. The 

students signed another consent form to permit the collation and comparison 

of their two test results. After the test, the students’ answer sheets were 

numbered from 1 to 79, stapled to their pre-test answer sheets for follow-up 

analysis and their names removed from both pages. 

 

Data analysis 
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The pre-post test results were analysed in two major ways: the word-by-word 

changes and the changes in the students’ two performances. 

 

words: The number of correct pre-test responses to each word was recorded 

and graphed in order of increasing difficulty from the “easiest” to the 

“hardest” words. Then the number of post-test correct responses to each 

word was recorded and graphed alongside the earlier scores. The amount of 

improvement or decline was noted, word-by-word, to ascertain any patterns 

or changes in the data. 

 

students: The 79 students’ pre- and post-test correct scores out of 20 were 

compared, both graphically and statistically. The statistical significance of the 

differences between the group’s two performances was calculated using a 

paired-sample t-test conducted at the 0.05 level of significance, to test the null 

hypothesis that there would be no change between the two sets of scores. A 

Pearson correlation coefficient was calculated for the two sets of data, then 

this figure was squared to obtain a coefficient of determination, in order to 

ascertain the predictability of the post-test scores, given the pre-test scores. 

One further calculation was made to ascertain the practical significance of the 

“effect size” for this particular group of students, using Cohen’s d. 

 

This set of quantitative data was designed to address the second research 

question in this project, regarding the possibility of improving Hong Kong 

students’ alphabetic understandings. This numerical data was later combined 

with the more qualitative information that was obtained from the students’ 

feedback on the teaching programme. 

 

THE LEVEL TWO GROUP – THE GRADED NONWORD READING TEST  
 

Participant selection 
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Every year in the EIP summer school programme, a small group of 

“graduates” from the previous year’s course is invited back to undertake a 

Level Two programme. The twelve students in this group in 2004 had 

previously taken part in the trial-version of the Word Wizards© programme 

which I had taught in 2002. This group participated in a five-lesson, follow-up 

course in 2004, which I called, Word Circus©. 

 

The testing instrument: The Graded Nonword Test 

 

A standardised, individually administered, commercial test was used to 

assess the micro-reading skills of this small group of students. The Graded 

Nonword Reading Test (Snowling, Stothard and McLean, 1996) is a five-minute 

reading test that measures a subject’s ability to read pseudowords. It is not at 

all diagnostic in nature, as it is simply a quick, “snapshot” test. This 

instrument was developed in the UK in the 1990s during research work with 

children who displayed the characteristics of developmental dyslexia. Such 

children have a particularly difficult time reading invented nonwords 

because of their impaired phonological awareness skills. (The test 

administrator’s manual provides details of the test’s high internal and test-

retest reliability, and its equally high concurrent and external validity in 

assessing reading difficulties.) 

 

This test presents the student with 20 “words” which are graded in difficulty. 

The first ten are single-syllabled and the second ten have two syllables. Each 

word is printed by itself on a postcard-sized page of a spiral-bound test book. 

The instructions to subjects stress the fact that these are invented words: 

 

I am going to ask you to read some silly nonsense words. These are not real 
words because I have made them up. They are pretend words. 
 

(Snowling, Stothard and McLean, 1996, p. 11) 
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Even though this test is mainly designed for use with children between 6 and 

11 years of age, its designers state that it is also suitable for older readers and 

adults with suspected reading difficulties. I obtained permission from the test 

publishers to use it with the Word Circus© class at the 2004 Summer School, 

and the twelve students in the class were tested on a one-to-one basis, 

according to the procedures provided in the test manual. This test was only 

given to the higher-level Word Circus© class. The logistics of administering 

such a one-to-one test with the 79-strong Word Wizards© group would have 

been too disruptive to their learning programme.  

 

In the testing manual, the designers of this test express their belief that the 

simplest nonwords are those of only one syllable, which contain single 

consonants and short vowels in a CVC pattern. They also claim that short-

vowel spellings are easier to decode than long vowels. By their reckoning, 

nonwords such as bip, feg and trang would be easier to read aloud than 

simtobe or goombin. This is an interesting assumption in the light of the 

problems that Cantonese speakers are known to have in distinguishing 

between short and long vowel sounds in English (Hung, 2002). The test 

manual makes no mention at all of students from a language background 

other than English.  

 

The test items are as follows, listed here in the order of their presentation in 

the test booklet: 

 

5 practice items:   feg, wut, hin, mot, kib 
 
10 single-syllable words:  hast, kisp, mosp, drant, prab, sted, gromp,  

trolb, snid, twesk 
 

10 two-syllable words: tegwop, balras, molsmit, nolcrid, twamket,  
stansert, hinshink, chamgalp, kipthirm, 
sloskon 
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The stated aim of this short test is to provide the assessor with an immediate 

picture of a child’s comfort or discomfort with the decoding challenges it 

contains. It is mainly used as a first-step assessment tool. Further testing of a 

more diagnostic nature would need to be arranged for any students who 

struggled with this test. 

 

Data collection 

 

Each Level Two student’s word-by-word correctness and total score was 

recorded. This quick test does not permit the assessor any time to record the 

specific errors that may be made on each word. 

 

Data analysis 

 

The students’ total scores and the word-by-word success rates were recorded. 

The following day, I presented the Level Two class with the words from their 

test arranged in order of their apparent difficulty, and a lively class 

discussion ensued. The data that was obtained from this individual testing 

exercise was considered secondary to the main research results, but it did 

serve to shed some additional light on the first research question, and it 

provided some valuable anecdotal, meta-linguistic comments from the 

students. 

 

 

THE TEACHING PROGRAMME 
 

 

THE Word Wizards© PROGRAMME:  
OVERALL RATIONALE AND PRINCIPLES OF COURSE DESIGN 
 

Many argue that English language literacy development is best preceded by 

extensive practice in pre-literacy phonemic awareness skills, during which 
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young learners are “tuned” into finer and finer sound discrimination skills, 

starting with the aural separation of words, then syllables, then phonemes 

(Simmons and Kameenui, 1998). According to Marilyn Adams (1990), 

students with these refined sound-discrimination skills are ready to embark 

on the road to alphabetic literacy in the elementary school, with the 

subsequent teaching of letter recognition and letter-sound correspondences. 

These young learners will then gradually move on through the recognition 

and manipulation of familiar patterns within words (e.g. phonograms such as 

‘-ink’, ‘-ate’, ‘-ine’ etc.), then on to the level of “word families” and the use of 

dictionaries. Of course, Adams was writing about very young children who 

were learning to read in their mother tongue of English. In this research 

project, I was working with highly competent second-language learners of 

English who had already had nine or ten years’ of apparently successful 

exposure to this language at school.  

 

In Hong Kong, as can be seen from the students’ comments which open each 

chapter of this thesis, it seems that very few students pay close attention to 

the word-level of English, and that word-study had not been given an 

important place in their prior language-learning experiences, let alone the 

study of individual sounds. The majority of their language learning had taken 

place at the level of the sentence and the paragraph, with mere words being 

relegated to vocabulary lists for memorisation.  

 

My teaching experience in the Hong Kong school system had shown me that 

English spelling, while it was often tested, was rarely explored along word-

building lines. Once, in a pre-university Sixth Form class, we had come across 

the word “audience” in a reading passage. I paused to make some 

connections with other words in the “audio” family, and the class was quite 

surprised by these links. They began to see, possibly for the first time, that 

there were many, many word-families in English and that each individual 

word did not necessarily stand alone. Even the English department head, 
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with whom I team-taught the class, was taken aback by this insight. She said 

that, in all her education in English, she had “never taken words apart like 

that” (2000, personal communication). 

 

The overall design of the 2004 Word Wizards© course can best be described as a 

word-study programme. Linda Moats, a reading researcher with the National 

Institute of Child Health and Human Development (NICHD) in the United 

States, defines word-study as “the process of learning everything about 

words, including their spelling, meaning, pronunciation, historical origin, and 

relationship with other words” (Moats, 2000, cited in Blevins, 2001, p.200). 

Most skilled readers are able to draw on a wide range of word knowledge 

when they tackle new text. They may use a knowledge of phonics to assist in 

pronunciation, context clues to infer a word’s meaning, and a knowledge of 

the parts of the words to help decipher its meaning. These skills are essential 

in relating new words to known words, as students build up their personal 

vocabularies by a process of self-teaching; the sine qua non of reading 

acquisition (Share, 1995). This does not happen if readers habitually skip over 

new or highly challenging words. For learner-readers of foreign languages, 

the challenge of a huge new vocabulary can seem far less daunting if there are 

generalisable patterns to be found in the target language. 

They should be able to manipulate the features of words in ways that will 

allow them to generalise beyond individual words to “families” of words 

which work in similar ways.  

 

According to Nagy and Anderson (1984), as many as 60 percent of English 

words have meanings that can be deduced from the meanings of their parts, 

and a further 10 percent offer readers useful clues to their meanings. The 

better a student’s knowledge of the English spelling system, the better they 

will be at decoding an unfamiliar word, inventing a correct spelling and 

guessing a word’s meaning. Linnea Ehri (1992, p. 308) put it this way: 
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What students store in memory about specific words’ spellings is regulated in 
part by what they know about the general system. Learners who lack this 
knowledge are left with rote memorisation which takes longer and is more 
easily forgotten. Similarly, what students learn about the orthographic system 
evolves in part from the accumulation of experiences with specific word 
spellings. 

 

Pity the poor Hong Kong student of English who has to learn to read without 

a wider appreciation of the patterns and connections that exist between and 

within words. Ehri’s description of such learners as being “left with rote 

memorisation”, is a very apt description of Hong Kong’s English learners. 

 

Vocabulary development had been a recurrent theme in many of my 

discussions with Hong Kong teachers and parents. This, plus the fact that 

vocabulary workbooks often dominate the reference sections of local 

bookstores, and that several of my international school students employed 

“vocabulary tutors”, led me to believe that “vocabulary development” would 

be an attractive selling-point for an English-language summer course, and 

one that would pose no image problems for the summer school. Through an 

outward focus on “vocabulary” and getting to know English words, I would 

have a logical starting point from which to eventually introduce a series of 

lessons on phonics.  

 

I designed this teaching programme so that it would gradually delve deeper 

and deeper into the internal structure of words, effectively reversing Adams’ 

step-by-step literacy sequence. In the Word Wizards© course, these proficient 

adolescent users of English as a second language would be led back through 

the kinds of word-study and spelling programmes to which native speakers 

have been exposed in the upper primary years, towards the foundation 

phonics and phonemic awareness skills of the early grades.  

 

The fourteen lessons in the summer school programme proceeded in the 

following sequence: 
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Lesson 1:    Words 
Lesson 2:    Dictionaries and Thesauruses 
Lesson 3:    Greek and Latin Roots 
Lesson 4:    Prefixes and Suffixes 
Lesson 5:    Syllables and Rhymes 
Lesson 6:    Syllable-stress and Rhymes 
Lesson 7:    Phonemes and Graphemes 
Lesson 8:    Listening for Phonemes 
Lesson 9:    Consonants and Vowels 
Lesson 10:  Vowels – Short and Long 
Lesson 11:  Vowels – Diphthongs 
Lesson 12:  Phoneme Dominoes 
Lesson 13:  Big Word Analysis 
Lesson 14:  Reflection, Evaluation and Recognition 

 

 

THE Word Wizards© PROGRAMME:  
PRINCIPLES OF LESSON DESIGN AND TEACHING METHODS 
 

The 2004 Word Wizards© course benefitted a great deal from the observations 

that were made during the 2002 trial programme. Classroom discussions and 

anecdotal feedback from the 2002 trial group indicated that these students 

had very little idea of the “story of words” nor the concept of “word 

families”. As was the case in the researcher’s low-banded CMI schools, these 

Band One EMI students rarely consulted an English-only dictionary and 

almost none had any idea what a thesaurus was. 

 

In the very first class, the Word Wizards© programme was introduced to the 

students as a metaphorical study of human biology. The students were 

introduced to words as if they were “people”. They were told that they would 

go on to examine the numerous relationships and family histories of these 

individuals, which would provide them with clues to their “personalities” (or 

meanings) and their “inheritance” (or etymology). They would then examine 

them in terms of their “organic systems” (affixes, roots and syllables) and 

finally arrive at the “cellular” level of the phoneme. They would be 

progressively led through a staged series of classroom activities and 
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interactive games that would lead them deeper and deeper into the internal 

structure of English words.  

 

Each lesson was planned to open with an “advance organiser”, an idea that 

would bind the lesson together. This was followed by a carefully sequenced, 

adolescent-appropriate series of activities, to maintain the interest-levels of 

these bright students. If the activities were challenging enough, the students 

would not baulk at the prospect of working at the phonemic level of the 

language. 

 

One challenge in the lesson design was to find, or to develop, classroom 

materials and activities that would engage a very discerning group of 

adolescent learners over fourteen one-hour lessons. Very few of the readily 

available phonics-teaching materials are pitched above the junior primary 

level. Most are printed in over-sized letters using “babyish” words and 

sentences. A lot of these commercially available materials assume an age-

related and culturally specific vocabulary that second-language learners may 

not have acquired; for example, words such as bucket, spade, ladder, cot, drum 

and fox. The paucity of age- and culture-neutral materials for the older learner 

is an issue that has long frustrated ESL and remedial reading teachers. This, 

combined with the stranglehold that “whole language” approaches seem to 

have on several major publishing houses, means that any calls for the 

teaching of phonics in the Hong Kong context, especially in secondary 

schools, will pose some major resourcing challenges.  

 

The materials that were gathered and developed especially for the fourteen-

lesson Word Wizards© programme involved a considerable amount of 

research, some creative adaptation and additional professional development. 

 

My training in the THRASS method (Teaching Handwriting Reading and 

Spelling Skills) was particularly useful in designing the latter part of the Word 
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Wizards© course. The core element of this teaching programme is a large, 

yellow wall-chart which arranges the 44 phonemes of English into “family 

groups” of common words which act as exemplars of the most common 

spelling choices (graphemes) for each sound. The chart is accompanied by an 

array of supporting materials and a “sound-rap” audiotape. The chart itself 

(see Appendix Two) is an ingenious construction which echoes the design of 

the periodic table of the elements used in the physical sciences.  

 

When it came to word games, only a few of the 2002 trial group of students 

reported that they had had any exposure to standard crosswords. The main 

games they had met in English classes were Hangman, Scrabble and Search-a-

Word puzzles. I discovered that the trial group was not particularly adept at, 

nor fond of, the game of “Charades”, and they seemed to find quick-response 

rhyming games rather stressful. Clearly, they had had only had limited 

opportunities to “play around” with words and their rhyming patterns.  

 

The trial group was, however, particularly taken with a rather simple card 

game that I had devised, which was based on phonograms (e.g. the ‘–ain’ in 

gain, main, pain, rain, train). It was clear that these students, who had built 

up their English vocabulary in a competitive academic environment via 

alphabetic word list learning in early primary school, and in thematic units of 

study in upper primary and lower secondary school, may have had far too 

few opportunities to “play” with English words in poems, songs, rhyming 

games and puzzles. 

 

From the reactions of the 2002 trial group to a wide range of word-study and 

phonemic-awareness games and activities, it was clear that the students were 

genuinely fascinated by etymology. They were also keen to broaden their 

vocabulary and to improve their pronunciation. They would readily join in 

any games that they perceived as furthering the latter two goals. They were 

less keen on games which involved letter-by-letter word building. Once their 
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curiosity had been aroused, they would actively pursue activities that 

provided them with new insights into the ways that words “worked”.  

 

Frequent reference was made to the following graphical organiser, which 

served as a kind of “roadmap” for the Word Wizards© course. On any one day, 

the students could see where we were up to in our exploration of words. 

 
Meaning aspects      Sound aspects 
         
origins        syllables & stress  
roots        phonograms & rhymes 
prefixes       vowels & consonants 
suffixes       phonemes & graphemes 

 
Figure 6.4: A diagram frequently referred to in the Word Wizards© lessons 

 

Each of the fourteen lessons was planned to include a formal presentation-

and-practice session, which was followed by a series of closely related games 

and puzzles. Each of the lessons was accompanied by a series of carefully 

devised worksheets, which the students would commence, file, review and 

complete for homework. They were also given a humorous daily crossword 

puzzle to complete, which was designed to extend their vocabulary.  

 

The rooms in which the teaching took place were large enough to permit two 

different kinds of workspace. We commenced each lesson in a formal 

teaching area at the front of the room, and then moved to a series of round 

tables and benches at the back, around which the students played the games 

that accompanied each lesson. The students were required to purchase a 

small handbook entitled Spelling Essentials, costing AUD 5.00 (Tucker, 2003). 

This invaluable little learning aid, complete with a picture of a “word 

wizard” on its cover, contains a wealth of information about spelling rules, 

syllables, homographs, homophones, prefixes, suffixes, Latin and Greek 

roots, anagrams and acronyms. 

 

words 
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Each lesson was presented four times per day in a timetabled rotation with 

the four classes of students. All the details of these lessons and their 

associated learning materials are presented on the CD-ROM, the design 

structure of which is illustrated here in Figure 6.5. 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 

Figure 6.5: Design of the Word Wizards© CD-ROM 

 

 

THE Word Wizards© PROGRAMME: STUDENT OBSERVATIONS AND 
REFLECTIONS (QUALITATIVE DATA COLLECTION) 
 

 

1. Reflections gathered immediately after the programme  

 

Participants 

 

In August 2004, after completing the post-programme spelling test, all of the 

79 students in the research group were asked to respond to two questions in 

writing.  



 116 

Instrument 

 

The students were asked to respond to the following two prompts on the 

backs of their spelling test papers: 

 

1. What did you know about words before this course, and what new things have you 
learned from the Word Wizards© course? 

 
2. In what ways is learning to read and write English different from learning to read and 

write in Chinese? 
 

Data collection 

 

Students were given as much time as they needed to respond to these two 

questions. 

 

Data analysis 

 

In order to analyse the dominant patterns in these written comments, each 

question’s set of 79 written responses was read closely several times in order 

to generate a list of their most common topics. A letter-coding system was 

then devised for these topics and each response sheet was classified according 

to the letter codes. Those comments that touched on the same topics were 

then brought together for further analysis of any patterns that they displayed. 

 

 

2. Returnee reflections, one year later 

 

Participants 

 

Twenty students from the 2004 Word Wizards© research group returned to the 

summer school to undertake the Level Two summer programme in August, 

2005. They were asked to respond to two questions in writing. 
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Instrument 

 

The 2005 Level Two students were asked to respond to the following two 

prompts: 

 
1. Have you looked at words differently since doing the Word Wizards© course last year? 
 
2. How do you think most Hong Kong learners of English look at English words? 
 

Data collection 

 

Students were given as much time as they needed to respond to these two 

questions. 

 

Data analysis 

 

The students’ comments were analysed in the same manner that the post-

programme reflections had been analysed. Each set of twenty written 

responses was read closely several times in order to generate a list of the most 

common topics, which were then letter-coded and further scrutinised for any 

obvious patterns. 

 

 

THE CONSTRAINTS AND LIMITATIONS OF ACTION RESEARCH 

 

This research project marks the culmination of an upward spiral of smaller 

action-research investigations which began in 2000. In that year, as part of a 

university course in the teaching of reading, I conducted a pseudoword-

reading test with 70 of my students in a prevocational secondary school. The 

following year I conducted a similar test with 160 students in a different 

school in a different part of Hong Kong. In 2002, as part of my rationale for 

proposing a word-study course in the summer school programme, I tested 

279 students from some of Hong Kong’s most prestigious schools. These 
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preliminary investigations were highly “opportunistic” and the non-words in 

the testing instruments were designed without close attention to the finer 

details of their grapheme-phoneme patterns, such as variations in vowel-

lengths or in consonant-cluster patterns. The first two testing exercises 

involved individual reading from laminated cards and the summer school 

applicants in 2002 undertook a large-group dictation test. Figure 6.6 (overleaf) 

provides some more details of these investigations. 

 

While none of these investigations used either random sampling or widely 

recognised reading tests, the preliminary studies still managed to “tap into” 

aspects of the phonological understandings of some 230 students from Band 

Three Chinese-medium schools and 279 students from a range of Band One 

English-medium schools. The results obtained from these preliminary testing 

exercises provided me with invaluable information for both the further 

refinement of the testing instrument and the development of a trial Word 

Wizards© teaching programme for the 2002 summer school. 

 

 
Year 

 
No. of 

students 
 

 
Type of school 

 
Type of testing 

 
PRELIMINARY INVESTIGATIONS 

 
 
 

2000 

 
 

70 

 
A Band Three, Chinese-medium 
prevocational secondary school in 
Kowloon Bay 
 

 
Individual:  a reading 
test of 20 
pseudowords 

 
 

2001 

 
 

160 

 
A Band Three, Chinese-medium 
secondary school in Eastern District, 
on Hong Kong Island 

 
Individual:  a reading 
test of 10 
pseudowords 
 

 
 

2002 

 
 

279 

 
Applicants from 114 Band One, 
English-medium secondary schools 
for Summer School programmes in 
Mathematics and English  
(HKSAR-wide) 
 

 
Large-group:  an 
unseen dictation 
passage, plus a 10-
item real & 
pseudowords spelling 
test 
 

 
THE RESEARCH STUDY 
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2003 

 
 

134 

 
Applicants from 114 Band One, 
English-medium secondary schools 
for the English Immersion Program 
(HKSAR-wide) 
 

 
 
Large-group:  a 20-
item spelling test, 
with real & 
pseudowords 
 
[the test described in 
detail in this study]  

 
 

2004 

 
 

135 

 
Applicants from 114 Band One, EMI 
secondary schools for the English 
Immersion Program (HKSAR-wide) 
 

 
Total number of Hong Kong secondary-age students tested:  778 

 
 

Figure 6.6:  Reading and spelling investigations, 2000 - 2004  
 

 

When the results of the preliminary studies are placed alongside the pre-test 

results from the 2003 and 2004 summer school applicants, we have a 

combined indication of the alphabetic understandings of some 778 Hong 

Kong students from a wide range of geographical areas, school types and 

school “bandings”. I consider that there is sufficient breadth in this data to 

offer a tentative answer to the first research question, regarding the strength 

of alphabetic understandings among the wider Hong Kong secondary school 

population. 

 

By contrast, the action-research teaching programme, which was designed to 

address the second research question, is far more limited in its scope than the 

testing programme described above. The 2004 Word Wizards© course was 

conducted over just three weeks and was limited to 79 “hand-picked” 

students with an excellent command of English, who were strongly 

motivated high achievers. Such a teaching situation is vastly different from 

anything that the teacher (or the students) could have wished for in a regular 

school situation.  

 

Any gains (or losses) that this group of students might have made in their 

alphabetic awareness over the course of three weeks in a summer school 

programme could not be attributed to their daily, one-hour Word Wizards© 
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lessons alone, as these students were fully immersed in the English language 

all day long in a wide range of linguistic, recreational and technological 

challenges. 

 

Any response to the second research question needs to be greatly tempered 

by the extraordinarily special circumstances in which this teaching 

“intervention” took place. Such a “dream” learning environment would be 

very hard to replicate in a regular school setting in any community, let alone 

within the confines of a local Hong Kong secondary school. Nevertheless, it is 

still professionally important for teachers to ask whether “good practices” can 

become “better practices” in whatever educational settings they create for 

their students. A summer school setting is certainly unusual, but it is one that 

is specifically designed to enhance and extend the knowledge and skills of its 

participants. The relative success (or otherwise) of an intensive summer 

school language programme in Hong Kong can, at the very least, offer some 

interesting insights into the English-language learning strategies employed 

by some of Hong Kong’s most able Chinese language-background students. 

 

The second research question, which asks about the feasibility of improving 

Hong Kong students’ alphabetic understandings, can only be answered in 

terms of the 79 students who took part in the 2004 Word Wizards© programme, 

and even then, the quantitative data gathered from their pre-post comparison 

of test performances might reflect any number of extraneous influences 

beyond their coursework. The most useful insights into the second research 

question, in fact, came from the qualitative data that the students provided in 

their detailed written reflections on their own learning.  

 

 

CONCLUSIONS 
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This chapter has outlined the summer school testing and teaching 

programmes, which were designed to provide both quantitative and 

qualitative data regarding the alphabetic understandings of a group of 

talented Band One EMI students. This detailed set of data, combined with the 

observations made during the three preliminary studies, was gathered with 

the aim of addressing the two practical research questions of this thesis: 

 

1. How well established are alphabetic concepts among secondary school students in  
    three specific educational settings in Hong Kong? 
 

2. Can the alphabetic understandings of a group of Hong Kong secondary school  
    students attending a specific summer school programme be improved? 
 

Throughout the course of this action-research project, new hurdles were 

continually placed in front of a hitherto highly successful group of English 

language learners. How did they respond to the challenges of a spelling test 

that was designed to assess their level of alphabetic understanding? Did the 

pattern of their results bear any relationship to the patterns found among 

students from less prestigious and lower-banded Chinese-medium schools?  

 

It was assumed that, if similar patterns of difficulties were to be found in this 

otherwise highly successful group of learners, then some tentative 

generalisations could be put forward regarding the English-language learning 

styles of Hong Kong students, and the extent to which they may have 

grasped the alphabetic principle. How did the summer school students 

respond to the Word Wizards© teaching programme? Did it offer them a 

sufficient challenge, given that it was a supplementary, rather than a “core” 

programme at the summer school? 

 

The following two chapters of the thesis will provide some detailed analysis 

of the results of the various testing exercises and the qualitative feedback 

from the teaching programme, together with a discussion of these findings. 

These chapters will also examine the one-year-later performances and 
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comments made by the students who undertook the Word Wizards© trial 

programme in 2002 and the full research programme in 2004.  

 

Hong Kong’s learners of English as a second language have taken a very 

different route to alphabetic literacy than that taken by English first-language 

learners. What lifelong consequences might there be for people who have 

learned their English-language literacy, “Chinese-style”? The concluding 

chapter of the thesis will return to this issue and examine the wider 

challenges of alphabetic literacy which face the Chinese-literate population of 

the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region. 

 CONTENTS CHAPTER 7 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

THE RESEARCH FINDINGS 
 

 
English is a funny language. We can get millions of words just by 
putting those tiny and insignificant (at least that what they seem to 
me) letters together.  
(T45) Word Wizards trial-course participant, 2002. 
 
It’s very amazing. By changing some consaunants we can make a 
lot of different words. It’s funny to think the changes of words.  
(T59) Word Wizards trial-course participant, 2002. 
 
Maybe I think so many English words are used to decorate the 
writing. If there’s a word you don’t know, just skip it. Many 
Chinese words used for decoration. English words are necessary 
and need to know. Otherwise you will misunderstand.  
(78) Word Wizards course participant, 2004. 
 
Before I can’t find the difference between words like “rod” and 
“rode”. Now I can hear it. 
(51) Word Wizards course participant, 2004. 

 

 

During the years 1998-2001, when I was working as a native English-speaking 

teacher (NET) in two low-banded, Chinese-medium schools in Hong Kong, I 

carried out two “snapshot” surveys of my students’ phonological awareness. 

Both surveys involved the reading aloud of pseudowords. Both studies 

returned very low rates of success. Would there be anything like this kind of 

problem among those Hong Kong students who were learning through the 

medium of English in some of the territory’s “famous schools”?  

 

I will now report the quantitative results from the 2004 summer school testing 

programme, and the feedback comments from the students who were 

involved in the 2004 teaching programme. These results will be presented in 

the following sequence: 

 

The Testing Programme 
 

• All summer school applicants in 2004: a large-group spelling test 

CONTENTS 
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• The Word Wizards© group: pre- and post-programme test comparisons 

• The Level Two group: The Graded Nonword Test  

 

The Teaching Programme 

 

• The Word Wizards© programme: student observations and reflections 
(qualitative data) 

 

 

THE TESTING PROGRAMME 
 

 

ALL APPLICANTS IN 2004: A LARGE-GROUP SPELLING TEST 

 

1. Overall pattern of student scores 

 

In January 2004, there were 135 applicants for the summer English Immersion 

Program (EIP). The applicants were all given an essay test and a spelling-

dictation test. The spelling test was described in the previous chapter. The 

exact same test had been given to 134 students the year before, but that year’s 

summer programme was subsequently cancelled due to an outbreak of SARS 

(severe acute respiratory syndrome) in Hong Kong. The results of both 

groups are shown in Figure 7.1: 

 

Band One 
EMI cohort 

% correct 
responses 

% incorrect 
responses 

% nil 
responses 

average 
score / 20 

range of 
scores / 20 

 
2003 

(N = 134) 

 
42 

 
57 

 
1 

 
8.3 

 
0 – 18 

 
2004 

(N = 135) 

 
40 

 
58 

 
2 

 
8.17 

 
0 - 20 

 
Figure 7.1: Overall response patterns of summer school applicants  

in the 2003 and 2004 spelling tests 
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The two sets of results are virtually identical. These 269 Band One students 

who were studying in English-medium schools were, on average, only able to 

encode (spell) approximately 40 percent of a set of mostly “new” words. The 

average score for the 2004 group was 8.17 out of a possible 20. It needs to be 

noted that, while the test-words were not commonly used (or not even real), 

they had been selected (or created) for their apparent ease of encoding due to 

their reasonably “transparent” letter-sound correspondence patterns. This is 

not a particularly good result pattern for Band One EMI students. 

 

Spelling Test Results of the 

 Summer School Applicants in 2004  
(N = 135)

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

14

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20

Student scores (out of 20)

 

Figure 7.2: Spelling test results in January 2004 
 

Figure 7.2 shows the pattern of student scores in 2004. It is interesting to note 

that the range extended all the way from 0 to 20. It is hard to imagine how a 

student who scored zero on such a test could ever survive in an EMI school, 

learning all subjects through the medium of English, let alone be nominated 

by the school for a “high achievers” programme such as this. The distribution 

pattern shows that the bulk of applicants scored in the 4 to 10 range. 

 

 

Mean = 8.17 
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2. Comparison with the earlier testing exercises 

 

While it must be stressed that this large-group spelling-dictation testing 

exercise posed quite a different challenge for the participating students than 

the individualised, pseudoword-reading tests that I conducted with some 230 

students in two low-banded schools in 2000 and 2001, it is still a matter of 

some interest to repeat the result patterns of these previous tests at this point. 

These earlier results are presented in tabular form in Figure 7.3. 

 

Band Three (Five) 
CMI cohort 

% correct 
responses 

% incorrect 
responses 

% nil  
responses 

 
2000 

(N = 70) 
a test of 20 items 

 

 
 

13 

 
 

36 

 
 

51 

 
2001 

(N = 160) 
a test of 10 items 

 

 
 

15 

 
 

52 

 
 

33 

 

Figure 7.3: Response patterns of pseudoword-reading tests 
in two low-banded schools 

 

It is probably a more stressful task to be asked to read a “new word” directly 

to a teacher than it is to take a guess at the spelling of such a word in a large-

group reading test. On the other hand, it has to be said that there was a strong 

perception among the summer school applicants that the spelling test had 

“high stakes” consequences. The pseudoword reading tests did not have such 

consequences. Linnea Ehri (2000) made a case for spelling and reading aloud 

to be seen as “two sides of the same coin”, but she conceded that correct 

reading could be based on a partial knowledge of the letter-sound 

correspondences, whereas correct spelling demands a complete transcription 

of all of these connections. 
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3. A word-by-word item analysis of the 2004 spelling test 

 

The 135 student responses to each of the 20 words in the pre-test in 2004 were 

first categorised into the five types of word-construction patterns that were 

described in the previous chapter. A detailed analysis of the errors made in 

every word was then conducted with the aim of highlighting any dominant 

patterns. Within each word-construction category, the test items were then re-

arranged in order of increasing difficulty. A large proportion of the students’ 

answers displayed multiple errors, so a range of various “error percentages” 

is presented here for each word, with some percentages referring to the whole 

word, and some referring to particular segments of the word. A summary of 

the most common error-types is presented at the end of this sub-section. 

 
• simple, three- or four-lettered CVC words:  nab, lop, rid, huff, weg  

 

rid : [79% correct responses; 20% incorrect responses; 1% non-responses]  

The word, rid, was quite well spelled. The central short vowel claimed 56 

percent of the errors that were made on this word, with ‘ea’ and ‘ee’ being the 

most common misspellings of this sound. The final consonant accounted for 

18 percent of the errors, and 26 percent of the incorrect responses had 

multiple problems. Not a single candidate made an error on the initial 

consonant. 

 

huff : [57% correct responses; 42% incorrect responses; 1% non-responses]  

If the ‘double-f’ spelling of the final consonant is strictly applied, then 57 

percent of the responses to the word, huff, were correctly spelled. Of all the 

errors made on this word, 49 percent of them involved this final consonant 

sound, with several incorrect spellings of the /f/ sound as ‘gh’ or ‘ph’. If all 

of the possible /f/-producing spellings are combined, then some 73 percent 

of the final consonant grapheme choices managed to approximate the original 

/f/ sound. The central short vowel accounted for 25 percent of all the errors 

that were made on the word. Only one candidate made an error on the first 
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consonant, writing ‘puff’, possibly under the influence of the original prompt, 

“huff and puff”. Multiple errors accounted for a further 25 percent of the 

incorrect responses. 

 

lop : [47% correct responses; 52% incorrect responses; 1% non-responses] 

The final consonant in the word, lop, was responsible for 64 percent of all the 

errors made in the spelling of this word, with ‘-g’, ‘-pe’ and ‘-b’ being the 

most common misspellings. Five candidates wrote the unpronounceable 

construction, ‘locp’, and a sixth wrote, ‘locpe’. The central short vowel 

accounted for 24 percent of the errors, and the initial consonant produced 3 

percent of errors. The remaining 9 percent of incorrect responses had multiple 

problems. 

 

 

 

 

nab : [35% correct responses; 64% incorrect responses; 1% non-responses] 

The final consonant accounted for 70 percent of the errors in the word, nab, 

with ‘p’ being the most common spelling choice for the final sound. The 

central short vowel accounted for 13 percent of the errors made and the initial 

consonant contributed 3 percent of the error count. The remaining 14 percent 

of errors had multiple mistakes, and were as far removed from the original as 

‘neck’, ‘left’ and ‘ leap’. 

 

weg : [5% correct responses; 92% incorrect responses; 3% non-responses] 

The troublesome pseudoword, weg, produced the largest number of errors of 

any item on the entire test with only 4 percent of all 135 responses being 

correctly spelled. Most of the single errors were made on the central short 

vowel (43 percent), with the majority of those substituting an ‘a’ or an ’i’. 

Most of the incorrect responses had multiple problems (49 percent of all 

errors), often combining a central /a/ and /i/ sound with a final /k/ sound. 
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Spellings of weg 
 

rack (1)  waig (4)  wakye (1) weak (1)  went (1) 
rak (1)  waik (1)  way (1)  weakel (1) wick (4) 
vag (1)  waike (2) wayk (1)  weck (2)  wig (30) 
wacge (1) wage (4)  weag (2)  weg (7)  wige (2) 
wack (3)  wak (5)  weade (1) wek (1)  whack (1) 
wag (16)  wake (36)    
        nil (4) 
 

TOTAL = 135 
 

Only 2 percent of all the errors made on this word were on the initial 

consonant. All the spellings of this word are shown in Figure 7.4 . 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig. 7.4: All spellings of weg 

 

Figure 7.5 shows the pattern of errors that were made on this set of five CVC 

words. In these short-vowel, three- and four-lettered words, there are obvious 

problems with central vowel sounds, particularly the phonemes /i/ and /e/, 

and to a lesser extent, /u/ and /o/. Final consonant problems are also 

apparent in these first five words, namely those involving /b/, /p/ and /f/. 

Up to this point in the test, the initial consonants were quite well recognised. 

From the range of incorrect written responses to these five words, it is clear 

that these students knew very little about the role that a final ‘e’ can play in 

lengthening the sound of the central vowel. None of these short words had a 

long-vowel sound, so this common erroneous addition to them was uncalled 

for. Some of the spellings of these words were almost unpronounceable, for 

example, ‘nacb’, ‘napd’, locp’, ‘hugve’ and ‘wacge’, and many responses were 

alternative words substituted for the test words, such as ‘nap, ‘loop’, ‘log’, 

read’ and ‘wake’. 

 

Words 
(easiest 
to hardest) 

% errors on 
the initial 
consonant 

only 

% errors on 
the central 

short vowel 
only 

% errors on 
the final 

consonant 
only 

% 
multiple 

errors 

rid 0 56 18 26 
huff 1 25 49 25 
lop 3 24 64 9 
nab 3 13 70 14 
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weg 0 46 5 49 
 

Figure 7.5: A summary of the error patterns in the three- and four-lettered  
CVC words, in increasing order of difficulty 

 

In the two earlier studies conducted in the CMI schools, it was the three-

lettered pseudowords that proved to be the most challenging for students to 

read aloud. Invented words, such as rek, sid, pol, kug and hap, drew very 

few correct pronunciations. An anecdote puts the seriousness of this problem 

into a wider perspective. The six-year-old, native English-speaking, second-

grader son of an Australian friend overheard me discussing Hong Kong 

students’ reading problems with his mother. He challenged us to “test” him. 

The boy could not be faulted in spelling aloud any number of three-lettered, 

CVC words, either real or pseudowords, including those mentioned above. 

He giggled and begged for more and more combinations, until the adults had 

to concede his “victory”. 

 

While spelling aloud in the presence of friendly adults by no means poses the 

same challenge as taking a written spelling test, or reading a foreign-word list 

aloud to a teacher, the stark contrast between the native-speaking youngster’s 

alphabetic awareness and that of the apparently successful, 15-year-old Hong 

Kong secondary school students in the present study was startling.  

 

• long-vowel sounds:  seep, mare 

 

mare : [40% correct responses; 58% incorrect responses; 2% non-responses] 

The long vowel sound accounted for 80 percent of all the errors made in 

spelling mare. This word attracted twelve different one-, two- and three-

vowel combinations, the most common ones being ‘-ea-’ and ‘-ai-’. Three 

students opted for the logically homophonous, ‘mayor’, despite its lack of any 

relevance to the original sentence. 

 

seep : [30% correct responses; 69% incorrect responses; 1% non-responses] 
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Spellings of seep 
 
ceep (1)  seed (1)  sicpt (1)  sit (1)  zeap (1) 
cepe (1)  seek (2)  sik (1)  slip (1)  zept (1) 
cipe (1)  seep (41) sink (2)  slipped (1) zip (18) 
clip (1)  sep (2)  sinp (1)  sneak (1) zipp (1) 
scip (1)  shif (1)  sip (43)  sweep (1) zipped (2) 
seap (5)  sib (1)  sippe (1) 
        nil = 1 
 

TOTAL = 135 
 

Here, the long vowel also proved to be the most troublesome element of the 

word, accounting for 54 percent of all the errors made. The most common 

errors were the substitution of the two short-vowel words, ‘sip’ and ‘zip’. Of 

all the errors made on this word, both single and multiple, 77 percent 

involved the substitution of the short-vowel sound, /i/, for the long-vowel 

sound /ee/. All the student spellings of this word are shown in Figure 7.6. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 7.6: All spellings of seep 

 

Figure 7.7 (overleaf) presents a summary of the error patterns in these two 

long-vowel words. It is clear that the central vowels were, again, the main 

area of difficulty. Problems in the aural and spoken differentiation of short 

and long vowels have been found to be quite common among Hong Kong’s 

learners of English (Hung, 2002, p. 125), and short-versus-long, minimal-pair 

contrasts featured strongly in the Word Wizards© programme. One of the 

quotations at the beginning of this chapter reveals a student’s apparent 

discovery of the difference, between the two words ‘rod’ and ‘rode’. 

Words 
(easier to 
harder) 

% errors on 
the initial 
consonant 

only 

% errors on 
the central 
vowel only 

% errors on 
the final 

consonant 
only 

% multiple 
errors 

mare 0 80 6 14 
seep 3 54 3 40 

 

Figure 7.7: A summary of the error patterns in the two long-vowel words, 
 in increasing order of difficulty 

 

 

• consonant blends:  jest, flain, plode, grime, thress 
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Spellings of grime 
 
brine (1)  graim (8) gramine (1) grimb (2) growme (1) 
cryme (1) grain (3)  gran (1)  grime (64) gruam (1) 
garme (1) graine (1) grand (1) grimme (1) grum (2) 
gem (1)  gram (8)  gray (1)  grine (4)  gryme (1) 
grad (1)  gramb (1) grian (1)  grip (1)  scrye (1) 
graem (1) grame (11) grim (8)  grown (1)  
        nil = 5 
 

TOTAL = 135 
 

 

Three words in this set were pseudowords, so all of the student-spellings 

which correctly rendered the sounds of these words were accepted, e.g. 

‘flain’, flane’, ‘flayne’ ‘pload’ and ‘plowed’. There was no acceptable 

alternative spelling for thress, however, and this word proved to be the 

third-most problematic of the entire list, after weg and pentadrome, all of 

which contain a short /e/ sound. The real words, jest and grime, were 

scored according to regular spelling and grammatical rules. 

 

flain : [56% correct responses; 44% incorrect responses; 0% non-responses] 

This pseudoword was spelled appropriately by about half of the applicants, 

with the majority of these opting for ‘flane’. The most common error was the 

use of real words, such as ‘flame’ (42 percent of all the errors made). Only two 

responses failed to commence the word with an ‘f‘, but the ‘fl-‘ blended 

opening was missed by 13 percent of all candidates. The central long vowel 

was missed by a third of the error makers, who mostly opted for short /a/ or 

/i/ sounds. 

 

grime : [47% correct responses; 49% incorrect responses; 4% non-responses] 

Virtually half of the candidates spelled this word wrongly. The vast majority 

of the errors involved the long vowel (90 percent of all errors), and the most 

common misspellings were ‘graim’, ‘gram’, ‘grame’ and ‘grim’, all of which at 

least contained the correct consonants. Figure 7.8 (overleaf) shows all the 

student spellings of this word. 
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Fig. 7.8: All spellings of grime 

 

jest : [44% correct responses; 54% incorrect responses; 2% non-responses] 

There were a handful of onset errors in the word, jest. These were mainly the 

substitution of ‘g-‘ and ‘dr-‘ for ‘j-‘. The  majority of errors were on the central 

short vowel and the final consonant cluster. The central vowel-choice often 

became ‘a’ (48 percent of all the vowel errors), and the final consonants were 

most often given as ‘-ss’ and ‘-ssed’ (these two variations made up 56 percent 

of all the errors on the final blend). Even if ‘jessed’ had been accepted as an 

alternative spelling, then the percentage of correct responses on this word 

would still have been only 49 percent. 

 

plode : [36% correct responses; 62% incorrect responses; 2% non-responses] 

Very few candidates missed the initial ‘p‘ in plode, but 29 percent of them 

missed the ‘pl‘ blend. Their most common initial errors were a single ‘p’ or 

‘pr‘. The most common incorrect rendition of this word was ‘plod’ (17 percent 

of all responses to the word), with 70 percent of all errors having a vowel 

problem. A lack of knowledge regarding the effect of a final ‘e’ on the central 

vowel sound is evident. All those students who wrote, ‘plod’, only needed to 

lengthen the central vowel, but clearly they did not know how to do so. 

 
thress : [16% correct responses; 82% incorrect responses; 2% non-responses] 

Only 16 percent of candidates correctly spelled the final word in this set of 

single-syllable, consonant clustered words. Both thress and weg share the 

same central short-vowel sound, /e/, and this sound produced 35 percent of 

all the errors in thress. The final consonant sound was given as ‘-st’ by 41 

percent of all candidates. The initial consonant cluster was spelled with an ‘f-’ 

or ‘ph-’ in 35 percent of all attempts, with half of these opting for ‘fr-‘. This 

particular error may reflect the common pronunciation problem that Hong 
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Spellings of thress 
 
fat (1)  fless (3)  fres (2)  thrase (1) thress (22) 
fas (2)  flest (3)  frese (1)  thrats (1) threst (26) 
fax (1)  flex (1)  freeze (1) thread (1) threx (1) 
feast (1)  flrees (1)  fress (3)  threads (4) thris (2) 
fess (1)  flres (1)  frest (7)  threase (1) thrise (1) 
fixe (1)  foast (1)  frez (1)  threats (2) thriss (1) 
flakes (1) foats (1)  fris (1)  threce (1) thrist (2) 
flast (1)  frase (1)  frixed (1)  threast (4) throse (1) 
fleas (1)  frast (1)  theast (1) threds (1) traz (1) 
flees (1)  freas (1)  thest (3)  thres (5)  phrast (1) 
fleese (1) freast (1) thras (1)  threse (2) phres (1) 
fler (1) 
        nil = 3 
 

TOTAL = 135 
 

Kong’s English speakers have with the unvoiced /th/ sound, which is often 

rendered as /f/ (Hung, 2002, p.131). All the student spellings of thress are 

shown in Figure 7.9. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 7.9: All spellings of thress 

 

Figure 7.10 presents a summary of the error patterns made on this group of 

five words with consonant blends. 

 

Words 
(easiest to 
hardest) 

% errors on  
the initial 

consonants 
only 

% errors on 
the central 
vowel only 

% errors on 
the final 

consonants 
only 

% multiple 
errors 

flain 0 10 47 43 
grime 0 66 9 25 
jest 5 22 22 51 
plode 10 41 8 41 
thress 0 4 36 60 

 

Figure 7.10: A summary of the error patterns in the words with  
consonant blends, in increasing order of difficulty 

 

 

• two-syllable words:  refute, strickle, blender, discount 

 

Almost every attempt on every word in this set of four acknowledged the 

presence of two syllables. Of the 540 responses to these four words, only four 



 132 
 

single-syllabled suggestions were made, one of which was ‘disc’ for 

discount. Perhaps this student had never had to write this word in full. 

 

discount : [92% correct responses; 8% incorrect responses; 0% non-

responses] 

Only eleven of the students who took the test failed to spell the word 

discount correctly, so this word had a 92 percent success rate, the highest in 

the test. No doubt, this is a high-frequency word for students of secondary 

school mathematics in the medium of English, and most adolescent Hong 

Kong consumers. Of the eleven errors, seven substituted ‘-rt’ for the final 

consonant blend, ‘-nt’. This may reflect a visual learning of the word, in 

which similar-looking letter shapes have been interchanged. 

 

blender : [37% correct responses; 62% incorrect responses; 1% non-responses] 

Of those in error on this word, the majority opted for an ‘a’ in the first 

syllable, and most of these chose the spelling, ‘blander’. No one missed the 

initial /b/ sound, nor the central /d/. The incorrect consonant blend ‘br-‘ 

was chosen by 15 percent of those in error. The final syllable, ‘-er’, was 

misspelled as ‘a’ by 41 percent of candidates. Only eight applicants wrote the 

similar-sounding construction, ‘blenda’. A combination of ‘blanda’, ‘blander’ 

and the correct form, ‘blender’, would account for 65 percent of all responses, 

again highlighting the short-vowel problem with /e/ and /a/ sounds. 

 

refute : [27% correct responses; 72% incorrect responses; 1% non-responses] 

Some 45 percent of all the errors on this word involved the substitution of 

other ‘re-‘ words, such as ‘refuse’, ‘refused’, ‘review’, ‘refill’ and ‘refuge’. 

There were no errors at all in the first syllable, ‘re-‘, and all attempts except 

one were two-syllable constructions. There were only five errors on the 

central /f/ sound, with four of these opting for /v/, its voiced equivalent. 

The major problems were with the vowel sound in the second syllable (56 

percent of all incorrect responses) and the final consonant (66 percent of all 
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Spellings of strickle 
 
scribble (1) straicle (3) strale (1)  strico (3)  strikkle (3) 
scrikle (1) straico (1) streco (1) strighcal (1) striko (1) 
sdrikle (1) straigh (1) streeco (1) strigkle (2) strucle (1) 
sgeeiko (1) straigle (3) streetcal (1) strigle (3) struggle (7) 
straccle (1) straighcal (1) streggle (1) striggle (11) strugle (1) 
stracle (1) straightal (1) striagt (1) strightco (1) strukkle (1) 
straggical (1) straightcle (1) strical (4) strigo (1)  stuggle (1) 
straggle (2) straightco (1) strickle (23) strigtcle (1)  stuggles (1) 
stragglue (1) stragicle (1) stricle (15) strikcle (1) 
stragle (1) strakle (1) striccle (2) strikle (18) nil (2) 
 

TOTAL = 135 

incorrect responses – many students having multiple errors). Half of the final 

consonant errors contained a /d/ sound, the voiced equivalent of the original 

/t/ sound. 

 

strickle : [17% correct responses; 82% incorrect responses; 1% non-responses] 

This pseudoword provided a very wide range of spellings (Figure 7.11), with 

a total of 47 incorrect interpretations, most of which provided two syllables. 

The vast majority (87 percent) of the incorrectly spelled words still provided 

some kind of final /l/ sound, but the other 10 percent of incorrect responses 

ended in /o/. This interesting rendition may reflect a prominent local 

pronunciation problem with final /l/ sounds (Hung, 2002, p.134), but it could 

also reflect the Hong Kong version of the English ABC, in which the letter ‘L’ 

is read aloud as “ello”.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig. 7.11: All spellings of strickle 

 
The initial consonant cluster, ‘str-‘, was well known and it attracted only four 

errors. The first vowel accounted for 35 percent of all errors on the word, and 

‘g’ was the most common spelling error on the central /k/ sound, mainly due 

to the substitution of the regular word, ‘struggle’, and several variations on 

‘straight’. The final ‘-ickle’, was only provided by those who correctly spelled 

the entire word. The spelling, ‘-icle’, was chosen by 17 percent of the error 

makers. It could be that the semi-analogous words, ‘bicycle’ and ‘vehicle’, are 

more familiar to this group than ‘pickle’, ‘prickle’, ‘tickle’ or ‘trickle’. But, 
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then again, these students should be familiar with lots of words containing 

the ‘-ick’ spelling pattern. 

 

Figure 7.12 (overleaf) summarises the increasingly complex pattern of errors 

made on the two-syllable words. It would be too complicated to provide a 

tabular summary of the common error patterns in the next category of four 

multisyllabic words, however, as each one of these words offered the 

students multiple opportunities for error-making. 

 

Words 
(easiest to 
hardest) 

% errors on 
initial 

consonant 
only 

% errors on 
major vowel 

only 

% errors on 
final 

consonant or 
syllable only 

 
% multiple 

errors 

discount 0 ou          0 nt      100 0 
blender 0  e         39 er        12 49 
refute 0 u-e        9 t          37 54 
strickle 0  i          48 l            0 52 

 

Figure 7.12: A summary of the error patterns in the two-syllable words, 
in increasing order of difficulty 

 
 

• three- and four-syllable words:  pentadrome, ventilate, monograph,  
    supertronic 

 

Each of these four words was analysed separately and the full set of student 

responses is provided for two of them in Figures 7.13 and 7.14, on the 

following pages.  

 

supertronic : [64% correct responses; 35% incorrect responses; 1% non-

responses]  

This pseudoword might even exist in the hugely popular electronic toys and 

games marketplace. Despite its potential for recognition, however, only 64% 

of the candidates spelled it correctly. There was just one error on the ‘super-‘ 

prefix. The main source of the students’ errors was the final syllable, 

variously spelled as ‘-ik’, ‘-ick’, ‘-ake’, ‘-ak’, ‘-ek’ and ‘-eque’. This syllable 

accounted for 47 percent of all errors on the word. The initial consonant 
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Spellings of monograph 
 
memorgraph (1) monalgraph (1) monlograf (1) monograid (1) monogreth (1) 
molad craft (1) monal grave (1) monlo gref (1) monograive (1) monogreve (2) 
molargref (1) monalgref (2) monocraft (2) monograth (3) monogrife (1) 
mollgraf (1) monargrafe (1) monocref (1) monograp (1) monogrove (1) 
mologarf (1) monergify (1) monogaf (1) monograph (43) monol graph (1) 
molo-gelf (1) monergraf (1) monogave (1) monograve (6) monolgraph (1) 
molograph (1) moner graff (1) monograf (11) monogreath (2) monoraff (1) 
monagrate (1) mon grif (1) monografe (5) monogref (8) mornal grave (1) 
monal (2) monleary (1) monograff (3) monogreff (3) munograp (1) 
monal graf (1) monlo (1) monograft (4) monogreph (1) 
        nil = 4 
 

TOTAL = 135 
 

 

cluster of the syllable, ‘-tronic’, was correctly identified by 87 percent of all 

candidates, and the central /o/ sound of this segment was provided by 88 

percent. 

 

ventilate : [41% correct responses; 56% incorrect responses; 3% non-

responses] 

Errors were made in all three syllables of this word, with the first one, ‘vent-‘, 

attracting 44 percent of them. Most of the errors were vowel substitutions of 

‘a’ for ‘e’. The initial consonant was given as ‘f’ in a quarter of the errors made 

on this syllable. The central vowel, ‘i‘, proved to be a problem in one-third of 

the erroneous responses, with the students opting for other schwa-sound / / 

spelling options (‘er‘, ‘a‘, ‘e‘ and ‘u‘). The final syllable, ‘-late’, was misspelled 

in a quarter of all responses, with ‘-nate’, ‘-light’ and ‘-rate’ being the most 

common alternatives. The interchanging of /l/, /n/ and /r/ sounds is very 

common in Hong Kong spoken English (Hung, 2002, pp. 134-135). 

 

 

Fig. 7.13: All spellings of monograph 

 

monograph : [32% correct responses; 65% incorrect responses; 3% non-

responses]  

Figure 7.13 (above) shows all the responses to this three-syllable word. This 

word is best examined in two parts, the prefix, ‘mono-‘, and the base word, ‘-
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graph’. The errors on ‘-graph’ outnumbered those on ‘mono-‘ by a ratio of 

five to one, with approximately half of all errors occurring on the final /f/ 

sound. The final vowel sound, /a/, in ‘-graph’ was equally misspelled as ‘e’ 

and ‘a-e’, particularly in the alternative constructions, ‘grave’, ‘grate’ and 

‘grefe’. Of the relatively few problems with the prefix, ‘mono-‘, most were on 

its second syllable, an unstressed vowel sound. This word was incorrectly 

spelled by 65 percent of candidates. 

 

The final word in the test, pentadrome, attracted the widest variety of 

spellings of any word in the entire test. Altogether, there were 88 different 

renditions of this three-syllable word (Figure 7.14, overleaf).  

 

pentadrome : [10% correct responses; 86% incorrect responses; 4% non-

responses]  

The first two syllables which made up the prefix, ‘penta-‘, had 26 alternative 

renditions. The second syllable, ‘-drome’, produced 44 alternative spellings. 

The breakdown of these two segments is interesting. Roughly half (47 

percent) of the candidates correctly chose a short /e/ sound for their version 

of the first vowel in ‘penta-‘, while most of the other half chose either a short 

/a/ (29 percent) or a short /i/ sound (19 percent). The majority of candidates 

(87 percent) recognised that there was a ‘t’ in this word-segment, although 7 

percent wrote a ‘d’. The presence of the central, unstressed vowel, ‘a‘, making 

the / / schwa sound, was acknowledged by all candidates, but was variously 

spelled as ‘i’ or ’e’, with ‘er’ being most common (56 percent of all the 

incorrect renditions of this syllable). The ‘dr‘ consonant cluster in the final 

syllable, ‘-drome’, was correctly identified by 70 percent of all candidates, and 

the final /m/ sound was acknowledged by 79 percent. The major problem in 

‘-drome’ was the long vowel sound. This was only recognised by a third of 

the candidates (39 percent). Again, short vowels were the main problem, with 

the role of final ‘e’ in lengthening vowels not well understood. 
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Spellings of pentadrome 
 
hetadrome (1)    panterchro (1)     pentadrom (5)     penterdrone (1)    pinterdrome (2) 
painter drod (1)    panterd (1)     pentadrome (13) penterdroom (2)   pinterdroom (1) 
pandadrew (1)    panterdran (1)     pentadron (1)     penterdrum (1)     pinterdrown (2) 
panda drome (1)    panterdrem (1)     pentadroon (1)     penter groum (1)  pinterdrum (2) 
pandadrone (1)    panterdrom (1)     pentadrum (2)     pentergrum (1)     pinter dumb (1) 
panda droomed (1) panterdrome (5)    pentagroam (1)     penterjoan (1)     pinter gloan (1) 
panda drown (1)    panter garf (1)     pentagron (1)     penterjome (1)     pinter-groom (1) 
pandarump (1)    panterjrond (1)     pentajum (1)     penterrum (1)     pintergrume (1) 
pander-droom (1)    panterjum (1)     pentarome (1)     pentidrent (1)     pinterjome (1) 
panerong (1)    pantodrom (1)     pentedrome (1)     pentidrome (1)     pintterdrome (1) 
panta (1)    pantodrum (1)     pentedrone (1)     pentredrome (1)   pitadrown (1) 
pantadrom (4)    patadrum (1)     penter (1)     peterdrown (1)     printer dream (1) 
pantadrome (5)    penderdrown (1)   penterdome (1)     pidagrum (1)     printerdrow (1) 
pantadroom (1)    pener dream (1)    penterdram (1)     pimterdrom (1)     printer groom (1) 
pantagrom (1)    penet (1)     penter drame (1)  pinergroom (1)     printergum (1) 
pantagrum (1)    pent (1)     penterdroll (1)     pintadrome (1)     printer joe (1) 
pantedrom (1)    pentadrawn (1)     penterdrom (3)     pinterdrom (1)     printerjust (1) 
panter (2)    penta droad (1)     penterdrome (7) 
            nil = 5 
 

TOTAL = 135 
 

 

Fig. 7.14: All spellings of pentadrome 

 

 

4. Overall patterns in the word-by-word results 

 

Out of a grand total of 2,700 responses to the twenty words in the list, only 40 

percent of these responses were correctly spelled, 58 percent of all responses 

were deemed incorrect and some 2 percent were merely isolated single letters 

or blank spaces. The results are dominated by difficulties with vowels, the 

most obvious being problems with short vowels and the little-known role of 

final ‘e’ in lengthening the preceding vowel. The multiplicity of English 

spelling options for the unstressed syllable in multisyllabic words (the schwa 

/ / sound) also caused significant vowel errors. The following summary of 

the major problems (Figure 7.15) provided lots of pointers for the design of 

the teaching programme. 

 

Words 
(easiest to 
hardest) 

% 
correct 

% 
incorrect 

% non- 
responses 

 
Main problems 

dis•count 92 8 0 very few 
rid 79 20 1 short vowel;  final consonant 
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sup•er•tron•ic 64 35 1 final syllable 
huff 57 42 1 short vowel 
flain 56 44 0 multiple errors 
grime 47 49 4 long vowel with final ‘e’ 
lop 47 52 1 short vowel;  final consonant 
jest 44 54 2 short vowel;  final consonant cluster 
vent•i•late 41 56 3 central unstressed vowel;   

long vowel with final ‘e’ 
mare 40 58 2 long vowel with final ‘e’ 
blend•er 37 62 1 short vowel;  final unstressed vowel 
plode 36 62 2 initial consonant cluster;   

long vowel with final ‘e’ 
nab 35 64 1 final consonant;  short vowel 
mon•o•graph 32 65 3 final consonant 
seep 30 69 1 long vowel 
re•fute 27 72 1 long vowel with final ‘e’;   

final consonant 
strick•le 17 82 1 short vowel;  multiple problems 
thress 16 82 2 short vowel;   

initial and final consonant clusters 
pent•a•drome 10 86 4 short first vowel;  long vowel with 

final ‘e’;  unstressed central vowel 
weg 5 92 3 short vowel 

 

Figure 7.15: A summary of the 2004 test results, presented in order  
of increasing spelling difficulty 

 

Consonant problems varied with their positions in words or syllables, with 

greater difficulty being experienced at word- and syllable-endings. Generally 

speaking, this is not an unusual finding (Liberman, 1973; Adams, 1999). There 

was some interchangeability between voiced and unvoiced consonant pairs, 

notably /b/ and /p/, /v/ and /f/, /g/ and /k/ and /d/ and /t/. Problems 

with some single consonant sounds and consonant clusters which are difficult 

for Cantonese speakers were also obvious in these results. These difficulties 

included the unvoiced /th/ and the /n/-/l/-/r/ distinction, the initial 

consonant clusters, ‘fl-‘, ‘bl-‘, ‘pl-‘, ‘pr-‘ and ‘thr-‘, as well as the final 

consonant clusters, ‘-st’, ‘-ss’, ‘-ck’ and ‘-ph’.  

 

Throughout this study, it is important to keep in mind the fact that these 135 

students represent the “cream” of Hong Kong’s young adolescent learners of 

English, all of whom had been nominated for this summer programme by 

their highly selective schools. 
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THE 2004 Word Wizards© GROUP:  
PRE- AND POST-PROGRAMME TEST COMPARISONS 
 

The words 

 

In August 2004, on the last day of the Word Wizards© summer programme, the 

79 course participants re-sat the 20-word spelling test that they either had 

taken in January 2004 (53 students) or in January 2003 (26 students). A 

graphical comparison between the pre- and post-test scores on each word is 

shown overleaf (Figure 7.16).  

 

It is immediately obvious from this graph that the number of correct 

responses improved markedly in the second sitting of the test. The biggest 

improvements were among the longer words; those with two or more 

syllables. Smaller improvements were seen in the shorter words, in which 

vowel sounds play such a crucial role. Only one test-item suffered a lower 

success rate in the second sitting (lop), and one remained equally high on 

both occasions (discount).  

 



 

PRE- AND POST-TEST RESULTS 2004
WORD-BY-WORD
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Figure 7.16: Pre-post test comparison of 20 items, word-by-word 
 

TEST ITEMS 
 
1. discount 
2. rid 
3. supertronic 
4. huff 
5. flain 
6. lop 
7. grime 
8. blender 
9. ventilate 
10. mare 
11. jest 
12. plode 
13. monograph 
14. seep 
15. refute 
16. nab 
17. pentadrome 
18. strickle 
19. thress 
20. weg 
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The majority of test items enjoyed varying levels of improvement, with the 

biggest of all being in the spelling of monograph, which gained 29 extra 

correct responses in the post-test situation. In descending order of 

improvements, Figure 7.17 shows how the individual items fared in the post-

test. 

 
 

Improvements 
in the number 

of correct 
responses in 
the post-test 

 

 
 
 

Test items 

+ 29 monograph 
+18 
+16 
+14 
+12 

ventilate 
thress 
blender, pentadrome 
strickle 

+10 
+9 

mare 
weg, jest 

+6 
+5 
+4 
+3 

nab, huff, plode, refute 
supertronic 
grime 
rid, flain 

+1 
0 

seep 
discount 

-2 lop  
 

Figure 7.17: Word-by-word improvements in post-test correct responses 
(N = 79 students) 

 

 

The students 

 

There were some noticeable overall improvements in the 79 Word Wizards© 

students’ scores in the post-test situation, as Figure 7.18 (overleaf) 

demonstrates. In order to ascertain the statistical significance of these pre- 

and post-test differences, a paired-sample t-test was conducted at the alpha 

level of 0.05, with the null hypothesis being that there would be no change in 

scores, and that the means of the two distributions would be the same. A t-

value of 7.563 was found with a p-value that was under the 0.01 level. This 

enabled the null hypothesis to be rejected at the 99 percent level of 
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Figure 7.19: Statistical comparisons of the 
pre- and post-test scores of the  
2004 Word Wizards© students 

confidence, as the means of the two sets of scores were found to be 

significantly different. It can safely be said that the group of students who 

took the Word Wizards© course showed a significant improvement in their test 

scores from the pre-test to the post-test situation. 

2004 Word Wizards 
Pre- and Post-Tests
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Student scores (out of 20)
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WW Post-Test

 
Figure 7.18: Comparison of pre- and post-test score distributions  

of the 2004 Word Wizards© group (N = 79) 
 

A close examination of the graph 

in Figure 7.18 and the table of 

statistics in Figure 7.19 reveals that 

the entire distribution pattern had 

“moved up” in the post-test 

situation. The marginally higher 

standard deviation in the post-test 

scores suggested that there had 

been a slight spreading-out of 

scores in the mid-range of the 

 
Word Wizards© 

group, 2004 
 

 
Pre-Test 

 
Post-Test 

No. of students 79 79 

Highest score 20 20 

Lowest score 4 4 

Median score 11 14 

Mode 10 12 

Mean score 11.78 13.81 

Standard 
deviation 

3.32 3.42 

Standard error 
of the mean 
 

 
0.37 

 
0.39 
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distribution, even though the range of scores remained the same. The 

standard errors of the two means were very low, giving confidence that the 

two means and standard deviations had closely captured the variability in the 

group.  

 

When the 79 individual pre- and post-test scores were compared, the mean of 

the improvements in these scores (out of 20) was found to be +2.03. Figure 

7.20 shows the pattern of these pre-post differences.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Figure 7.20: Distribution of the differences between the  
Word Wizards© students’ pre- and post-test scores 

 

As this graph indicated a normal distribution pattern of pre-post changes, a 

Pearson correlation coefficient was calculated for the two sets of individual 

student scores, and this was found to be 0.751. The 79 individual students’ 

pre-post score relationships were then plotted on a scatter diagram (Figure 

7.21 overleaf), together with the regression line. This graph shows a positive 

relationship, although there is quite a spread of points away from the line.  
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The correlation coefficient of 0.751 was then squared to ascertain the 

predictability of the post-test scores. This calculation indicated that only 56.4 

percent of the variability in post-test scores could be predicted from the 

students’ pre-test scores. A squared correlation (a coefficient of 

determination) acts as a cautionary figure when making predictions. In this 

case it warns that, even though there were significant gains in the overall 

Word Wizards© group between the pre- and post-test situations, these group 

gains were not strong enough to be able to “guarantee” that any particular 

individual would necessarily improve their score by taking this course. They 

could be said to have a 56.4 percent chance of doing so. The improvement of 

individuals within a summer school group like this may depend on more 

personal factors, such as learning styles and motivation. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
Figure 7.21: A scatter plot of the 79 Word Wizards© students’ 

pre- and post-test scores 
 

In addition to these measures of statistical significance, a measure of the 

practical significance of the change in scores was also calculated. The measure 

used was Cohen’s d, which measures such “effect sizes” in terms of standard 

deviation units. For this particular group of students, the effect size was 

found to be 0.61, which Cohen (1988) would describe as a “medium effect”. 
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Correlation: r = 0.751 



 143 
 

Such an effect size means that the score of the average student in the post-test 

exceeded 73% of the pre-test scores, or that the score of this average student 

increased by 0.61 of the standard deviation above the mean of the pre-test. 

This translates as an increase of two points out of twenty for this group. 

 

While the modest improvements in the group’s performance are obvious 

from these results, it is important to note that the test scores could have been 

influenced by the timing of the two testing situations. For 26 of the students, a 

full year and seven months had elapsed between the pre- and post-testing 

experiences. For the other 53, there had been an interval of seven months. No 

doubt the students had learned a great deal more English in their schools in 

the intervening period. On the other hand, this time delay probably meant 

that they did not remember the test items in the post-test situation, nor did 

any of them expect to meet the same test again. The fact that the post-test was 

taken on the last day of an intensive three-week programme might have 

meant that the students had a particularly heightened sensitivity to sound-

patterns in words on that day. There was no way around this design problem, 

as these 79 students came from many different schools and they would 

probably never come together in the same circumstances again.  

 

 

THE LEVEL TWO GROUP: THE GRADED NONWORD READING TEST 

 

The 20-item Graded Nonword Reading Test (Snowling, Stothard and McLean, 

1996) was administered individually to the twelve members of the Word 

Circus© Level Two class in 2004, all of whom were then aged 17. This group 

was known to me from their participation in the trial Word Wizards© 

programme in 2002. They were a very capable small group of English learners 

and they were reading Jurassic Park in their core English programme.  
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Number of correct responses on the 
Graded Nonword Reading Test 

 
N = 12 students 

 
stansert  11 trolb   7 
molsmit  11 kisp   7 
prab   10 sloskon  6 
drant   10 gromp   6 
sted     9 holcrid   5 
 
hast     9 kipthirm  4 
snid     8 twanket  4 
mosp     8 balras   3 
hinshink    7 chamgalp  2 
tegwop    7 twesk   1 
 

Figure 7.22: Graded Nonword Reading 
Test items arranged in order of 

difficulty from easiest to hardest 
 

The items in this individual reading test are all pseudowords of one or two 

syllables. To their credit, all of the students made an attempt to read every 

word that was presented to them. Overall, their success rate was 56 percent. 

They fared better on the single syllable words (63 percent successful) than 

they did on the two-syllable words (50 percent successful). 

 

The stated purpose of this quick, commercial test of decoding skills is to 

identify native English-speaking children between the ages of 6 and 11, who 

might have problems in decoding. The test’s designers claim that it is “also 

suitable for older children and adults with suspected reading difficulties” 

(Snowling, Stothard and McLean, 1996, p. 5). Using the standardised table of 

reading ages provided with the test, this group of Hong Kong students would 

have a median reading age of 8 years and 5 months and a range from 7 to 9 

years. They appear to be reading well beyond that age, but the comparison is 

worrying.  

 

The nature of the students’ 

individual performances was so 

disheartening that I did not want to 

report their scores back to them on 

the day following the test, as they 

had requested. Instead, I showed 

them the list of all the 

pseudowords arranged in the order 

of difficulty for the group, and we 

discussed the exercise together with their class teacher. Figure 7.22 shows the 

words in order of their apparent 

difficulty, together with the 

number of students who were able 

to correctly read each item. (None of these figures was shown to the 

students.) In the class discussion that ensued, the students reported great 
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difficulty in “reading” (decoding) these words because they “did not make 

sense” to them. They found them to be “stupid”, “weird” and “irrelevant”, 

and as politely as they could, they reported that they considered the exercise 

to have been a waste of their time. These normally self-confident students of 

English were quite resentful of being placed in the stressful situation that this 

test had created for them. When they were reminded that these were all 

pseudowords, they couldn’t see the purpose in trying to read things “that 

aren’t even real”. 

 

When they were questioned about how they approached new words in their 

own reading, they reported that they tried to make out their meanings from 

the sentence and would look them up in a dictionary “if they looked 

important”. The pronunciation of these new words apparently did not 

interest them so much as their meanings.  

 

These informal student reports of reading behaviours reminded me very 

much of the “sampling” survival strategies described by Johnson and Yau 

(1996) among Hong Kong secondary school readers, and the approaches to 

reading written Chinese script that are often adopted by Cantonese speakers 

(Kwo, 1992), both described earlier in Chapter Four. 

 

 

THE TEACHING PROGRAMME 
 

 

THE WORD WIZARDS© PROGRAMME: STUDENT OBSERVATIONS 
AND REFLECTIONS (QUALITATIVE DATA) 
 

1. Reflections gathered immediately after the programme 
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At the same time that the 79 Word Wizards© students took their post-test, they 

were also asked to respond to two written prompts on the back of their test 

papers: 

 

1. What did you know about words before this course, and what new things have 
you learned from the Word Wizards© course? 

 
2. In what ways is learning to read and write English different from learning to read 

and write in Chinese? 
 

These two questions were answered in a variety of ways. In the case of 

Question One, some students only listed the topics they’d learned during the 

course, others wrote in very general terms about their learning and a few 

wrote at length on one or two specific things. Question Two drew a very wide 

range of responses as well, with some students opting to say which language 

they found easier, some providing a lesson in character construction and 

others discussing issues of pronunciation and meaning.  

 

Question One about the students’ prior and new knowledge regarding 

English words was open-ended, so it was interesting to see which topics from 

the course the students had chosen to write about. By far, the two biggest 

topics that the students raised were etymology and pronunciation (invariably 

spelled as ‘pronounciation’). Etymology was cited as something new by 41 

out of the 79 students, some of whom went as far as to say it was ‘amazing’, 

‘surprising’, ‘impressive’ or ‘shocking’. Two students were quite specific 

about their new etymological discoveries: 

 

I’ve learnt a lot of new things, such as looking a word in different parts e.g. 
‘biology’, ‘bio’ is life, ‘ology’ is study, meaning the study of life. This is 
extremely interesting and useful. (64)  
 
I learnt that words can be divided into different ways, for instance, ‘photo-
graph’, means light (photo) and writing (graph). This is like a ‘learning tool’ for 
the ‘word lexicon’ in my brain! (77) 

 

Others wrote more generally about the history of words:  
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I think English words have the linkage among them. Before the course, I paid 
little attention on words. I seldom thought about them. During the first few 
lessons, I learnt about the history of words. Many of them have been used for 
thousands of years, and they were came from other ancient language. Then I 
learnt that words with similar spelling may have the same sound. (32) 
 
Before coming to this course, honestly saying, I have no idea that words in 
English were originated from different countries and languages. I usually look at 
words just as any vocabulary that I need to learn to use it in my essays. To me, 
words was always just plain words and nothing more interesting. I now 
understood from the first lesson that etymology were actually words being mixed 
in a bowl of soup with all sorts of ingredients. This idea was extremely vivid in 
my mind. (6) 

 

These students have been learning in the medium of English for nine or ten 

years, yet many aspects of word building appeared to be new to them. Even 

though the course was ostensibly about reading (decoding) and vocabulary-

building skills, 31 students wrote that it had been very helpful in their 

pronunciation and one wrote that her listening skills had improved. 

Certainly, there does seem to have been some “fine tuning” of the group’s 

phonemic awareness (sound-discrimination skills), as the following 

comments demonstrate: 

 

This course helped me to prepare for future Speech Festival Contests, so that I 
won’t get things wrong again. (26) 
 
Quite often I mispronounce words. Now I know how to divide words into 
different patterns, and accurate pronounciation is not such a difficult jobs for 
me. (70) 
 
I understand that most of the time the spelling of a word is mostly related to its 
pronounciation (or vice versa). I think it will be much easier to spell and 
remember a word. (44) 
 
I learnt more about the words ending with ‘e’ and how to pronounce a word by 
looking at their spelling. (42) 
 
Before the class, I know very little about the ‘structure’ of words and I often 
found difficulties in pronouncing the words properly. And that’s why I am 
afraid of speaking English. After attending this course, I learn much more about 
words. For example blends, phoneme, digraph etc. I find it easier for me to 
pronounce the words as I can use the knowledge I’ve learned about constants 
and vowels. I think I’m now more confident to speak English. (13) 
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Before this course my knowledge about English pronounciation is extremely 
insufficient. Although there was a course in my school in Form 1 about all the 
symbols, I just could not remember those things. (10) 

 

This last comment indirectly referred to the International Phonetic Alphabet 

(IPA), which has gained some popularity in higher-banded schools over the 

time that the Native English-speaking Teacher (NET) scheme has been in 

operation. Thirteen responses mentioned having learned the IPA (called 

‘phoenix symbols’ by one!) in junior secondary classes. For most of them, it 

did not appear to have provided any new insights. Two even reported having 

had ‘dictation tests’ on the symbols, and one called them his ‘old friends from 

Form One’. The usefulness of teaching the IPA in the Hong Kong context will 

be addressed in the following chapter, but suffice to say that it was only 

reported once in direct connection with dictionary use: 

 

I was taught about English words with the phonetic system but no other. We 
have to go to the dictionaries very often, but without the knowledge of how these 
sighs or words should be pronounced. (14) 

 

Fifteen students wrote about learning how to ‘go inside’, to ‘chop up’ or to 

‘go deeper’ into words for the first time. 

 

Before, I had never looked at the alphabet in such detail, even though I use it 
every single day. (65) 
 
I learnt more about words because we broke them up into many different parts. 
(4) 
 
I also learnt that although I don’t know the word, I can still pronounce the word 
by chop them into different parts or using the 44 constant sounds and vowels. 
(50) 

 

It came as a surprise to read that the meanings of many common prefixes and 

suffixes were not particularly well known, and that six students appeared to 

not have heard the terms ‘vowel’ and ‘consonant’ before. 
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I don’t really look up all the words I don’t know in the dictationery as it will 
make me felt bored. I prefer guessing what the words mean or look it up later. So 
by learning some words in this class like ‘bi’ means two, it helps me a lot. (35) 
 
Our schools didn’t teach us anything about prefix and suffix. We only talked 
about phonic symbol before, so the Word Wizards help me a lot. (54) 
 
I also got the concept of what is vowels and what is conseants correct. In the 
past, I just got a faint and incorrect idea of what these are. It is only after this 
course that I recognize the difference between the two. (26) 
 
Before this course, I just knew that words are formed by alphabets, and I just 
knew a little about how to pronounse a new word. I didn’t know what is vowel 
or consonant before. (74) 

 

One of the more pleasing aspects of reading the student feedback closely was 

to find that at least 14 students felt that the course would better prepare them 

to handle new words in the future. 

 

It’s OK for me to spell a new words by saying it slowly and seperating the 
syllables. (25) 
 
I think (or I hope) I’m more sensitive to the ‘sound’ of the words. It’s easier to 
read out the diff. part of a word which I don’t know now. (46) 
 
I learnt some structures of words, how a word is made, how to read a totally new 
word. I think I know more about words now. (74) 

 

As the course instructor, the most personally rewarding kind of feedback on 

this question was that which captured some genuine excitement and 

fascination about the study of English words. 

 

Words are like people. They belong to a diverse family with many races. (1) 
 

During the lessons of Word Wizards, I really learn a lot. I enjoy the lessons 
because they make me figure out the excitement of learning English through 
different teaching methods, such as games and different fantastic dictionaries. 
(19) 
 
I’d love to tell you that honestly I have learnt a whole lot about different words, 
and the games you provided was fun. The Thrass rap was hilarious. I loved it. 
And I’m sure my pronounciation improved. (24) 
 
Before this course, I was preparing the SAT, where tonnes of vocabs were 
required to remember, for writing or better understanding of some difficult text 
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or completing those analogies etc. English words are really difficult to remember. 
In fact, they’re quite distant to me, because I treat it as some sort of scattered 
memory, something that is not useful to me except in the exams or tests, or to 
impress people occasionally.  

After this course, I seem to apprehend that words are just a jigsaw puzzle. You 
build them with roots and other organs, prefixes and suffixes. You may form a 
word, or understand others’ ‘creation’ instantly if you can remember the 
definitions and the roots and stuff. English is a step nearer to me. I also learnt 
how to pronounce the English words not in my way, but rather stressing their 
vowels etc. Through the silly rap, lots of games, I sort of fall in love with words. 
Words seem to make friends with me. Moreover, what impresses me is the 
history or origin of words. Something that is similar to Chinese characters. (29) 
 
I want to learn more and more on word construction. I love the interesting 
games. They help me to develop a deeper memory on what I have learnt.  
(60) 
 
I’ve learned a new way of speaking and spelling a new word. I now recognize 
that words are magic! It’s easily formed and it is changeable. The course helps 
me to overcome the fear of spelling. (66) 
 
I remember the time when I took the pre-exam, I totally freaked out because the 
word test was pretty hard. Throughout the last few lessons I really learnt a great 
lot like syllables and stuff. During the word test, I even felt more confident in 
spelling out the words (hopefully I did much better). (6) 
 

 

The interactive games were directly referred to in positive terms by 12 

students. The inclusion of plenty of games was a deliberate decision on my 

part, following the success of the word games that were played during the 

trial programme in 2002. This time there was at least one game per lesson, 

most of which involved the use of laminated cards and game boards. 

“Winning” was often decided by chance, so the students were highly 

motivated to participate (see Appendix Two). Every day the students would 

enter the room and ask what games they’d be playing that day – their 

appetite for them was insatiable, and their feedback comments suggested that 

they saw them as useful, not just as a change in the classroom routine. 

 

I love the games during lessons. They are entertaining and also useful for 
learning English words. (75) 
 
The games were fun and made the lessons more interesting. The games helped us 
to apply the knowledge in our daily life. (32) 
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I especially enjoyed learning through the large variety of games you introduced 
us. (77) 
 
I learnt something new and fun like anagrams. The examples are really funny. 
(2) 

The benefits of different types of dictionaries (e.g. thematic, rhyming) and the 

use of a thesaurus drew comments from eight students. From the casual 

remarks that were made in the class, it seemed that the use of a thesaurus was 

a new experience for almost every student. Quite a few of them bought a 

student-level thesaurus during the programme at an international book fair 

that was being held in Hong Kong at the time.  

 

The following two students may have become more analytical and less reliant 

on memorisation in their approach to vocabulary-building in English. 

 

Before I attended this course, I had thought that English vocabulary was a 
massive amount of memorization. I only knew a little about roots and suffix and 
almost nothing about phonics. However this course offer me a valuable 
opportunity to learn about words. (71) 
 
Before this course, I really knew very little about words. I never know about its 
history or vowels. Actually, I haven’t heard of these specific names to describe 
words, like vowels etc. I usually learn words by memorizing its spelling and 
never know there’s a lot of knowledge before words. I think in this course, words 
are actually full of history and knowledge. I know that learning words is not just 
by memorizing. We have to study them in detail about how it comes to be, why it 
consists of these letters and how to pronounce it. I know how to distinguish 
words into short vowels and long vowels, like ‘bit’ and ‘beat’. Actually, 
everything I learn in this class was new to me in the past. And I like the cross-
word puzzle too, although I cannot get even half of them. In short, I’ve learned a 
lot about words. (And I think we can play more games in classes. It’s 
interesting!) (37) 

 

The students’ responses to Question Two, on the differences that they saw 

between reading and writing in English and Chinese, were also quite diverse, 

with several describing how Chinese characters have evolved, some offering 

advice for Chinese learning, others comparing the grammar structures of 

Chinese and English sentences, and a few praising the beauty of Chinese 

characters. The two most common themes were the amount of memorisation 
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needed to learn the Chinese script (21 out of 79 responses) and the contrasting 

use of an alphabet in English (27 responses).  

 

Memorisation is called for at two levels in Chinese language learning in Hong 

Kong secondary schools. The characters themselves, some of which are only 

used in classical texts, need to be memorised. On top of this, the current 

senior secondary Chinese Language syllabus requires students to memorise 

26 set texts, on which they will be tested in their public exam for as much as a 

third of their final mark.  

 

[This requirement for the rote memorisation of text will be changed in 2007, 

when the Hong Kong Examinations and Assessment Authority (HKEAA) will 

change the focus of the exam to a more general language proficiency test 

(Chan, 2005)]. 

 

I think learning Chinese is much more difficult. We cannot pronounce it only 
from its shape. We have to memorize them one by one. And it’s very easy to 
forget how to write them. Even we know how to speak, we don’t know how to 
write them out like spelling in English. That’s the difference. (37) 
 
In Chinese, memory is very important. You have to really remember the sounds 
of the words. There are no building structures like letters in English, so there are 
no guesses of the pronounciation of Chinese words. You either know it or you 
don’t. (1) 
 
Chinese got no letters to memorize. We need to memorize very single character 
to write a good paragraph. (3) 
 
I think English is easier than Chinese because most words can be pronounced 
even if we don’t understand the word. But if you’ve never learnt a Chinese 
character, there’s no way you would know the answer. (4) 
 
We are forced to memorise phrases, especially those 4-word-phrases used in 
ancient Chinese. That helps us to get good marks on our essays. (14) 
 
There’s over a million of words and vocabularies to learn and you must 
remember how to write it correctly and cannot rely on its sounds. (25) 
 
Chinese characters are made up from different parts and you hardly know how to 
pronounce it if it hasn’t been taught to you before. (30) 
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In Chinese there is no way for you to memorize any of the sounds because the 
writing of the words have nothing relate to the sound. (56) 

 

Many students made comparisons of difficulty. Twenty-one felt that learning 

to read and write in English was “easier” than in Chinese, whereas two felt 

that Chinese was easier.  

 

Chinese is totally different from English, since you can spell an English word by 
‘sound it out’, but you can’t possibly do the same thing in Chinese. However, 
some Chinese character can already explain a whole sentence in English. (64) 
 
The combination of Chinese character is simpler than a bunch of letter putting 
together (i.e. spelling is a problem in English).(46) 
 
I think learning English is waaay more fun than Chinese. It’s simpler (not that 
simple if you prod deeper … but …). I mean the basics (alphabet) are quite easy 
to learn. English is more fun to read and write than Chinese. Chinese characters 
are so complicated. English words are also easier to sing out in songs. Chinese 
words sometimes have an ‘in-between’ sound/note. (45) 
 
I think Chinese dictations are much harder than English ones because if we 
forget a Chinese character, we couldn’t guess how to write it, when in English, 
we can at least try to write the word down and hope that the spelling is correct. 
(12) 
 
Chinese words are monophonic while English words can have variable 
pronounciation. (38) 
 

 

Three students wrote that they were unsure as to whether “Chinese” was 

truly their “mother tongue”, as they felt that they were much more literate in 

English. These students spoke Cantonese with their friends, but they had 

commenced their primary schooling overseas. Two students mentioned 

something of the differences between spoken Cantonese and written Chinese. 

 

Writing in Chinese is much more different from English because we’re speaking 
in Cantonese, which is just a dialect, and when we need to write, we have to 
translate what we wanna say into sentences. Spoken Cantonese is different from 
written Chinese. However, in English what we say is what we write, so it’s not 
that complicated. I won’t check up words in dictionaries when reading Chinese 
books coz I think I can get the meaning of the phrases. (53) 
 
Each Chinese “syllables” have 9 types of change in the tone and accent. 
Therefore it is difficult to learn. (57) 
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At least ten students chose to write about their analytical approach to reading 

and writing Chinese script. None of them made use of the English terms 

‘radical’ or ‘phonetic’ to describe the different parts of Chinese characters, but 

at least they made some astute observations on the sound and meaning 

aspects of the script.  

 

In reading English, we can know how to read the words from the spelling, to use 
vowel or consonant. In Chinese, we have to look at the characteristic of the word 
and try to figure out a word we know with the same characteristic, but 
sometimes it could be wrong. In writing Chinese, we have to know and 
remember the characteristic of the Chinese words. Sometimes the Chinese words 
are very complicated. It’s easy to make mistakes in Chinese words. (74) 
 
Chinese characters display their meaning. When we look at a new character, we 
can guess its meaning by looking at its structure. (8) 
 
One special feature of Chinese is that sometimes you can know what it means 
simply by looking at the word, and therefore it’s easier to learn Chinese than 
English. (13) 
 
When learning Chinese, there are six ways to form a single word: adding a 
specific symbol, by meaning, by the picture of an object etc. I think this is rather 
different from English! (17) 
 
In writing Chinese, there are always two or more words combine together to give 
a meaning. (19) 
 
Chinese has a lot more characters and each word consists of different 
combinations (e.g. left, right, top and bottom). When reading Chinese words it’s 
not simply reading one part of the word, instead, some don’t actually read as any 
part of the word. (22) 
 
When we see a new word in Chinese, we can guess its meaning from the 
character, and some characters would help us guess how to pronounce the word. 
(34) 
 
Luckily, Chinese words are grouped by some special characters and by one 
character of the whole word, you can know how to say it, or at least know a bit of 
the word’s meaning. I don’t know much about the special characters that help 
you with the meaning and the pronunciation. (42) 
 
Chinese is usually formed by two components (voice/meaning). (77) 
 
Many pronounciation of Chinese words depend on some part of the word only. 
But we have to consider every character when pronouncing English. (79) 
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2. Returnee reflections, one year later 

 

Twenty of the 2004 Word Wizards© group returned for the Level Two summer 

school programme in July-August 2005, and they were asked to respond in 

writing to the following two prompts: 

 

1. Have you looked at words differently since doing the Word Wizards© course? 
 
2. How do you think most Hong Kong learners of English look at English words? 
 

These two questions were answered quite briefly and the responses were 

categorised according to the most commonly chosen topics. Question One 

asked them about any long-lasting effects of the previous year’s programme. 

The most common topics they raised were their perceived improvements in 

pronunciation (six responses) and their newly acquired word-attack skills 

(five responses). They wrote in the following terms: 

 

I’ve looked at words differently since doing the Word Wizards course. I know 
how to pronounce words that I haven’t seen before, to split words into different 
parts and know different suffixes and prefixes. (58) 
 
Since I learnt how to pronounce words, things have been easier for me as I was 
reading books or doing dictation. (15) 
 
What I benefit from this course is I sound out words much better, and I 
mispronounce the words I don’t know less often. I think this is because we sang 
the phonetic song. I can still remember part of it. (76) 
 
I look at words more thoroughly after taking the Word Wizards course. For 
example, I pay more attention to the prefixes and suffixes in words and then try 
to guess their meanings. When I come across some difficult words, I would make 
use of my knowledge about syllables and stress I learnt from the lessons to 
pronounce them. (13) 
 
I can sound words out. Sometimes when we know how to read the words we 
sometimes know what it means, because we might have heard it somewhere. (68) 
 
I know how to pronoun word ended with –e, e.g. ate, ide. They are all long 
sounds since there are “magic e”. (60) 
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Others wrote of improvements in spelling and dictation, and being able to 

derive meaning from word segments. 

 

I think that dictation has been easier for me this year. (40) 
 
Yes, I learnt how to spell out a word from its pronounciation. So I do not have to 
study dictation now! (59) 
 
I can try guess a word’s meanning by observing the structure of the words, like 
different prefix gives different meanning to the word. (19) 
 
Whenever I came across a word that I did not know the meaning, I would try to 
separate it into separate parts (parts that would make sense in etymology). Then 
I can often guess the meaning and sometimes get it right. This helps a lot, 
especially when the word appears in an examination paper. (14) 

 

Four students wrote that they had consulted their Word Wizards© notes and 

handouts during the year. 

 

Sometimes I will take out the notes that Ms Bunce has given us last year and 
revise them. They are really useful. (40) 

 

Two wrote of changed attitudes and one wished that the course had been 

longer. 

 

English words are no longer just letters and syllabals to me. I find the 
importance of learning about words because it helps you to understand literature 
works as well. (59) 
 
The knowledge you poured in me has proved very useful indeed. In fact, I found 
out that etymology and phoneix are the two subjects that link up everything else 
in the world. Even in economics and psychology seminars they talk about 
etymology. That surprised me. At the same time, I know what they are talking 
about because I have learned it before. And I learned it from you. (14) 

 

The responses to Question Two permitted the group to “show off” what they 

had learned in comparison to others. Their observations are very interesting 

and quite perceptive regarding other Hong Kong students’ approaches to 

learning English words. Here, the two main topics that came up in the 
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responses were memorisation and the difficulty that they felt most learners 

experienced in dealing with English words. They also wrote of dismissive 

attitudes towards words and a tendency to skip them, rather than learn any 

new words. Ten students wrote about memorisation in terms like these: 

 

Some students in Hong Kong do not know how to sound words out, they 
remember the spelling of words only. I think that it is quit difficult to remember 
the spelling of words if you don’t know how to read them. I really don’t know 
how they can do it. (68) 
 
I think most Hong Kong learners of English do not care about how words are 
formed. When there is dictation, they just memorize the spelling of the word. 
When a new word is asked to be written, they won’t know how to spell it. (40) 
 
They just think that English words are some letters combining together. They 
don’t know exactly the relationship between letters such as phonemes, 
graphemes. (11) 
 
Most Hong Kong English learners memorize English words instead of learning 
them. They may not pay attention to all the words because they think that it is a 
minor thing. (59) 

 

The difficulty of learning English words was seen as a barrier to some. 

 

Most Hong Kong learner would say it is very difficult to learn English words, 
and the most troublesome part would be the spelling and pronounciation. When 
they look at an English word, they just treat it as a whole, and try to memorize 
the spelling. (13) 
 
Most Hong Kong learners might think it is hard to memorize the English words. 
They think that it is long and difficult. But I think after doing a Word Wizards 
course, you would be able to spell out some of the words when people just say 
them out and you have never seen them before. You could learn how to say some 
of the words correctly after doing this course. I think if you know how to say the 
words, you could spell them out. (42) 

Two suggested that some people in Hong Kong learn words in a visual 

manner. 

 

I think they’ll usually regard words as a picture. They will just memorize it 
without digestion so it’s hard for them to remember words forever. (60) 

 

Skipping and avoiding words seems to be a common practice. 
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They don’t really care. As long as they don’t know the words, they give them up. 
They won’t bother to check up their origins or meanings. (36) 
 
Their attitude towards English words would be “you know it, or you skip it”. 
They would give up as soon as they encounter words that they haven’t learnt 
before. They often recite English words. I think it would be harder if they learn 
in this way. (14) 
 
They think that it’s difficult to spell vocabulary. They also hate to check the 
dictionary for their meaning. As a result, there are not much improvement. (61) 

 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

 

This chapter has provided a detailed account of a variety of research findings 

from the action-research-based summer word-study programme known as 

Word Wizards©. These research findings have ranged from a phoneme-level 

error analysis, to two large-group test performances, to a series of reflective 

feedback comments from the adolescent student-participants in the 

programme. The results of these research activities have been sorted, 

analysed and presented here in order to provide some evidence with which to 

address the two core research questions that underlie this project, namely, the 

extent to which alphabetic concepts are established among Hong Kong’s 

student-learners of English, and whether these understandings can be 

improved. 

 

The Research Discussion chapter will now examine and discuss the patterns 

that are revealed in these findings from the project, and this chapter will also 

investigate the efficacy of the Word Wizards© word-study summer 

programme. The broader significance of these findings in the wider context of 

language and literacy education in Hong Kong will become the focus of the 

final, concluding chapter of the thesis. CONTENTS CHAPTER 8 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

DISCUSSION OF THE RESEARCH FINDINGS 
 

 
Now I understand much more about these “little people”.  
(67) Word Wizards course participant, 2004. 
 
In the past I always thought that the studying of English words is 
very boring, because English is difficult to read and to spell. But 
now, my mind have changed. The studying of words can also be fun 
and interesting.  
(T8) Word Wizards trial-course participant, 2002. 
 
I knew nothing before. I learnt things about etymology, which I like 
most, different types of dictionaries and sounds. But I don’t really 
know where I can use this knowledge. 
(39) Word Wizards course participant, 2004. 

 

 

While I was supervising an end-of-year examination in my international 

school in Hong Kong, one of the local Chinese students called me over to his 

desk. He pointed to some words in bold type on his exam paper and asked 

me, “What are these black words?” The single words in question were all 

written with an initial capital letter, they were each written below five or six 

lines of italic print and accompanied by a bracket that said, “age 11”, “age 15” 

or something similar. The page was clearly titled, “Children’s Voices from the 

Middle East”, and the set of “black words” included Talia, Omar, Zahra, 

Yankle, Chaim and Ariella. The layout of the page and the textual clues 

should have been enough for this ESL student to infer that the “black words” 

were children’s names, however unusual they might have appeared to him. 

The names themselves were not particularly difficult to decode. Why was this 

student unable to work out the “black words”?  

 

Prior to his successful entry into an English-language international school, 

this boy had attended a Band One EMI school for eight years. He, like the 

Hong Kong students in Holm and Dodd’s landmark study of overseas 

students at an Australian university (1996), had been completely caught off-

CONTENTS 
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guard by what appeared to him to be a surfeit of pseudowords. How can it be 

that some of Hong Kong’s seemingly capable users of English can be so easily 

“caught out” by unfamiliar words? It was only because the exam paper had 

so many of these words that the boy’s decoding problems could be seen so 

clearly. For bright students like him and those in Holm and Dodd’s study, to 

meet such an array of apparent “non-words” in a high-stakes situation would 

not be a common event.  

 

In other situations, the boy would have found his own way of dealing with 

such words one at a time, or ignoring them completely, but this was a 

stressful assessment situation and he clearly needed to check with the teacher. 

Once his attention was drawn to the title, “Children’s Voices from the Middle 

East”, he immediately realised the function of the “black words” and 

acknowledged that he had not “looked at the heading stuff” on the exam 

paper. This time, he had not relied on the contextual clues to “get by”. Once 

he knew the function of the new words (names), he could “deal with them” in 

the manner of the Hong Kong students described in the Johnson and Yau 

study (1996) in Chapter Four. The meaning of these words was his 

overwhelming concern – whether or not he could pronounce them was an 

entirely different matter. 

 

The students in the Word Wizards© programme, like the boy in the exam, are 

very rarely faced with whole sets of isolated new words. They mostly 

encounter new words a few at a time in reading passages in their classrooms 

or in their own private reading. They will then need to decide whether or not 

to “engage” with them immediately, to look them up in a dictionary, or to 

work out their meanings from the context. They will rarely be asked by their 

local teachers of English to read unseen text aloud, and unseen spelling-

dictations are not commonly practised in their schools. It was one such 

unseen spelling test that these students were forced to confront when they 

undertook the selection test for the summer school English programme. As 
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one participant remarked, she “totally freaked out because the word test was 

pretty hard” (student no. 6). The higher-level Word Circus© students reacted 

with veiled anger to the Graded Nonword Reading Test that pitted them against 

a set of 20 decontextualised, invented words. 

 

This discussion chapter will examine the results of the summer school and the 

earlier testing exercises, and discuss the unusual picture that they present of 

the alphabetic understandings of some of Hong Kong’s most able learners of 

English. The classroom experiences involved in the Word Wizards© teaching 

programme will also be examined, as this course was designed specifically to 

enhance the students’ grasp of alphabetic concepts. 

 

 

THE WORDS 

 

Word reading is absolutely central to functional literacy in an alphabetic 

language. To be able to read or to write a word in an alphabetic language, a 

person needs to know that (1) words are composed of sets of tiny sounds, and 

(2) the letters that are used to make the words correspond to these sounds in a 

variety of ways. This is the alphabetic principle at work. The overriding 

difference between experienced readers and beginning readers, skilled 

readers and weak readers, voracious readers and reluctant readers is their 

ability to read words. All the higher-order reading skills such as 

comprehension, vocabulary development and purposeful, enjoyable reading 

and writing are dependent on accurate word recognition (Byrne, 1998; 

Simmons and Kameenui, 1998; Stanovich, 1991). Readers without insights 

into words will guess at them, based perhaps on their first sound (or letter), 

their physical features or the context in which the word is found. As texts that 

are composed entirely of known words are uncommon in a secondary-school 

setting, it is essential that readers possess the tools to unlock new words. 

Once these words become “available” to the reader as a combination of 
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sounds, they can be matched with words that are already known, they can be 

learned anew, or they can be ignored at the time that they are encountered.  

 

Context will greatly assist the reader in deriving meaning for newly 

discovered words and in comprehending the whole of the text. Word reading 

and comprehension develop in tandem as reading evolves into a self-teaching 

process (Perfetti, 1985; Share, 1995). Skilled readers can decode newly 

encountered words, but if a reader’s word recognition skills are weak, then 

reading will be interrupted and laboured, and comprehension will also suffer. 

Fluency in reading is a combination of efficient decoding and automatic word 

recognition. 

 

The students in the pre- and post-tests of the summer school project were 

required to spell words, however, not to read them aloud. Only the Level 

Two group was asked to read words aloud. Linnea Ehri (2000) has described 

these skills as “two sides of the same coin” because the act of spelling 

necessarily involves listening, writing and then re-reading what has been 

written to verify the correctness of the letter-sound correspondences. Reading 

aloud and spelling both rely on a knowledge of the alphabetic system and the 

alphabetic principle. They differ in that the act of spelling requires the 

assembling of more information and a greater risk of error. Readers can 

survive, but not necessarily prosper, on less than a full set of information. The 

use of a spelling test is thus a valid tool for the investigation of alphabetic 

understandings. 

 

The pre-post 20-word spelling test and the Graded Nonword Reading Test both 

relied on the use of pseudowords, readily decodable uncommon words or 

both. Pseudowords are ideal tools to measure readers’ and spellers’ 

phonological decoding or encoding skills, as they completely isolate the 

principles of letter-sound correspondence and blending from word meaning. 

Weaker readers are more sensitive to word meanings than to word structures, 
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and are especially insensitive to the phonological attributes of words 

(Vellutino and Scanlon, 1987). The task on which good and poor readers 

differ the most is a pseudoword recognition test (Simmons and Kameenui, 

1998). If they find difficulty with such a task, it suggests that “their success 

with real words is probably based on rote associations between printed and 

spoken words … placing a high demand on visual memory … [and] … 

requiring a teacher to tell the child what each printed word says” (Byrne, 

1998, p. 3). When such readers are required to read the same passage multiple 

times, however, fluency and recall will definitely improve as their early 

attention to new words becomes more and more diverted to comprehension 

and understanding (Sindelar et al., 1990). Such readers may operate under an 

illusion of fluency. 

 

The set of 20 words chosen for the pre-post test in the Word Wizards© 

programme was carefully designed to introduce a wide range of phonemic 

challenges for the students, as well as to provide a research opportunity for 

further analysis. Interestingly, the “words” that were used in the Graded 

Nonword Reading Test were not particularly balanced in their choice of 

phoneme-grapheme patterns. This commercial reading test is designed to be 

more of a quick “screening tool” than a diagnostic one. Considering the 

academic standing and the obvious success of all these students in learning 

English, their relative weakness on these reading and spelling tests must 

come as a surprise.  

 

Only one applicant out of all the 269 students who took the summer school 

pre-test in 2003 and 2004 obtained the full mark of 20. The mean for the 2004 

group was only 8.17. How could six of these able students spell the word lop 

as ‘locp’ or ‘locpe’? Not only do such constructions contain letter 

combinations that are almost unknown, but they do not pass the “reading 

check” needed in good spelling, as they are virtually unpronounceable. Some 
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of the other almost impossible spellings included, ‘napd’, ‘nacb’, ‘napd’, 

sicpt’, ‘chlod’, ‘hugve’ and ‘’wacge’.  

 

Generally speaking, however, the majority of the incorrect responses were 

pronounceable and most had the right number of syllables. The rate of non-

responses was very low. This probably echoes the fact that one can always 

write “something” in a spelling test, whereas in an oral reading test it is much 

harder and personally revealing to commit to an utterance when one has no 

firm idea what to say. The Graded Nonword Reading Test given to the Level 

Two students did manage to elicit a 100 percent response rate, however, 

unlike the earlier individualised pseudoword-reading tests that were 

administered in the low-banded schools. The Graded Nonword Reading Test 

also brought out some resentment and considerable mockery from the 

participants, after the test was over. These students were clearly most 

uncomfortable with the pseudoword-reading task, on which the group of 

twelve students averaged only 11 correct out of 20.  

 

The research findings in this study have replicated the weaknesses found by 

Holm and Dodd (1996) in their study of Hong Kong university students in 

Australia. Their group had great trouble reading pseudowords, in marked 

contrast to their general reading and spelling abilities with real words. Wang 

and Geva (2003) found similar problems in the spelling of pseudowords by 

young, Cantonese-speaking immigrant children in Canada who had already 

commenced learning Chinese characters by rote. These researchers also found 

that these children had particular problems in spelling words that contained 

phonemes that are present in English but not in Cantonese. Hanley (2005, p. 

331), in reference to these studies, ponders why it is that Hong Kong children 

“turn out to have such low phonological awareness with English words and 

to be so poor at reading and writing English nonwords”. 
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The detailed analysis of errors on the pre-test that was provided in Chapter 

Seven showed some clear patterns in sound discrimination problems, several 

of which were later incorporated into the Word Wizards© instructional 

programme. Probably the most obvious one of these was the role played by a 

final ‘e’ in lengthening the sound of the previous vowel. The application of 

this insight, however, hinges on the students’ ability to perceive the 

differences between long and short vowel sounds. According to Hung (2002), 

this long-short distinction is extremely problematic among Hong Kong 

English-speakers. One NET teacher wrote on an internet discussion forum 

that his English department head in his Band One EMI school “insisted that 

she had never heard of a long vowel or short vowel sound and she couldn’t 

see that there would be any difference” (Emerton, 2005). Hung (2002, p. 125) 

claims that Cantonese-background speakers of English “operate with as few 

as seven simple vowel contrasts [not counting the neutral ‘schwa’], in 

comparison with eleven for British RP speakers”. This almost total absence of 

a long-short distinction in Cantonese, renders the following pairs of words 

virtually indistinguishable to most Hong Kong speakers of English: 

 

heed   - hid 
heat  -  hit 
head  - had 
bet  - bat 
hoot  -  hood 
caught  - cot    (Hung, 2002, p. 125) 

 

Final consonants and consonant clusters in the final position in short words 

and syllables are also a problem, possibly because Cantonese syllables are 

often open- or soft-ended. The vast majority of Cantonese syllables have only 

a simple consonant-vowel (CV) structure, with the occasional presence of a 

final /n/, /ng/, /p/, /t/ or /k/ sound (Hung, 2002, p. 130). On top of this, 

Hanley, Tzeng and Huang (1999, p. 174) point out that “there are no 

consonant blends in any of the Chinese languages, either before or after the 

vowel”. When some Hong Kong speakers of English attempt to close a 
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syllable, it can be overdone, as in ‘close-ded’, ‘repair-ded’ and ‘remove-ded’, 

or added to, as in ‘bus-sie’, ‘miss-ie’ and ‘lunch-ie’. Consonant clusters may 

have an additional ‘schwa’ sound added between them, such as 

/kuh/lin/ton (Clinton), or /ko/lo/gay (Colgate) or /eve/uh/ning (evening) 

(Hanley, 2005, p. 332).  

 

The spelling patterns of words, however, are historically “set” and the 

students should know that the final position in an English word or syllable 

often requires a consonant letter. It is in the students’ choice of this final 

grapheme that we can notice another problem.  

 

In the pre-test situation, there was a tendency for students to intermix the 

voiced and unvoiced equivalents of the same sound. According to Hung 

(2002, p. 130), some of these voiced-unvoiced distinctions are easier for Hong 

Kong speakers than others, with /b/ - /p/, /d/ - /t/, /g/ - /k/ and /j/ - 

/ch/ being more familiar to them from Cantonese sounds than /v/ - /f/, 

/th/ - /th/, /z/ - /s/ or /zh/ - /sh/. These highly significant features of the 

English sound system will need to be explicitly taught to Cantonese-speaking 

learners of English. How this has been done in the absence of explicit 

instruction in alphabetic concepts is problematic. Without regular interaction 

with native English-speakers, Hong Kong speakers of English have become 

used to each other’s pronunciations and common errors are easily 

perpetuated. No wonder the arrival of NET teachers in local schools is 

sometimes greeted with discomfort and a reluctance to speak in English in 

their presence.  

 

One example of the perpetuation of errors at word-level is obvious in the 

students’ feedback comments, where many of them wrote the words, 

‘pronounciation’, ‘vocabularies’ (for words) and ‘alphabets’ (for letters). At 

the grapheme-level, there is a set of uniquely Hong Kong labels for a number 

of the letters of the alphabet. These are ‘yee’ for E, ‘effu’ for F, ‘aitchu’ for H, 



 165 

‘ello’ for L, ‘enno’ for N, ‘arlo’ for R, ‘essie’ for S, ‘wee’ for V, ‘exie’ for X and 

‘ee-zed’ for Z. These errors are commonplace in Hong Kong school-English, 

and the summer school students quietly expressed their amusement at these 

practices when they were discussed during a lesson in the Word Wizards© 

course. 

 

The improved word-by-word results in the post-test showed a clear pattern. 

The biggest improvements were in the words of more than one syllable, with 

the compound word monograph enjoying a particularly big improvement. In 

this word, it is clear that the students had used their new knowledge of word 

construction to combine two very common word-building elements. They 

would almost certainly not have known the meaning of this word, but the test 

sentence confirmed that it had something to do with writing. The big 

improvement in ventilate was a little surprising, but the students were 

clearly able to break it down into its component parts. The improvement in 

thress was possibly due to the students’ new familiarity with the acronym, 

THRASS, the name of the chart-based phonics programme that was used 

during the latter half of the Word Wizards© course. It was pleasing to note that 

they had learned to distinguish the /e/ and /a/ short-vowel sounds that 

separate these two “words”. The smallest spelling improvements were 

mainly in the short, CVC words, with lop suffering a slight decline in correct 

responses in the post-test situation. In these short words, the spelling 

depended entirely on recognising the sound-letter patterns, not on the recall 

of word-building units. What a pity that they could not transfer their 

knowledge of other ‘-op’ words such as ‘mop’, ‘pop’ or ‘top’. The central 

vowels and the final consonants continued to be problematic in many words 

in the post-test situation, reflecting the common difficulties with English 

sounds faced by Cantonese speakers. 

 

As the students noted in their post-programme feedback comments, they had 

learned to “look inside” words and to become more aware of the component 
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parts of words. They certainly demonstrated an improvement at the macro 

level of the syllable and other word-building units, but the micro level of the 

phoneme, particularly vowel sounds, still posed discrimination problems for 

them. As this is an endemic problem in the Cantonese-speaking environment 

of Hong Kong, it is not surprising that this was unable to be significantly 

improved in a three-week programme of one hour per day, with only seven 

sessions specifically addressing the level of the phoneme. Getting Hong 

Kong’s Chinese learners of English to be able to discriminate between 

individual sounds below the level of the syllable remains a substantial 

challenge in English language teaching in the HKSAR.  

 

 

THE STUDENTS 

 

The 135 students who took the pre-test in 2004 and the 134 students who took 

the same test in the previous year, returned very similar sets of results. In 

both years, the enormous range of scores (0 to 18 in 2003, and 0 to 20 in 2004) 

shows the wide variation that is present in this population of high-achieving, 

15-year-old students in Band One EMI schools. Their similarly low rates of 

correct responses (42 percent in 2003, and 40 percent in 2004) and average 

scores (8.3 in 2003, and 8.17 in 2004) show that this test has definitely tapped 

into the same phenomenon twice. During the administration of the pre-test, it 

was unnerving to watch the students looking almost everywhere around the 

room except at the instructor’s mouth in their apparent attempts to 

“remember” the words. The post-test situation saw the students much more 

focused on my physical delivery of the words. Of course, they had grown 

used to me by then, but they had at least learned to look for “clues to sounds” 

in the speaker’s productive oral behaviour.  

 

The student feedback contained several indications that they felt their sound 

discrimination skills, at least in their own pronunciation, had improved. It 
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was interesting to notice how many of them had not especially “cared” or 

bothered very much about words in their previous English learning. Words 

had been seen as rather ordinary units of language that they needed to learn 

in order to write sentences, or to boost their vocabularies. Words had been 

seen as a means to an end, rather than as units with a science and a “magic” 

of their own. These students’ almost total lack of any knowledge of 

etymology is tragic, and this gap in their learning has probably contributed to 

an even further diminution of the status of words in their language learning. 

No wonder a surfeit of new words can bring about an “alphabet headache”. 

The students’ very limited view of words as almost a “necessary evil” in 

English language learning can only have come from their school learning 

environments. Even after her apparent discovery of etymology, one of the 

students (No. 39, quoted at the start of this chapter) remarked that she was 

unsure about what she could do with this knowledge, whereas others could 

definitely see its usefulness in the construction and deconstruction of longer 

words. 

 

As a group of 79, the students’ scores showed a statistically significant 

increase from the pre-test to the post-test situation. In terms of the “effect 

size” for this group, a Cohen’s d-score of 0.61 indicates a medium effect, 

meaning that the improvement is noticeable, given the size of the group. 

Statistically, a d-score of 0.61 indicates that 38.2% of the post-test distribution 

of scores does not overlap with the pre-test distribution. As a set of 

individuals, however, their personal gains were not so clear-cut. A correlation 

of 0.75 between the pre- and post-scores, while safely positive, does not 

produce a particularly strong predictive relationship between the two.  

 

The group gains may be due to particular learning styles and motivational 

factors that worked well for some of the group during the instructional 

programme. For example, those students who thrive on an analytical 

approach to their learning may have benefited more than those who prefer to 
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rely on their memories. Those who could extrapolate from their Word 

Wizards© class-work to the English demands of their regular schoolwork (e.g. 

terminology in science) may have seen more benefits in their word studies. 

Nevertheless, it is clear that many of the group did gain a heightened respect 

for the English language, and an appreciation of its antiquity, through their 

new-found knowledge of etymology.  

 

It is difficult to gauge the effect that varying levels of motivation may have 

had on different individuals. A summer school programme does not have a 

one-to-one “pay off” in terms of exam scores or promotional opportunities. In 

this way, it is a far more relaxed learning environment for these students than 

they have probably ever experienced before. This noticeable reduction in 

academic pressure may have influenced them in different ways. 

 

It was interesting to learn that at least thirteen of the twenty returning 

students in 2005 had studied the International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA) in 

their schools, yet it did not seem to have had any effect on their ability to 

discriminate sounds. The IPA has been a divisive issue in the NET teaching 

community, with several NETs advocating its use over “phonics” as a way 

forward in improving Hong Kong students’ awareness of sounds. Their calls 

have been echoed by a number of local English teachers who have been 

taught the IPA as adults in post-graduate university studies. I think that the 

Word Wizards© students have settled this argument. Unless there is some 

fundamental understanding that letter combinations can “capture” sounds in 

print, it does not matter what “alphabet” is being used. For curious adults 

eager to learn more about psycholinguistics, the IPA can offer many 

theoretical insights into the language and the different varieties of World 

English, but in the hands of adolescent and younger learners with poorly 

developed phonological awareness skills, it could easily become just another 

source of “alphabet headaches”; it could even trigger an “alphabet migraine”. 
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The students’ evident excitement regarding the range and usefulness of 

dictionaries is another surprising, but rather sad revelation from this group. 

Even those who love mathematics, and have learned it for years through the 

medium of English, were taken aback by their discovery of numerous 

dictionaries of mathematics in the international school library. The huge 

variety of thematic dictionaries in the reference collection was a source of 

genuine amazement to many in the group. I think it is safe to say that none 

had ever seen or used a thesaurus before. In other ESL-situations in which I 

have taught, there has always been an issue of dictionary- and thesaurus-

dependency by some students. This is not the case with these particular 

students, although there is a growing market in East Asia for voice-mediated, 

electronic translation devices. 

 

When it comes to their comments regarding reading and writing in Chinese, 

the survey question was a little too broad to ascertain much detail regarding 

the students’ metalinguistic awareness of the different demands placed on 

them by the two written scripts that they are obliged to learn in Hong Kong. 

The comments that this question produced were very mixed, except perhaps 

for their repetition of the need to memorise Chinese characters from a young 

age.  

 

Brian Byrne (1998) describes how very young children formulate their own 

“hypotheses” about how printed language works and how these ideas are 

either reinforced, corrected or possibly not noticed by their teachers in their 

early literacy instruction. Those children whose “initial hypotheses and 

instructional conditions hinder the discovery of the alphabetic principle and 

who are therefore forced to memorise morphemes are likely to begin faltering 

as memory demands begin to increase substantially” (Byrne, 1998, p. 43). 

Students who are unable to respond to language demands at the level of the 

phoneme are compelled to memorise the pronunciation of large amounts of 

printed sequences. It is astounding to consider the memory capacities that 



 170 

these summer school students must command in order to operate in English 

as well as they do, without having the full range of alphabetic literacy skills at 

their disposal. 

 

 

THE TEACHING PROGRAMME 

 

[This section of the discussion presupposes some familiarity with the 
teaching and learning materials that are to be found on the enclosed CD-
ROM and in Appendix Two.] 

 

A summer school teaching and learning environment is qualitatively different 

from “regular school”. Every participant in the programme is present by 

choice. For the Hong Kong students in the English Immersion Program (EIP), 

just being able to wear casual clothes to school was a welcome change. They 

also enjoyed the privilege of exploring the grounds of the international 

school, borrowing books from its library and using the computer laboratories 

and television-studio facilities.  

 

For three weeks all of their instructors, in class and in the recreational 

activities, were native English-speakers. Their teachers were volunteers, some 

from the international school, but most were flown in from Canada or the 

United States. Some teachers had taught the programme before, and some 

were completely new to Asia. The students had been nominated by their 

schools and then selected for the EIP because their essays displayed 

individuality, social awareness and a preparedness to “take risks”. There 

were no high-stakes grades or reports in a summer school situation, but there 

were the social challenges of engaging with students from all over the city in 

English, and the educational challenges that would come from an activity-

based learning programme. Typically, the first day of the summer school can 

be rather quiet, as everyone “tests the waters”, but the final days are marked 

by the exchanging of email addresses, photograph sessions and the planning 
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of a reunion. The classroom atmosphere is casual, unthreatening, exploratory 

and “fun”. A modest amount of homework is usually provided, but there are 

very few consequences for those who do not complete it. 

 

It is hard to gauge the effects that the Word Wizards© teaching programme, 

alone, had on the student’s post-test scores. Certainly their feedback 

comments attested to the fact that they had become more “sensitised” to 

words as a valid topic for study, and they also claimed that they had become 

more aware of word-level “building blocks” in sound and meaning. That 

much can be directly attributed to the word-study programme. 

 

The curriculum design principle of working downwards from etymology to 

phonemes proved to be effective. As the students’ word-awareness skills 

became more and more fine-tuned, they became increasingly ready for 

greater detail. Fortunately, there was no resistance whatsoever when we 

finally got down to the level of the phoneme and started to “play” with 

sounds. The novelty of the things we were learning outweighed any sense 

that these might be “babyish” things to do. By that stage, the students were 

thinking analytically and were happy to use the linguistic terms: blends, 

digraphs, graphemes and phonemes. The words, ‘phonics’ and ‘phonetics’ 

were hardly mentioned.  

 

The phoneme-level work was intended to be the real core of the programme. 

The idea was to lead the students on an intellectual pathway down from 

whole words to the level of the phoneme, where the “real work” on 

alphabetic awareness was designed to take place. It looks as if this journey 

downwards was so new and so fascinating to the students that their main 

learning was at the macro-level of word-segments rather than at the micro-

level of the phoneme. It was all so new to them that three weeks was nowhere 

near enough time to do justice to all the levels of word analysis that were 

attempted in the programme. It was just not possible in such a short time to 
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make up all the “lost ground” that the students had missed in their prior 

learning of English. The fact that almost all of these topics were new to the 

students is a sad reflection on the literacy knowledge and skills that they have 

gained in their nine or ten years of schooling in the medium of English in 

some of Hong Kong’s best schools. 

 

As the Word Wizards© teacher, this summer programme allowed me the rare 

privilege of designing and teaching something that I enjoyed to groups of 

highly motivated students. I now realise the full enormity of the task that I 

had undertaken. The shortfalls in the students’ linguistic knowledge, the 

deficits in their alphabetic skills and even their previous attitudes towards 

words were a continual source of professional concern. To see a student 

gleefully hugging a dictionary of mathematics and others marvelling at the 

very existence of such a thing as a thesaurus was a rather sobering, but also a 

very rewarding experience. 

 

The written feedback supplied by the twenty “returnees” who came back for 

the Level Two programme in 2005 demonstrated that there had been some 

longer-term benefits for these students. The fact that they were able to 

distinguish themselves from others who had not done the course was 

interesting. They felt that they had gained insights, even new skills, that other 

students apparently lacked. I decided not to undertake any post-programme 

testing with this group, after the somewhat resentful reactions of the Level 

Two students in 2004 to the Graded Nonword Reading Test. Rather, I preferred 

to preserve our friendly Word Wizards© relationship from the previous year, 

and let the students bask in the knowledge that they had learned something 

useful. A test might have exposed gaps in their micro-skills and left them 

feeling less than confident in what they were able to do. Their depressing 

descriptions of other Hong Kong students learning words by sight or by 

memorising spelling sequences confirms that alphabetic understandings are 
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not particularly well developed or widespread among the students they see 

around them in their regular school environments. 

 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

 

This chapter has opened out the research findings and used them to provide a 

picture of the alphabetic literacy skills of some of Hong Kong’s highest-

achieving secondary school students. The picture is not a pretty one. This 

study has exposed the fact that the word-level of English-language teaching 

and learning is rarely explored in Hong Kong classrooms, despite all the cries 

for more “vocabulary teaching”. With so little classroom focus on the level of 

the word, there is consequently no proper context in which to carry out work 

at the level of the phoneme – the very building block of functional alphabetic 

literacy. The findings of this study are unique and serious when placed in the 

light of the earlier international reading-research literature, which all pointed 

to the absolute centrality of the alphabetic principle in achieving the goal of 

full literacy in an alphabetic-scripted language. 

 

Even though the testing situations were qualitatively very different, the 

patterns of phonological difficulties that were clearly seen in the preliminary 

studies in the low-banded CMI schools were also found in the more detailed 

study of the Band One EMI students. When combined, these two sets of data 

span the full range of English-language learners in Hong Kong: from the 

privileged to the less privileged, from the most motivated to the least 

motivated and from the most successful to the least successful. At both ends 

of the scale in this study, there are significant deficits in the phonological 

awareness skills that are essential in achieving fluency in alphabetic reading, 

and in the vocabulary-building, self-teaching functions of full alphabetic 

literacy. 
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It is clear that many of the students in this study enjoyed a personally 

rewarding experience in the Word Wizards© programme. It is also clear that 

this has been a professionally enlightening, action-research-based journey for 

the teacher, with the full set of results having practical implications which 

stretch beyond the workplaces in which they came to light. With these 

important professional learning experiences in mind, the concluding chapter 

of the thesis will now return to the core research questions regarding the 

status of alphabetic concepts and understandings in the wider Hong Kong 

community, together with the practical implications that these research 

findings may have for the HKSAR’s stated political goals of achieving 

trilingualism and biliteracy via its current education system.  

 
 CONTENTS CHAPTER 9 
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CHAPTER NINE 

CONCLUSION: THERE’S MORE TO WORDS 
 THAN MEETS THE EYE 

 

 
It’s amazing. I love knowing about words.  
(18) Word Wizards course participant, 2004. 
 
I will not afraid of difficult words. Words are not as horrible as I 
think before. I learned that every words will have different story.  
(T23) Word Wizards trial-course participant, 2002 
 
English words are not “created blankly”. Every word has an 
origin. I think my pronounciation will be more accurate after 
learning how to read each of the 44 sounds. 
(79) Word Wizards course participant, 2004. 
 
Before attending this course I don’t really know how words are 
formed. Now I’ve learned many interesting things about words. 
Even if I don’t know the word, I can pronounce it. 
(73) Word Wizards course participant, 2004. 

 

 

The language and literacy challenges faced by youngsters growing up in 

Hong Kong are complex, perhaps even more complex than many of the 

international city’s residents and government officers have yet to 

acknowledge. Hong Kong people speak Cantonese at home, but life 

demands that they become literate in what they call “official Chinese”, the 

traditional style of written characters which are based on Mandarin Chinese. 

They also need to achieve literacy in English, a language that many will only 

hear in English lessons at school, and one that uses a written script which 

follows vastly different principles from written Chinese. Their spoken 

Cantonese language operates at a syllable-level with nine different tones, 

while English makes meaningful distinctions at the level of the phoneme and 

has a more complicated grammatical structure. As if these two literacy 

demands are not already enough, all Hong Kong people are also being urged 

to learn Putonghua, the official spoken language of China, which uses four 

tones and is written using a simplified-character writing system. It is difficult 

to imagine any other place with a more complicated language and literacy 

CONTENTS 
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challenge. Even long-term Hong Kong residents, who outwardly appear to 

be fully fledged bilinguals, can occasionally be “caught out” by the 

complexity of the local language situation, as the following anecdote will 

clearly demonstrate. 

In 2003, I was involved in organising a professional development workshop 

for English teachers at a school in Kowloon, to which both local teachers of 

English and NETs were invited. The invitations were written entirely in 

English, and the school venue was given as follows:  

 

STFA Seaward Woo College, 22 Perth Street, Homantin. 

 

On the day of the workshop, many local Chinese teachers of English arrived 

late and very flustered. They were quite angry with the organisers for not 

having sent them an invitation in Chinese, and they had experienced great 

difficulty in finding the school. At the time, I could do little more than 

apologise and quietly usher them into the auditorium. What was their 

problem? As a non-Chinese reader or speaker, I had easily managed to locate 

the school in a bilingual map directory, and walk there from a train station. 

The Hong Kong teachers, however, had relied on taxis to travel to the school, 

but once in the taxis, they found that neither they, their drivers, nor hardly 

anyone on the street knew the school that they were seeking. They just could 

not relate to the school or the street name in English.  

 

In Cantonese, this school is widely known as “Woo Siu Chee”, the founder’s 

Chinese name. The Cantonese name of the street is a literal transformation of 

the sounds of “Perth” into “Ba Fu”. Even using the standard Chinese name 

for Perth in Australia, which some of them knew, did not help. (The 

geographical name for Perth is based on its Mandarin transliteration, “Pak 

Si”.) The acronym STFA in the school’s name, meaning Shun Tak Fraternal 

Association, the sponsoring body of a number of Hong Kong schools, was 

unknown to these teachers in English in either its full or its abbreviated form. 
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These bilingual Hong Kong teachers of English had, in total, faced three 

separate barriers to identifying the school – Seaward, Perth and STFA. As the 

organisers of the event, we were initially at a loss to understand why we 

should have provided a Chinese version of a school address on a printed 

invitation to local secondary school teachers of English.  

 

Such cross-linguistic problems are not uncommon in Hong Kong. Almost 

every building, street and district has dual names. For example, Salesian 

English School is called “Chee Yau”, the Cantonese word for the Jesuit order 

of priests who operate the school. The shopping area known in English as 

Admiralty, is “Gum Jong” or “golden clock” in Cantonese. The market-place 

known as Stanley in English (sometimes “Stanney” in Hong Kong English) is 

mostly known to local people as “Chek Chu” in Cantonese (no particular 

meaning). Every international movie that plays in Hong Kong is given a new 

Chinese title, often a very clever four-character idiomatic expression with 

several levels of meaning. Woebetide the young Hong Kong students who 

are hoping to become trilingual and biliterate in such a multi-layered 

language environment! 

 

Clearly, biliteracy in Hong Kong is a multifaceted challenge. Most Hong 

Kong people show great respect for anyone who is a teacher of “Chinese” in 

local schools, knowing full well the difficulty of this task. It is far easier for 

the Education and Manpower Bureau of the government to extol the virtues 

of “mother-tongue teaching” than it is to put it into practice. Certainly, it 

makes perfect sense to teach a Cantonese-speaking student their chemistry in 

Cantonese, but the potential difficulties of writing up laboratory reports in 

scientific-sounding, formal Chinese syntax are inescapable. The literacy 

challenges for Hong Kong students are immense, and those who took part in 

the Word Wizards© research project are among the territory’s most 

linguistically adept young people. 
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THE RESEARCH QUESTIONS REVISITED 

 

This entire research exercise has been driven by two broad research 

questions which have underlain my professional curiosity since I first arrived 

in Hong Kong in 1998. These two research questions have been at the core of 

my reading, my professional writing and my further development as a 

teacher in a variety of educational settings in this Chinese city.  

 

 

 

 

These two principal research questions are: 

 

1. How well established are alphabetic concepts among secondary school students in  
    Hong Kong? 
 
2. Can Hong Kong’s secondary school students’ alphabetic understandings be  
    improved? 
 

For the purposes of this particular action-research project, these two 

questions needed to be modified to suit the case-study nature of the research 

design. Each research question was duly adjusted to fit the circumstances of 

the small-scale studies as follows: 

 

How well established are alphabetic concepts among secondary school students in 
three specific educational settings in Hong Kong? 
 
Can the alphabetic understandings of a group of Hong Kong secondary students 
attending a specific summer school programme be improved? 
 

This action-research project set out to explore the complex and paradoxical 

pedagogical situation that confronts all teachers of English in Hong Kong, 

whether they may be aware of it or not. In this city, generations of learners of 

English as a second or foreign language have learned to become literate in 



 177 

this additional language in much the same way that they have learned to 

become literate in their first language – by sheer hard work and a huge 

reliance on memory and repetition. The first of the two research questions 

posed in this study asked how well established alphabetic concepts are 

among secondary school students in Hong Kong. This is a question of 

fundamental importance, given the trilingual and biliteracy goals of the 

government. If a language learner is to achieve full literacy in an alphabetic 

script, then some basic understandings of the alphabetic principle will need 

to be in place. The research literature in this field unequivocally states that 

the fluent, efficient kind of reading that is needed for reading itself to serve 

as a self-teaching mechanism, must be based on a firm foundation of 

alphabetic understandings. Without these underlying fundamentals, reading 

will always be interrupted by the presence of unknown, and therefore 

unreadable, words. Certainly, there is no escaping “new” words, but efficient 

readers will be able to deal with them as a matter of course, by “listening” to 

them and seamlessly weaving them into the overall fabric of the text. Good 

readers deal with new words all the time, whether they be people’s names, 

place names, technical terminology or words borrowed from other 

languages. A text that is densely packed with such words will demand 

slower, more deliberate reading, but it should not stop a reader “dead in 

their tracks”. 

 

Many of Hong Kong’s student readers and writers of English, from the least 

to the most skilled (Bands Three through One respectively) find difficulty in 

decoding and encoding pseudowords. The research literature outlined in this 

study makes it very clear that pseudoword-reading is the principal skill that 

separates the efficient from the inefficient reader. This study has shown that 

the research groups of Hong Kong secondary school students’ grasp of 

alphabetic understandings is, at its very best, only partial, and that for some 

students in CMI schools, the alphabetic principle is barely understood at all.  
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Readers who operate with less than a full set of alphabetic understandings 

will inevitably find themselves in difficulty when their reading ceases to be 

up to the demands of particular situations. A series of examples will 

illustrate some potential problems for the ill-equipped Hong Kong reader. 

Without a full grasp of alphabetic decoding skills, all foreign language 

phrase books will look like massive collections of pseudowords. Without 

well-honed encoding skills, Hong Kong’s university students will find it 

hard to take notes in lectures. Without strong sound discrimination skills, 

similar-sounding and similar-looking technical terms, such as those used in 

medicine and pharmacy, will appear to be the same. Without strong 

decoding skills, those in law and business will find it hard to read aloud to 

their colleagues from written documents. Readers who “skip and jump” may 

miss the subtleties of persuasive language, and may not know whether a 

writer is for or against a certain issue. Without the self-teaching function of 

efficient reading, Hong Kong students may find it hard to “grow their own 

vocabulary”. Poor encoding skills can also be a problem on the telephone, 

when one may need to quickly jot down the names of people and places. 

Poor sound discrimination at the phoneme-level can also affect the clarity of 

pronunciation. Speech that is not “informed” by alphabetic literacy can drift 

and blur further and further away from the original model. Without 

alphabetic awareness skills, many non-native speakers of English may be 

unable to reconstruct the original sounds of little-used words by mentally 

consulting their spelling patterns. All of these alphabetic literacy-related 

problems exist, to some extent, in Hong Kong – even among those 

professionals who use English every day. 

 

To their absolute credit, the Band One students in the research exercise were 

able to read and understand novels such as Animal Farm, Jurassic Park and the 

Harry Potter series of books. Just how much each of these books has been able 

to contribute to their active vocabulary, however, is an interesting question. 

The Word Wizards© students were able to make reasonable guesses at the 
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words in the spelling test, as they were able to recognise the initial sounds 

and the number of syllables in each word. In this sense, they were more 

“literate” than the Band Three students tested earlier who almost certainly 

relied totally on visual patterns or memorised spellings. The clearest example 

of this visual processing gave me the title for my widely circulated paper, 

entitled “Typhoon Signal Number English” (Bunce, 2001c). This was the odd 

way in which almost half of my students in a Band Three school copied the 

title of a poem about the typhoon warning signal number ‘Eight’. These 

students also had problems when trying to read blackboard writing in all-

capital letters, and in reading words written in cursive script. “Unseen 

dictation” was a virtually impossible task for them. 

 

Before examining the second major research question about whether these 

“alphabet headaches” can be alleviated, it is important to ask why it is that 

they are being perpetuated from generation to generation. The answer has a 

lot to do with the deeply entrenched educational belief systems of so many 

Hong Kong parents and teachers. There are some very strongly held ideas in 

the community regarding the nature of literacy, how one should go about 

acquiring it, and the role of English in Hong Kong society. Chinese and 

English language teachers are caught between two “masters”. They will 

readily acknowledge that they are at the mercy of “whatever the principal 

wants”, usually meaning better public examination results, and “what the 

parents want”, which often means more after-school classes and memory-

based homework by which they can monitor their children’s progress. A 

good example of these dual pressures at work in Hong Kong schools is the 

fiercely maintained practice of “seen dictation”. School administrators are 

loathe to remove the word, “dictation”, from their school’s printed report 

cards. It is there for Chinese Language studies, so it must be there for English 

Language as well. Parents expect their children to spend homework time 

preparing for regular dictations, and many will “test” them on their ability to 

recite the nominated passages from their textbooks. For younger children, 
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such “dictations” will involve lists of individual words that may be 

connected by a common theme (e.g. transport, animals or occupations). 

Many local bookshops have prominent displays of “vocabulary books” and 

flashcards for parents to purchase in order to build up their children’s sight 

vocabulary. 

 

Such strongly held beliefs and practices regarding vocabulary acquisition are 

very hard to combat, as any NET teacher who has been confronted by the 

phenomenon of “seen dictation” will attest. This memory-based teaching 

practice is not encouraged by the Education and Manpower Bureau (EMB) 

nor the Curriculum Development Institute, but neither of these two agencies 

seems to exert very much control over daily classroom practices in schools. 

The Professional Teachers’ Union has condemned the practice, as has the 

Dean of Education at the University of Hong Kong, but it is so deeply 

entrenched and so hard for even enlightened teachers to avoid. If one teacher 

should quietly opt out of the practice, they will be “caught out” when the 

department head conducts the annual inspection of all their students’ 

exercise books, or when their classes are called to undertake a common 

dictation test in the school hall. To challenge this practice, which is highly 

counterproductive to the development of sound alphabetic understanding, is 

to challenge the most sacred of all “sacred cows” in language education in 

Hong Kong.  

 

As a former NET teacher, now unencumbered by the pressures in the system, 

I can, and often do, rail against this practice in the English-language press. 

Even though such articles are often reprinted by NETs in schools, and by 

EMB officials at workshops, there has been no apparent diminution in the 

practice of “seen dictation” in schools. It is even practised in kindergartens 

with tiny children who may have little idea of what they are writing. 

Unfortunately, these are the practices which subconsciously help to form 
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young children’s earliest perceptions of what “literacy” is all about, 

regardless of the written script. 

 

Many of the local English language teachers whom I have met at the 

professional development workshops that I have conducted on alphabetic 

awareness, appear to have only a partial understanding of the alphabetic 

system themselves. Those who undertake post-graduate studies in education 

are often quite enthusiastic about the discoveries that they make when they 

encounter the International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA), because of the adult-

level insights it offers them into alphabetic concepts. As the Word Wizards© 

students have noted, however, it does not necessarily follow that the IPA will 

offer the same insights to younger learners.  

 

The kindergarten teachers who introduce the very concept of literacy to very 

young children, and who need these alphabetic insights most of all, are 

notoriously under-trained in Hong Kong. Such teachers need only possess a 

Form Five (Year Eleven) certificate to obtain a teaching position, after which 

they can opt to study part-time for a kindergarten teaching certificate. This is 

where Hong Kong’s youngest students are pressured into becoming right-

handed writers, and where they first adopt the common Hong Kong writing 

posture of elbow-on-the-table (pointing to the right), with their right thumb 

placed right over their forefingers in a very tight pen-holding grip. This is 

where they are taught to write a lower-case ‘t’ beginning with the crossbar, a 

capital letter ‘E’ made by writing a capital ‘Z’ with a crossbar through the 

middle, the number ‘9’ written in reverse as a ‘P’, and the number ‘5’ without 

the vertical line – all very common Hong Kong writing habits. 

 

At the kindergarten in which I work with volunteer students from my 

international school, the teaching staff are unable to converse in English, yet 

the children have still managed to amass a considerable flashcard-based 

English vocabulary of isolated words. These words have all been learnt from 
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repetitive audio-visual teaching aids. One little boy once argued vehemently 

that a picture we showed him of a snowman was “Snow White”. He had no 

idea that both of these “words” (‘snowman’ and ‘Snow White’) were 

compounds of smaller “words”, or the separate meaning of “snow”. This is a 

perfect example of the need for pre-literacy training in phonemic awareness 

skills, in which children learn to hear and to separate these discrete word-

building elements. 

 

The Hong Kong preoccupation with memorised vocabulary development is 

even evident at the Hong Kong international school where I now teach, in 

which USA-bound students are obliged to take the Scholastic Aptitude Test 

(SAT). I am not aware of their teaching methods, but US test-preparation 

publishers such as Kaplan and the Princeton Review, conduct lucrative SAT 

vocabulary-building classes all year round in Hong Kong. On the morning of 

the exam, students can be seen cramming the “big 100” words from small 

word-cards. Most of these students, like the Word Wizards© participant 

quoted in Chapter Seven who specifically mentioned the SAT (number 29), 

are merely learning words for an instrumental purpose. Do they even care 

about the usefulness of these words beyond the high-stakes tests that they 

need to pass? The Word Wizards© feedback comments suggested that many 

Hong Kong learners of English look at the language as a means to an end, as 

a way to “a good job – that is all, that is it”, as one wrote (student 57). Far too 

many of them are patently “oblivious to the magic of the alphabet” (Bunce, 

2001a). 

 

With regard to the first research question, this exploratory study has found 

some evidence of less-than-adequate understandings of alphabetic concepts 

in each of the settings in which its investigations were carried out: in the two 

low-banded CMI schools and among the summer school applicants from a 

range of top-banded EMI schools. While the opportunistic testing methods 

used in the present study may have lacked scientific rigour in terms of 
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sampling methods and testing reliability and validity, a picture has managed 

to emerge from this action-research project that is unsettling in the light of 

the conclusions drawn from the review of literature in the field. Clearly, 

further and more vigorous studies are called for in this vital aspect of English 

literacy education in Hong Kong. 

 

In this small-scale study, the second research question was operationally 

modified and the Word Wizards© summer school programme was devised as 

a practical attempt to address it. This question was answered to a limited 

extent by the programme’s apparent potential to affect student scores on a 

test of encoding skills, and to a greater extent by its impact on the 

participants’ metalinguistic awareness of word-level information in English. 

Statistically, the programme’s post-test scores demonstrated a significant 

improvement over the pre-test scores. These group gains, while statistically 

significant in themselves, also contained quite a range of individual 

variability that cannot permit a strong claim to be made that taking this 

course would “guarantee” the success of any one participant. In its defence, 

however, this was only a three-week summer school programme that 

covered an enormous amount of “new ground” for the students. It covered 

far more brand-new material than I had realised at the outset, but it still 

managed to succeed in improving many students’ awareness of the larger 

word-building units. 

 
Meaning aspects      Sound aspects 
         
origins        syllables & stress  
roots        phonograms & rhymes 
prefixes       vowels & consonants 
suffixes       phonemes & graphemes 
 
 

Figure 9.1: A diagram frequently referred to in the Word Wizards© lessons 
 

The improvements made by the students in the study were most noticeable 

at the syllable- and higher-levels of word-construction that were emphasised 

words 
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in the first half of the teaching programme. These macro-aspects of words 

were frequently presented to the students as indicators that are useful in the 

deciphering of meaning, as Figure 9.1 (taken from the students’ handouts) 

clearly indicates.  

 

Meaning seemed to be the most important learning issue from the students’ 

perspective, as so many of the feedback comments noted. Meaning is a 

central factor in their reading of Chinese as well. With meaning understood, 

the reader can move ahead in the text. The sound aspects of the script may 

have a lower priority in the reading of Chinese, and for this the students will 

depend on their instructor’s verbal modelling. In the case of English, a 

phonologically aware reader will be able to construct the sound of new 

words at the point of first contact. Their alphabetic knowledge makes this an 

imperative, irresistible reaction, as research using Stroop Tests (described in 

Chapter Five) has shown.  

 

The fact that the Word Wizards© students’ improvements at the micro- or 

phonemic-level were not as strong as those at the macro-levels may reflect 

their lower priority for accessing the sounds of every word. Of course, it may 

also be a consequence of the “information overload” in such an intensive 

course, where the earlier material may have been better remembered than 

the later material. 

 

The students’ written feedback comments demonstrate that the majority of 

them had learned that there’s “more to words than meets the eye”. The 

repeated use of the analogy of seeing words as “people” seemed to strike a 

chord with many in the group, who confessed to not having “cared” much 

about them before. Their etymological discoveries appeared to have given 

many a greater “respect” for words, as they were able to draw their own 

parallels with the historical development of Chinese characters. The 2005 

one-year-later reflections showed that at least some of the students had 
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continued to feel the impact of the course on their pronunciation and in their 

preparedness to break new words down into their component parts. 

 

The second major research question cannot be answered by the findings of a 

small, short-term intervention such as the Word Wizards© programme. Even 

the modified version of this research question, which refers directly to the 

teaching of this word-study programme, can only elicit a tentative response 

in the light of so many uncontrolled factors. This teaching programme needs 

to emerge from its elitist summer school setting and be adapted – and 

rigorously tested – in many more mainstream situations. Despite the limited 

scope of this research study, however, there is no denying the valuable 

professional insights that have been gained by the teacher-developer of this 

word-study programme. 

 

On a Hong Kong-wide scale, there is no reason to believe that students’ 

alphabetic skills and understandings could not be improved. While it is 

rather too late to attempt to do this once the students have reached the 

middle years of secondary school, this is where a lot of the current effort is 

taking place, as many of these schools look to their NETs to incorporate 

aspects of phonics into their “oral lessons”.  

 

One secondary NET has now published two student workbooks, with two 

teacher guidebooks and CD-ROMs entitled Sounds Good (Clarke, 2004 and 

2005). These two workbooks are based on phonograms and the use of 

analogous words. If the students know ‘–ain’, for example, they can quickly 

apply their newly acquired knowledge of consonants and blends to produce 

‘train’, ‘drain’ and ‘plain’. They could guess at the pronunciation of ‘stain’ or 

‘vain’, even though they may not know the meanings of these words. In the 

Chinese-style of annotating workbook text, the students are encouraged to 

write analogous words above any new words which share the same 

phonogram. This is a broad-brush attempt to answer the call for “workable 
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phonics programmes” in secondary schools, and students do seem to be able 

to read controlled text using this method. Sounds Good has done wonders for 

the confidence levels of some students in low-banded secondary-school 

situations, as it is designed to give them immediate and early success. 

 

Programmes such as Sounds Good are a welcome addition to the literacy 

landscape, but they may be “too little, too late” for most English language 

learners in Hong Kong. Research into reading in English-speaking contexts 

has shown that the remediation of students’ decoding problems after the age 

of nine is immensely costly in terms of time and resources (Lyon, 1998). The 

groundwork must take place in early-childhood programmes in 

kindergartens and in lower primary classrooms.  

 

In Hong Kong, there needs to be some decisive government control exercised 

over the learning programmes that are followed in kindergartens, to stop 

them from providing the first step on a long road of visual memorisation and 

the decontextualised learning of isolated English vocabulary. With better 

teacher training, more parental education and a reduction in the “backwash” 

effect of external testing in Grade Six, primary English teachers could do a lot 

more to establish alphabetic understandings. At present, there is next to no 

instruction for students in how to read, and negligible training for teachers 

on how to begin a sequential reading programme. The multiple skills of 

reading are just assumed to be present in lower primary classes, and teachers 

get on with following sets of sequential workbooks and tight, grammar-

based curricula. They will continually claim that they have “so little time” for 

big-book sharing or systematic phonics programmes, as there is “so much to 

cover” in their topic-based, workbook-led syllabus. 

 

 

CONCLUSIONS 
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This thesis began with the notion of “alphabet headaches”, a unique and 

very apt Hong Kong expression for describing the problems associated with 

learning to be literate in an alphabetic script with very little appreciation of 

the alphabetic principle. Unfortunately, such “headaches” appear to afflict a 

great many of the HKSAR’s Chinese learners of English – even those at the 

very top of the territory’s academic ladder. Their cumulative effect is to 

dampen interest in learning English at every level. Reading in an alphabetic 

script currently presents far more of a collective challenge to Hong Kong 

people than it really should. Without an understanding and an appreciation 

of the alphabetic principle, Hong Kong’s English-language human resources 

will struggle in an increasingly globalised economy, in which English has 

become the lingua franca. The dire need for reform in English-language 

teaching in Hong Kong is obvious, but the prospects for significant changes 

in the foreseeable future do not look bright. 
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Figure A1: The researcher teaching 
with the THRASS chart 

APPENDIX TWO 
FURTHER DETAILS OF TEACHING METHODS 

 
 
 

 

THE THRASS® PROGRAMME: 
TEACHING HANDWRITING READING AND SPELLING SKILLS  
 

The THRASS® programme designers have variously described their multi-

sensory approach to teaching alphabetic understandings as an “international 

framework for word-level teaching”, an “integrated phonographic program 

for teaching the building blocks of literacy” (Davies and Ritchie, 1998) and 

most recently as “whole-picture keyword phonics” (Davies and Ritchie, 

2003). Under this programme, learners are continually kept mindful of the 

“big picture” of 44 phonemes in English at all times, as well as the fact that 

there are a wide range of spelling choices for each sound.  

 

The two core resources in the 

THRASS® programme are a 

large yellow wall-chart and a 

tape-recorded “phoneme rap 

song”. The yellow wall-chart, 

together with a set of 

placemat-sized versions of 

the same thing, makes a very 

handy classroom reference-point for learning new vocabulary. They were 

particularly useful in helping 

students to understand the 

meta-linguistic terms that 

were introduced during the Word Wizards© course: phoneme, grapheme, 

syllable, consonant, diphthong, blend etc. While the illustrated yellow wall-

CONTENTS 
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chart is strongly protected by copyright and cannot be reproduced here, it is 

clearly visible in Figure A1 (above).  

 

The wall-chart offers its users continual reassurance that the 44 sounds of 

English are a “finite set”, and that every sound can be found, somewhere, 

within the confines of the chart.  

 

For the advanced reader and the “vocab hunter”, the chart provides a useful 

reference point for unusual phoneme-grapheme relationships, as it deals 

with exceptional as well as predictable letter-sound patterns. In the summer 

school Word Wizards© programme, I also used it in classroom discussions 

regarding different accents in the many varieties of World English – 

something that intrigued these bright, bilingual Hong Kong students who 

were more than likely destined for overseas studies in different English-

speaking environments. 

 

It is the most useful resource for the age-neutral teaching of phonics that I 

have found during the course of my research. 

 

Figure A2 (overleaf) presents the contents of the THRASS wall-chart in its 

grapheme and word-chart versions (THRASS, 2000). 
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Figure A2: The grapheme-chart and word-chart versions of the  
THRASS wall-chart (THRASS, 2000) 
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THE USE OF GAMES AND CARD-SORTING ACTIVITIES 

 

Every one of the fourteen Word Wizards© lessons had at least one game in the 

learning sequence. The students tended to call just about any non-worksheet 

activity a “game”, whereas many of these interactive activities involved 

mazes, or puzzles or they were cooperative activities based on card-sorting. 

Mindful of the inherently competitive nature of most adolescent learners, an 

element of chance was introduced into many of the actual games, with the 

final outcome hinging on the roll of dice. This gave everyone in the class an 

equal possibility of “winning”. 

 

There were no prizes for any of the games, just a round of applause for the 

lucky ones. Some of the games were individual, many involved pair-work 

and a few needed teams. Group activities such as Four-sided Dominoes and 

the giant THRASS domino puzzle were not competitive at all. Those 

activities that required the sorting and classifying of word and picture cards 

were not even “games”, but the students chose to see them in that in that 

spirit. 

 
Several of the activities in the Word Wizards© have been influenced by the 

practical approaches promoted by Donald Bear and Wiley Blevins. In his 

resource book for teachers entitled, Words Their Way, Bear (2000) describes 

more than 300 word-study activities spanning every level of literacy 

development. Many of his instructional ideas are based on some form of 

selective “sorting” of either picture or word cards. Once made and 

laminated, these sets of cards can be used in a wide range of learning 

situations, alleviating the need for copious amounts of printed worksheets. I 

have extended Bear’s basic set of black-and-white pictures at least tenfold by 

supplementing them with same-sized cards of clip-art images from a number 

of other sources, mindful at all times of my teenage audience and their 

potential aversion to any images that might be seen as “babyish”. I also went 
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Figure A4: Some of the laminated  
word cards used in the  

Word Wizards© programme 

Figure A3: Word Wizards© picture cards 

well beyond his basic set of word cards, and created a huge set of over 2,500 

commonly used words. 

 

In picture-card sorts, ESL 

students can work within 

their current lexicon, and 

judiciously avoid pictures of 

things that they cannot name 

in the target language. (This 

is not always the case with 

printed worksheets.) Picture 

sorting is one way to 

circumvent the tendency of 

Hong Kong students to 

memorise spelling sequences, because they will only have the sounds of 

familiar words to work with. Picture sorts save time compared to 

worksheets, because they can double or triple the number of words that 

students work with in a short period of time. While picture sorts are very 

useful in categorising sounds, they can also be used for sorting according to 

concepts or actions. Learners can also be asked to invent a story that links all 

of their pictures together. 

 

Word card sorts share the same economies of use as picture sorts, plus they 

also lend themselves to finer categorisations using phonograms, rhyming 

words, the number of 

syllables, similar parts of 

speech, common letter and 

sound patterns, concept-

related words, words with 

similar prefixes, suffixes and 

roots. Again, when the 
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students are given the power of choice, they are more likely to make 

“correct” choices within their own vocabulary range. Students are put into 

an analytical mode of thinking every time they are asked to sort the cards by 

some criterion or other. Take for example, a word sort that asks students to 

make two piles of words, one with a short /e/ sound and one with a long 

/e/ sound. Their two piles might look like this: 

 

 Short /e/ sound   Long /e/ sound 

  men     cheap 
  shed     priest 
  head     clean 
  deaf     niece 
  thread     need 
  best     thief 
       creep 
 

As a second step, the students could be asked to further sort these words 

according to the different spelling choices (graphemes) that produce the 

same sounds: 

 

 Short /e/ sound   Long /e/ sound 

men  head   cheap  priest  need 
shed  thread   clean  niece  creep 
best       thief 

 

In a short space of time, students can make any number of deductions from 

the patterns that emerge from a sorting exercise. They might notice here for 

example, that the “-ea-“ spelling can produce both of these vowel sounds. 

The word sort makes this point very clearly, without the need to go into 

abstract rules and exceptions to the rules. 

 

There is a wide range of possible picture- and word-sort activities. There are 

“closed sorts” which involve a teacher-selected pile of cards, “open sorts” in 

which the students select their own cards to suit the teacher’s criteria, “word 

hunts” when students search for cards to illustrate categories of their own 
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choosing, “speed hunts” when groups or individuals compete to gather as 

many examples as they can, “guess-my-category challenges” when students 

invite others to guess the criteria they have used in their sort, as well as 

different kinds of pair-sorts and Bingo-like games (Bear, 2000).  

 

In his two sourcebooks for teachers of reading, Wiley Blevins (1998 and 2001) 

provides the word-study instructor with dozens of lists of words categorised 

in many different ways: by phonemes in the initial, medial and final 

positions; by phonograms; by prefixes, suffixes and roots; in minimal pairs of 

vowel sounds and in voiced and unvoiced pairs of consonants. He also 

provides lists of homophones, Greek and Latin roots, compound words, 

closed and open syllable practices, games and assessment strategies.  

 

Together, these books by Bear (2000) and Blevins (1998 and 2001) can provide 

imaginative reading teachers of any age-group with a veritable “gold mine” 

of categorised words and dozens of ideas for word study and phonics-

teaching games and activities.  
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