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Abstract 
Much has been said about the declining language 

standards of Hong Kong students in the past two 

decades. One possible reason is students’ poor 

motivation in language learning. Some empirical 

studies indicate that the type of motivation that 

Hong Kong students have is instrumental rather 

than integrative, a dichotomy proposed by Gardner 

and Lambert (1972). ‘Motivation’ is a construct 

involving multifarious factors, one of which is 

language attitude. The learner’s language attitude is 

a key factor contributing to the learner’s acquisition 

of the language. The present study investigates the 

language attitudes of students in post-handover 

Hong Kong towards English, Cantonese and 

Putonghua. A quantitative research method – survey 

– is employed to collect data from a sample of more 

than 800 primary, secondary and university students 

in Hong Kong. One major finding of the study 

shows that most students have positive attitudes 

towards English. Apparently there is a discrepancy 

between this finding and the phenomenon of 

declining English standards. In this paper I will 

present some findings pertaining to Hong Kong 

students’ attitudes towards English alongside 

Cantonese and Putonghua. I will also attempt to 

explore why the English standards in Hong Kong 

are deteriorating despite the students’ 

self-proclaimed positive attitudes in light of some 

policies and practices in English language teaching 
in Hong Kong. Finally, I will look at the implications 

of the findings for English language teaching. 
 

Keywords 
Language attitudes, English standards, motivation, 

English Language Teaching, Hong Kong 
 

Introduction 
Stephen Bradley, the former British consul general, 

severely criticized the English standards of students 

in Hong Kong prior to his departing Hong Kong in 

March 2008: “It has significantly declined as a 

language in general use” (Wong, 2008, March 14). 

Bradley’s comment indeed echoed what has been 

said about the declining language standards of 

Hong Kong students in the past two decades. One 

possible reason is students’ poor motivation in 

language learning. A number of empirical studies 

conducted on students in Hong Kong at both the 

school level and tertiary level (Axler, Yang & 

Stevens, 1998; Lai, 1999; Lin & Detaramani, 1998; 

Pennington & Yue, 1994) indicate that the type of 

motivation that Hong Kong students have is 

instrumental rather than integrative, a dichotomy 

proposed by Gardner and Lambert (1972). 

‘Motivation’ is a construct involving multifarious 

factors, one of which is language attitude. The 

learner’s language attitude is a key factor 

contributing to the learner’s acquisition of the 

language. The present study investigates the 

language attitudes of students in post-handover 

Hong Kong towards English alongside Cantonese 

and Putonghua. 

 

1.  Research method  

 

A qualitative research method was adopted in this 

research. A survey was conducted on a stratified 

sample of 852 students – 245 primary, 359 

secondary and 248 university students from 12 

primary schools, 12 secondary schools and 4 

universities respectively. The schools were selected 

based on the location, the banding and the medium 

of instruction. Students of different levels were 

selected. Universities and their students were 

selected based on their types and disciplines 

respectively. Statistical analyses were run on the 

survey data using SPSS. The procedures of 

frequency, ANOVA and Pearson Correlation were 

performed. 

 

2. Results  

2.1 Views on languages 

A One-way ANOVA analysis indicated that the 

students’ views on languages were affected by their 

level of education. The three groups of primary, 

secondary and university students had significantly 
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different views on the importance of Cantonese, 

English and Putonghua (respectively F value=9.372, 

p=.000*** for Cantonese; F value=5.526, p=.004** 

for English; F value=4.123, p=.017* for Putonghua) 

as well as on the usefulness of Cantonese, English 

and Putonghua (respectively F value=15.075, 

p=.000*** for Cantonese; F value=5.297, p=.005** 

for English; F value=4.705, p=.009** for 

Putonghua). Despite their significantly different 

views, a frequency count showed that 93.7%, 

86.3% and 80.1% of students respectively agreed 

Cantonese, English and Putonghua were important 

languages to them, and that 92.1%, 89.0% and 

83.0% agreed the respective languages were useful 

(see Tables 1 & 2). A break-down of the descriptive 

data revealed that except for their mother tongue 

‘Cantonese’ the students increasingly found the 

second languages ‘English’ and ‘Putonghua’ 

important and useful as they proceeded to a higher 

level of study. For English, 81.1% of primary 

students, 87.2% of secondary students and 90.0% of 

university students agreed it was the most important 

language to them; 86.7% of primary students, 

87.1% of secondary students and 93.9% of 

university students agreed it was the most useful 

language to them. Likewise, for Putonghua, 72.8% 

of primary students, 78.5% of secondary students 

and 87.9% of university students agreed it was the 

most important language to them; 76.9% of primary 

students, 83.3% of secondary students and 88.6% of 

university students agreed it was the most useful 

language to them (see Tables 1 & 2).  
 

Table 1: The most important language to me 

 All Primary Secondary University 

Cantonese 93.7% 93.2% 91.7% 96.8% 
English 86.3% 81.1% 87.2% 90.0% 

Putonghua 80.1% 72.8% 78.5% 87.9% 

 

 

Table 2: The most useful language to me 

 All Primary Secondary University 

Cantonese 92.1% 91.2% 89.0% 97.2% 
English 89.0% 86.7% 87.1% 93.9% 

Putonghua 83.0% 76.9% 83.3% 88.6% 

 

2.2  Attitudes towards languages 

A One-way ANOVA analysis indicated that the 

attitudes of three groups of students towards 

Cantonese, English and Putonghua were 

significantly different (respectively p=.005** for 

Cantonese; p=.012* for English; p=.009** for 

Putonghua). The percentage of students who liked 

these three languages was 95.2%, 87.9% and 80.8% 

respectively (see Table 3). The majority of students 

agreed with the statements “I feel proud if I can 

speak this language well” (90% and 86.4% for 

Q19---English and Q19---Putonghua respectively) 

(see Table 4); and “Among all languages, this is the 

language I really want to speak well” (about 90% 

and 80% for Q23---English and Q24---Putonghua 

respectively) (see Table 5) albeit significantly 

different views expressed by different groups (F 

value=4.250, p=.015* for Q19; F value=11.789, 

p=.000*** for Q23; F value=13.952, p=.000*** for 

Q24) (see Table 5). 

 

Table 3: The language I like 

 All Primary Secondary University 

Cantonese 95.2% 95.3% 93.0% 97.9% 
English 87.9% 87.8% 85.6% 91.2% 

Putonghua 80.8% 75.0% 78.5% 89.5% 

 

Table 4: I feel proud if I can speak this language well 

 All Primary Secondary University 

Cantonese N/A N/A N/A N/A 
English 90.0% 88.7% 91.7% 88.5% 

Putonghua 86.4% 87.2% 86.7% 85.2% 

 

Table 5: Among all languages, this is the language I 

really want to speak well 
 All Primary Secondary University 

Cantonese N/A N/A N/A N/A 
English 89.4% 91.0% 84.9% 93.9% 

Putonghua 79.6% 73.1% 77.7% 88.6% 

 

3. Discussion 

3.1 Positive views and attitudes  

The respondents of the present study generally have 

positive views on the three majority languages used 

in Hong Kong and find Cantonese, English and 

Putonghua important and useful although the views 

of the three groups of students are significantly 

different. As students progress in their studies, they 

particularly find English increasingly more 

important and useful because university students 

are going to join the workforce and immediately 

feel the need for using this global language in the 

workplace.  

 

3.2  Declining English standards 

The finding about students’ positive attitude 

towards English in the present study apparently 

does not reflect the reality in the English classroom. 

According to the results of 2008 Territory-wide 

System Assessment – a public assessment of 

approximately two hundred thousand Primary 3, 

Primary 6 and Secondary 3 students on English, 

Chinese and Mathematics – the scores on the 

English subject were the lowest among the three 

subjects, and more than 30 per cent of Secondary 3 

students failed to achieve basic competency in 

English. Even worse, 7.8 per cent of Secondary 3 

students reached the basic competency level when 
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they studied in Primary 6 in 2005, but their English 

had deteriorated after three years (Ming Pao, 2008, 

November 1).Why is English considered so 

important and useful by the students, and yet fails 

to be learned?  

There is a myriad of factors contributing to the 

declining English standards, for example, the 

implementation of 9-year compulsory education, 

examination-oriented culture, the compulsory 

Chinese medium instruction policy implemented 

after the handover, insufficient English environment, 

inadequate English language teaching approaches 

and methods, insufficient supply of competent 

English teachers, etc. All these are indeed key 

factors, but the most deep-rooted problem lies with 

students’ motivation for English language learning. 

The above finding concerning university students’ 

attitude towards English as opposed to primary 

students and secondary students is revealing. The 

higher students progress in the educational 

hierarchy, the more they find English important and 

useful in the globalising world, and hence more 

eager to improve their English. The instrumental 

view of learning a second language as opposed to 

the integrative view (Gardner and Lambert, 1972) 

displayed by the students in the present study 

corroborates the findings of some previous studies 

pertaining to Hong Kong students’ motivation for 

learning English (Hyland, 1997; Lin & Detaramani, 

1998; Lin, Detaramani, Yeung, & Wong, 1991). 

However, their motivation is extrinsic (Lin & 

Detaramani, 1998), and their learning is not deep 

learning (Watkins, Biggs & Regmi, 1991). That 

accounts for the phenomenon why 7.8% of 

Secondary 3 having reached the basic competency 

level when they studied in Primary 6 deteriorated 

and failed to achieve basic competency in English, 

as mentioned previously. 

 

3.3 Implications for English language teaching in 

Hong Kong 

 

In view of the discrepancy between students’ 

positive language attitude and declining English 

standards as indicated in the findings of this 

research, it is high time for the Hong Kong 

government as well as the English professionals to 

address this issue. At the systemic level public 

examinations and tests should be reduced with a 

view to nurturing a school culture that is less 

examination-oriented. Small class teaching, which 

is beneficial to language learning, has been in place 

for two years in Hong Kong yet at the primary level 

only. This structural change should be extended to 

secondary school. At the policy level, the 

compulsory Chinese medium instruction policy that 

was detrimental to English language learning was 

finally brought to a close in September 2010. As for 

the policies concerning the English professionals, 

the government should continue to improve the 

quality of teacher training. More importantly, 

support for language teachers, e.g. reducing 

teaching workload and providing space for 

professional development, should be provided. 

Finally, at the professional level, the teachers 

should have a better awareness of students’ 

language attitudes and constantly improve their 

English language teaching approaches and methods 

in order to better motivate their students. 

To conclude, becoming increasing globalised 

as an international financial centre, Hong Kong is in 

dire need of competent English users. If the 

problem of declining English standards is not 

promptly and properly addressed, the international 

status as well the economy of Hong Kong will be at 

stake. 
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