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EMI in Hong Kong higher education

Different processes of development:

• University of Hong Kong (1911)

• Hong Kong Polytechnic University (1937)

• Chinese University of Hong Kong (1963)

• Hong Kong University of Science & Technology (1991) 
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QS world university rankings: 2016 
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Language in Hong Kong: 1991-2011



English in Hong Kong

• Colonial linguistic inheritance

• Continued importance in the following domains:

 Judiciary

 Public sector

 Business

 Professions

 Education
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Language policy and practice in HK higher 
education

Gap between institutional medium of instruction policy 
and classroom practice in late colonial Hong Kong. 

“Whilst most universities and programs of study in Hong Kong have a 
formal policy of English as the official language of instruction, the 
data show that barely half of the instruction is in English. Clearly a 
major schism between espoused theory and theory in use is evident.” 

(p. 298)

Li, N., Leung, D.Y.P., & Kember, D. (2001). Medium of instruction in
Hong Kong universities: The mismatch between espoused
theory and theory in use. Higher Education Policy, 14(4), 293
-312.  



Trends in HK higher education

• Increasing internationalisation, marketisation, massification

• Positioning of HK as a higher education ‘hub’

• Increasing number of Putonghua-speaking students from 
mainland China 

• Increasing number of international students

• Reform of the academic structure: shift from 3-year to 4-year 
undergraduate programme (2012)
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Reform of academic structure
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Research approach

Year Month Qualitative Quantitative Mixed

1 1-2 Short questionnaire I 

(1,181 respondents); Reflective 

essays (17 texts)

3-4 Longitudinal study Round I (40 

interviews)

8-9 Longitudinal study Round II (37 

interviews)

Questionnaire survey 

(1,486 respondents)

2 3-4 Longitudinal study Round III (34 

nterviews) 

Time allocation form 

(34 respondents)

4-8 Campus observations 

(1,052 interactions)

8 Short questionnaire 

II (422 respondents) 

8-9 Longitudinal study Round IV (11 

interviews)

10 Focus groups (7 participants)



Background of academic staff

Hong Kong Chinese
67%

Mainland Chinese
23%

Non-Chinese
10%



In-class and out-of-class language use

Objectives 

• To determine students’ and lecturers’ 
language use in lectures and seminars

→ Questionnaire survey

• To determine patterns of language use 
outside class

→ Campus observation



Lecturers’ language use
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Factors stimulating the use of Cantonese

Evidence from longitudinal study:

• Enhance students’ understanding of lecture content, e.g. 
by explaining key terms and concepts, providing real-
world or HK-related examples, summarising key points

• Enliven classroom atmosphere, e.g. by making jokes, 
recounting personal experiences, discussing topical 
issues

• Give instructions

• Manage classroom

• Inadequate English ability of some lecturers



Management email to lecturers

At PolyU, we take pride in our consistently high quality of teaching. A 
small but important aspect of this is our tradition of using English as the 
medium of instruction. It is one of the cornerstones upon which we build 
our reputation as a world-class university, and a key measure for helping 
students to develop their English language proficiency. Hence, we 
reiterate the importance of using English as the Medium of Instruction and 
appeal to you for your support to adhere to the related policy as stated in 
the ‘Handbook on Academic Regulations and Procedures’ (A1-10):

• English is the medium of instruction (the only exceptions are for a small 
number of programmes/subjects which have got special approval to be 
taught and examined in Chinese, due to the nature and objectives of 
the programmes/subjects concerned). Chinese could only be used in 
small group discussions/tutorials/practical sessions if and when 
necessary.

• In the presence of non-Cantonese-speaking students, English should 
be used all the time.



Students’ use of spoken English
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Students’ experiences in seminars/tutorials

Evidence from longitudinal study:

• ‘He tells us to speak English in group discussions, but 
anyway we do it in Cantonese’ (Sally, Building & Real 
Estate). 

• ‘Most of the time we discuss in Cantonese, but when 
the teacher is around we start speaking English’ (Chris, 
Nursing).



Campus observation

• Conducted 17 times between December 2013 and April 2014.

• Around 30 minutes per observation.

• 1,052 interactions observed.



Campus language use
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Scenario: Cantonese-speaking students speaking 
English in the canteen

• ‘weird’

• ‘unnatural’

• ‘brave’

• ‘shocking’

• ‘crazy’

• ‘they had better stop 
doing that in a public 
place’



Summary

• Lecturers generally deliver lectures and conduct seminars 
in English, despite in some cases being pressured by 
students to use Cantonese. 

• Students apparently make greater use of English vis-à-vis 
Cantonese in the classroom than their counterparts in the 
1980s and 1990s. 

• Cantonese is the unmarked medium of out-of-class 
communication on campus. 



One country, two systems

Characteristics of the ‘system’ in Hong Kong:

• Written English and Cantonese in the 
organs of government

• Cantonese and English as media of 
instruction in the school system

• Universities in which English is the official 
medium of instruction, assessment and 
administration 

Crown colony: 1842-

1997

Special Administrative 

Region: 1997-2047

Another big city in 

China: 2047-
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