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In 2009, the Institute embarked on a journey that sought to 

transform people, the education and wider communities, and 

push forward knowledge frontiers. While we have worked very 

hard with great determination to overcome challenges along 

the way, the Institute community can now look back with 

much pride that the pace and results of our transformation into 

an education-focused, multidisciplinary and research-strong 

institution are very encouraging. 

In the Quacquarelli Symonds (QS) World University Rankings 

2014/15, an annual league table of the top 800 universities in 

the world, HKIEd emerged as 15th in the world and third in 

Asia in the area of Education, as well as within the 101-150 

world group in Linguistics, our newly introduced discipline. 

That quantum leap in position is testimony to the Institute’s 

significant progress in transforming its capacities on all fronts 

over recent years. 

In this magazine, we have selected projects that cover the 

research of our academic and teaching staff in the areas of 

education, the humanities and social sciences, as well as that 

having an impact on the community through knowledge 

transfer. After reading through the details, I hope readers 

will have a taste of the ongoing research-active culture at the 

Institute.

Professor Stephen Y.L. Cheung, BBS, JP

President

May 2015 

The research projects covered in this magazine are mainly 

drawn from HKIEd News, the Institute’s bilingual quarterly 

e-publication launched in April 2012. Most of the research 

comprises ongoing projects of over two years in duration, 

funded by the General Research Fund and Early Career Scheme 

commencing 2012/2013.

During the production process, the contents were updated 

and findings reported, as appropriate, with inputs given by the 

principal investigators. 

We have made every effort to ensure accuracy, but if there are 

errors and oversights they are the responsibility of the editorial 

team alone.

The research projects covered in this magazine are grouped into 

education-focused, beyond education and knowledge transfer 

categories. As much as we want to cover all research projects, 

we are constrained by space. Interested readers can browse other 

contents now housed on the HKIEd News website. 
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Joseph Lau Chair Professor of 
International Educational Leadership;

Dean of the Faculty of
Education and Human Development

Professor Allan Walker

There is a strong link between school 
principal’s leadership and student 
performance, study finds.

Four years ago, a team from The Hong Kong Institute of 

Education (HKIEd) began a three-year study entitled The 

Missing Link – School Leadership and Student Outcomes in 

Hong Kong Secondary Schools. The study set out to investigate 

whether there was a link between principal leadership and 

student cognitive and affective student outcomes in Hong 

Kong secondary schools. The team, headed by Professor 

Allan Walker, Joseph Lau Chair Professor of International 

Educational Leadership has started to publish some of their 

findings.

Key findings indicate that principals influence student 

learning, mainly through the conditions they set in the 

school; and that in schools where principals carefully manage 

resources and emphasise teacher professional learning, 

students seem to perform better.  

Findings showed that in terms of cognitive outcomes, 

secondary school principals with “strong” leadership 

had a positive impact on student outcomes and school 

improvement. “We found that ‘strong’ leadership led to 

increased workload for teachers. However, at the same 

time, it related positively to school alignment, coherence 

and structure, and also to student academic outcomes,” 

Professor Walker wrote in his report. In terms of affective 

outcomes, principal effects were mediated indirectly through 

school conditions, the report found.

The Impact of 
Principal Leadership

 … some departments (English, 
Chinese or Maths) seemed to 
perform better than others, even 
when the school as a whole was not 
‘improving’,  
Professor Allan Walker said.

Principal – Motivator or Auditor?

Findings showed that resource management ability 

of principals played a key role in improving student 

outcomes. “We found that a principal’s values and 

qualities had a direct and an indirect impact on student 

outcomes through how they use resources to change 

teaching, learning and curriculum,” Professor Walker said. 

The study also discovered that schools tended to perform 

better when people in the school trusted each other and 

knew what was going on. Other factors that impacted 

school improvement included professional learning, 

workload, resources capacity alignment, coherence and 

structure. Principals’ instructional leadership practices 

can also enhance student learning by boosting students’ 

attachment on academic achievement, the study found. In 

contrast, leadership practices which focus on accountability 

can undermine student learning by weakening their 

attachment to academic performance. “The accountability 

environment can have negative impact on support provided 

for students,” the report said.

Another interesting finding was that some departments 

(English, Chinese or Maths) seemed to perform better than 

others, even when the school as a whole was not “improving”. 

Professor Walker explained that the situation might indicate 

that leadership was unevenly distributed throughout the 

school.  “The findings provide a potential gateway into a study 

of distributed leadership in Hong Kong schools, a relatively 

uncharted area,” he said.  Professor Walker said that his study 

was initially informed by a similar large-scale study in the UK, 

adding that there was scope for a comparative research of 

educational practice in Hong Kong and England. He hoped 

that such a study could find ways to make “effective top-

down reforms at school and classroom levels”.

EDUCATION FOCUSED
R e s e a rc h  P ro j e c t s
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Providing Front-line 
Support for Inclusive 
Education Professor (Practice), Department of Special 

Education and Counselling; 
Director, Centre for Special Educational Needs 
and Inclusive Education

Professor Kenneth Sin Kuen-fung

The implementation of  inclusive 
education is one of  the most important 
trends in educational policy around the 
world. In 1993, in a paper titled School 
Education in Hong Kong: A Statement 
of  Aims, the Hong Kong government 
documented the importance of  inclusive 
education, stating, “Every school should 
help all its students, whatever their level 
of  ability, including those with special 
educational needs, to develop their 
potential as fully as possible in both 
academic and non-academic directions.” 

Currently, over 33,000 students with special educational 

needs (SEN) are enrolled in Hong Kong’s regular primary 

and secondary schools. However, while teacher-training 

courses provide theoretical knowledge, there is a need for 

school-based support to help schools develop integrated 

education and enable trained teachers to apply what they 

have learned. 

Providing Intensive School-based Support

In 2013, Professor Kenneth Sin Kuen-fung, Professor (Practice) 

of Department of Special Education and Counselling and 

Director of Centre for Special Educational Needs and Inclusive 

Education, and colleagues Dr Ho Fuk-chuen and Dr Vicky 

Tsang Kwan-lan launched a three-year study to provide 

teachers with practical classrooms skills that cater for SEN 

students. “We note the gap between training and support 

and seek to adopt strategies to address the challenges entailed 

by learner diversity,” said Professor Sin.

In the project, titled The Hong Kong Jockey Club Supporting 

and Maximizing Individual Learning Efficacy (SMILE) Project, 

the experts will offer mainstream Hong Kong schools a wide 

range of school-based support that cater for the diverse 

learning needs of SEN students, particularly those with 

Attention Deficit/Hyperactive Disorder or Intellectual Disability 

(AD/HD or ID). The project will provide consultancy, seminars 

on instruction, school-wide support for teachers adapted 

to different SEN teacher training, teacher empowerment 

and curriculum support. “The SMILE project is expected to 

contribute to the research on inclusive practice in Hong Kong 

schools through the development of professional networks, 

addressing areas of concern, providing consultancy, and 

improving school practices,” he said.

 The SMILE project is expected to 
contribute to the research on inclusive 
practice in Hong Kong schools through 
the development of professional 
networks, addressing areas of concern, 
providing consultancy, and improving 
school practices,  
said Professor Kenneth Sin Kuen-fung.

During the three-year period, 24 schools with large AD/HD or ID 

student populations will be invited to receive intensive school-

based support. Such support will include “site visits, team 

meetings, classroom observation, try-outs of differentiated 

instruction for SEN students, staff development, consultation 

of SEN students, curriculum evaluation and assessment 

support”. The project will also provide consultancy to a total of 

120 schools, equipping them with the knowledge and skills to 

meet the needs of around 4,500 SEN students in their schools. 

There are also plans for the consultancy service to be extended 

to parents with SEN children. 

Bringing Reform to Schools

Annual seminars for primary and secondary school teachers 

will be organised to share successful practices and new 

knowledge on SEN teaching and learning. Teacher learning 

communities will be established within schools to promote 

professional sharing and knowledge transfer. The project will 

further contribute to teacher education and policy-making 

by producing academic reports and teaching materials – 

including a CD and handbook of successful practices and SEN 

related resources collected during project.

The project will also include a comparative study examining 

how participating schools handle topics such as “Learning by 

Students with AD/HD or ID”, “Teacher Effectiveness”, and 

“School-wide Support Approach.” “A comparative study 

of different school profiles and of teachers with or without 

training will enhance our understanding of the current 

development, teacher training, and resource support. The 

results will inform schools and the government of the current 

policy’s effectiveness and the need for future changes,” said 

Professor Sin.

EDUCATION FOCUSED
R e s e a rc h  P ro j e c t s
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Research Chair Professor of Curriculum Studies; 
Director, Centre for Governance and Citizenship

Professor Kerry Kennedy

Many ethnic minority children struggle in local schools because 

the right conditions for learning are often not provided. This 

is despite the fact that ethnic minority students have good 

attitudes to learning and want to be successful.    

A great hope for ethnic minority education came with the 

Racial Discrimination Ordinance in 2008. A preliminary 

study, Educational Provision for Ethnic Minority Students in 

Hong Kong: Meeting the Challenges of the Proposed Racial 

Barriers to 
Success
Studies find that ethnic minority 
students are disadvantaged by poor 
Chinese language teaching, consequent 
failures in other school subjects, lack of  
support measures and the failure of  the 
system to focus on their specific needs. 
These issues have been identified in two 
research projects.

Discrimination Bill, was led by Professor Kerry Kennedy, 

Research Chair Professor of Curriculum Studies. The study 

found that the lack of a system wide policy on multicultural 

education, inadequate preparation of teachers, and a poor 

understanding of the needs of ethnic minority students put 

their education at risk. These results were confirmed when a 

special working group of the Equal Opportunities Commission 

issued a report in 2011 demanding that the Education Bureau 

(EDB) address the needs of ethnic minority students under the 

Racial Discrimination Ordinance.   

Ethnic Minority Students Failed by 
Flawed System

The HKSAR government has attempted to meet the needs 

of ethnic minority students. A designated schools policy 

to provide intensive on-site support for schools with a high 

density of ethnic minority children, including regular visits by 

professional officers and assistance in the development of a 

school-based Chinese Language curriculum, was the centre 

piece of this policy.  This policy, however has been discredited 

because it was seen to isolate ethnic minority students from 

their Chinese peers, lessen their learning opportunities and 

reinforce a culture of segregation. The policy has now been 

abandoned.   

A second study led by Professor Kennedy, Exploring Cultural 

Diversity in Chinese Classrooms: Can Assessment Environments 

Cater for the Needs of Ethnic Minority Students in Hong 

Kong?, identified a number of other problems. 

Inadequate Chinese Language education was identified as an 

important barrier to school success for ethnic minority students 

but it was not the only barrier. School failure in other subjects, 

lack of support from schools, a tendency to move from school 

to school (often because they were forced to move after 

experiencing failure) and lack of monitoring processes to keep 

track of students were also important factors in the school 

failure of many ethnic minority students. “Chinese language 

education suitable for second language learners is important 

for ethnic minority students and it is currently not available. But 

such education alone will not lead to higher rates of success 

for these students,” said Professor Kennedy.   

A Level Playing Field for Upward Mobility

Another major issue that emerged in this second project came 

from PhD research conducted by Miron Bhowmik. He identified 

a number of ethnic minority students who were “out-of-

school”.  Because there was a lack of system data, however, it 

was not possible to be specific about how many this category 

included. In his case studies he portrayed students who 

consistently suffered from a lack of school support. Admission 

policies were often opportunistic seeking numbers but with 

little concern for the needs of students. There were failures in 

multiple subjects without any follow up to remedy problems. 

“Non-performing” ethnic minority students were moved out 

and early entry to the local labour market was not uncommon. 

Although the findings are not generalisable, they highlight an 

issue that up until now has been “buried” and only surfaced as 

a result of this research. It signals an area of neglect to which 

the EDB should now turn its attention. 

Professor Kennedy believes policies guaranteeing equal 

educational opportunities for all children must be put in place.  

Without such policies, he said, “the education system will 

continue to fail ethnic minority students and this is a loss for 

the students, their families and Hong Kong’s future social and 

economic development”. 

 Chinese language education 
suitable for second language learners 
is important for ethnic minority 
students… But such education alone 
will not lead to higher rates of success 
for these students,  
said Professor Kerry Kennedy.

EDUCATION FOCUSED
R e s e a rc h  P ro j e c t s
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Test Accuracy and 
Efficiency

In recent years, ideal-point methods have been developed 

to tackle such uncertainty in disagreement in Likert items. 

A commonly used method is called the generalised grading 

unfolding model (GGUM). In addition, computerised 

(adaptive) testing has become popular. To facilitate the 

feasibility of ideal-point methods for Likert items, Professor 

Wang Wen-chung, Chair Professor of Educational and 

Psychological Measurement and Director of the Assessment 

Chair Professor of Educational and 
Psychological Measurement;
Director of Assessment Research Centre 

Professor Wang Wen-chung

Likert items (or ‘‘agree–disagree’’ items) have been widely used in attitude 
measurement, such as opinion polls to look at issues like abortion, death 
penalty, or gun control. When people are asked to express their agreement (e.g. 
1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = agree, 4 = strongly agree) with an attitude 
statement, they tend to agree with the statement (e.g. the current practice of  
media censorship is appropriate) to the extent that it is located close to their ideal 
position. A person might disagree with an item in either a negative (e.g. the current 
practice is too strict) or a positive way (e.g. the current practice is too liberal). If  so, 
then common statistical methods that treat “strongly disagree” as a low score and 
“strongly agree” as a high score are misleading. 

 The results indicated that the 
new models are very flexible and 
useful for Likert items, and the 
computerised adaptive testing 
algorithms yield a very high accuracy 
with less than 10 items, especially 
when items have many points,  
said Professor Wang Wen-chung.

12

Research Centre and his team extended the GGUM to more 

general models and developed computerised adaptive testing 

programmes under these new models, so that Likert items 

can be more appropriately analysed and respondents can be 

accurately assigned to categories (e.g. normal, borderline, or 

abnormal) by responding to much fewer items than in non-

adaptive linear tests. 

In their journal articles (Wang, W.-C., Liu, C.-W., & Wu, S.-L. 

(2013), the random-threshold generalised unfolding model 

and its application of computerised adaptive testing; Applied 

Psychological Measurement, 37, 179-200; Wang, W.-C., & 

Liu, C.-W. (2011); Computerized classification testing under 

the generalied graded unfolding model; Educational and 

Psychological Measurement, 71, 114-128.), the team of 

two academics implemented a variety of procedures for the 

estimation of person measures and test termination under 

the new models, and evaluated their accuracy and efficiency 

in classification through a series of simulations. 

“The results indicated that the new models are very flexible 

and useful for Likert items, and the computerised adaptive 

testing algorithms yield a very high accuracy with less than 

10 items, especially when items have many points,” said 

Professor Wang. 

EDUCATION FOCUSED
R e s e a rc h  P ro j e c t s
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Investigating Multicultural 
Education in Kindergartens
In Hong Kong, ethnic minority 
students face many challenges. These 
include low academic achievement, 
difficulties in learning Chinese as a 
foreign language, low family income, 
social adjustment problems, and lack 
of  social support. Many South Asian 
youth dropped out of  school and face 
a gloomy future. 

education,” said Dr Leung Chi-hung, Assistant Professor of 

Department of Special Education and Counselling.

Teachers’ Beliefs and Practices 

Multicultural practices in early childhood education have been 

discussed since mid-1990s in the US and early 2000s in many 

western countries. Researches show that cultural responsive 

teaching enhances the learning process of all students 

regardless of their ethnic backgrounds. “The competence of 

teachers in educating students in a multicultural classroom is 

essential to the success of these children,” he said. 

Seeing the important role of teachers in implementing 

diverse education, Dr Leung has kicked off in January 

2015 a two-year study to examine how preschool teachers 

perceive multicultural education as reflected in their teaching 

beliefs and practices. The study, titled Multiculturalism in 

the Classroom: Hong Kong Preschool Teachers’ Beliefs and 

Practices, will also investigate school influence on the need to 

create culturally sensitive environments, as well as teachers’ 

professional development needs for the promotion of a 

multicultural learning environment.  

As Chinese societies stresses on collectivism instead 

of individual differences, diversity teaching could be 

misunderstood as “being unequal” to local students. “It 

is hence crucial to provide training in multicultural early 

childhood education to facilitate pre-service and in-service 

preschool teachers’ acquisition of the attitudes, knowledge, 

and skills needed to work effectively with ethnic minority 

students,” said Dr Leung.

Assistant Professor,
Department of Special Education 

and Counselling

Dr Leung Chi-hung

A Mixed Research Method

Preschool teachers from 40 kindergartens designated for 

ethnic minority students in Hong Kong will participate in the 

study. Teachers will complete three questionnaires designed 

to assess their perceptions of culturally responsive teaching. 

The study will also conduct case studies in 10 kindergartens 

based on classroom observations, school documents, and 

interviews. “The socio-economic and school factors that 

contribute to school differences in terms of high and 

low levels of cultural responsiveness will be identified,” 

Dr Leung said, adding that the research team will also 

collect the curriculum of pre-school teacher education 

programmes in different institutions for the investigation of 

multiculturalism.

Textual information, such as school websites, annual reports, 

curriculum designs, and lesson plans, will be collected to 

identify the school factors that influence teachers’ beliefs 

and practices with regard to culturally responsive teaching. 

Classroom observations will be used to investigate the 

classroom teaching and learning experiences of teachers and 

students. After each classroom observation, the teacher will 

be invited for interviews to examine their beliefs and practices 

on cultural responsiveness in the classroom. Dr Leung hopes 

that his findings will help promote multicultural education in 

early education.

“The results should be able to guide government policymakers, 

school principals, and education providers in their attempts to 

foster a multicultural approach in early childhood education,” 

he said.

One key problem could be the lack of multicultural education, 

which is to create equal educational opportunities for students 

from diverse cultural groups. In 2000, a reform proposal 

emphasised the need to upgrade teacher competence in 

multiculturalism. It specially pledged to implement inclusive 

education to enhance the quality of early childhood 

education, which was recognised as the foundation for 

learning. But until today, “no policy, curriculum or courses 

on multicultural education have been proposed or enacted to 

promote cultural responsiveness specifically in early childhood 

14

The competence of teachers in 
educating students in a multicultural 
classroom is essential to the success 
of these children,     
said Dr Leung Chi-hung.

EDUCATION FOCUSED
R e s e a rc h  P ro j e c t s
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Building Up 
a Critical Audience
The New Senior Secondary (NSS) 
Curriculum places a strong emphasis 
on art criticism and “cultivating 
students’ critical responses” is one 
of  the curriculum’s learning targets. 
The recently revised Hong Kong 
Diploma of  Secondary Education 
(HKDSE) Examination also makes 
visual arts appreciation and criticism 
a compulsory paper.

Despite the new requirements on art criticism, most schools 

have not reformed their approach of teaching art criticism and 

still focus on observation and linguistic practice. This traditional 

approach contrasts to what is proposed by art education 

scholar Wolff Geahigan – inquiry-based art criticism. Geahigan 

disagrees that the learning of art criticism is a discursive 

practice and conceptualises it as a process of inquiry.  

Assistant Professor,
Department of Cultural and 
Creative Arts

Dr Tam Cheung-on

“Instead of asking students to observe an artwork and make 

verbal or written statements about the work, inquiry-based 

art criticism engages students in personal response, research, 

and concept and skill acquisition activities,” said Dr Tam 

Cheung-on, Assistant Professor of Department of Cultural 

and Creative Arts.  

Enhancing Students’ Ability in Art Criticism

Wanting to improve students’ critical ability in art criticism, Dr 

Tam has launched a 30-month study which is still underway 

to develop and evaluate an inquiry-based model for learning 

art criticism. Building on the theory of Geahigan, the research 

will involve teacher participants in a systematic introduction to 

the inquiry-based approach to art criticism and in curriculum 

development. “This focus on developing students’ critical 

response to artworks and other visual cultural phenomena 

will produce findings relevant to the teaching and learning 

of Visual Arts, a subject found in all primary and secondary 

schools in Hong Kong,” Dr Tam said.

The project has become particularly timely as the development 

of the West Kowloon Cultural District necessitates the building 

of an audience for arts and cultural events in Hong Kong. “Our 

society is concerned not only about the number of people 

visiting museums or attending performances, but also about 

their ability to understand, talk and write about, and critically 

respond to arts and cultural events,” Dr Tam said. “We would 

like to see members of our society exhibiting a certain level of 

cultural literacy in appreciating and evaluating visual arts and 

related cultural phenomena.”

Developing an Inquiry-based Learning Model

Entitled Developing Students’ Critical Response to Visual 

Arts: A Study of Inquiry Approaches and Outcomes in 

Learning Art Criticism, the study will be conducted in 

three phases.  Phase 1 will involve the preparation of eight 

teacher participants in the understanding of various art 

criticism models and the development of inquiry-based art 

criticism curriculum plans.  Phase 2 will field test and refine 

the curriculum plans in classrooms.  Phase 3 will investigate 

the outcomes of the inquiry-based art criticism teaching 

through post-testing of student performance in written texts 

of art criticism. “The data collected will be used to develop 

a pedagogical model which is theoretically and practically 

sound,” Dr Tam said.

The project, he said, will enhance the critical ability of our next 

generation in the long run.  Findings will also be useful for the 

implementation of the NSS and HKDSE, and contribute to the 

learning of visual arts. “The results of the study will inform 

not only pedagogical considerations in daily classroom settings 

but also the policy decisions of government curriculum and 

examination bodies on the learning of an important area of 

visual arts,” he said.

Our society is concerned not only 
about the number of people visiting 
museums or attending performances, but 
also about their ability to understand, 
talk and write about, and critically 
respond to arts and cultural events,  
Dr Tam Cheung-on said.

EDUCATION FOCUSED
R e s e a rc h  P ro j e c t s
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Help Young Children 
Learn English
Seeing English as a major vehicle for upward social mobility, parents in Hong Kong 
and other stakeholders in the field of  education express a strong preference for early 
English learning. It is not unusual for local children to receive English lessons as 
early as two. The critical issue is – is what the children learn and the way they learn 
developmentally appropriate? The answer to both questions is probably “no”.  

Teacher educators in Hong Kong often believe that young 

children can acquire language naturally and effortlessly 

through active use of English in various learning activities without 

acknowledging the fact that direct and explicit instruction is 

necessary for the acquisition of certain literacy-related oral 

language skills, according to Dr Richard Wong Kwok-shing, 

Assistant Professor of Department of Early Childhood Education.  

“Kindergarten teachers, on the other hand, may expect 

young learners to be able to read and configure the complex 

relationships among written symbols, sounds, and meanings 

right at the beginning of their foreign language instruction, 

without realising that the learners might not have adequate oral 

language skills to allow them 

to understand what was 

going on in the classroom,” 

Dr Wong said.

He argued that studies 

have found that in the early 

years, an important focus of 

language learning should 

be on developing children’s oral English proficiency. There are 

two reasons why oral language is so important. Firstly, it acts 

as a tool for children’s thinking, problem-solving and social 

interactions conducive to learning.  Secondly, researchers found 

that children with a strong head start in their vocabulary and 

understanding of the English sound structure (i.e. phonological 

awareness) are likely to excel in reading later in life, he added.  

Keys to Learning English

To raise local children’s oral English proficiency, Dr Wong has 

launched an intervention study to examine the effectiveness 

of a one-year intervention programme which is still on-

going that places a strong 

emphasis on vocabulary and 

phonological awareness in 

English teaching in Hong Kong 

kindergartens. “Language and 

literacy research has shown 

that children’s oral vocabulary 

status and their level of 

phonological awareness (i.e. 

Assistant Professor,
Department of Early 
Childhood Education

Dr Richard Wong Kwok-shing

 Language and literacy research has shown that children’s 
oral vocabulary status and their level of phonological awareness 
are predictive of their future success in reading English,  
said Dr Richard Wong Kwok-shing.

understanding of the English sound structure) are predictive 

of their future success in reading English,” said Dr Wong.  

In the research, A 12-month Intervention Programme to 

Target Hong Kong Bilingual Children’s Oral Vocabulary and 

Phonological Awareness in English, Dr Wong and his team will 

study 240 three-year-old children with parents from high and 

low socioeconomic status from six kindergartens. All schools 

use mainly Cantonese as the medium of instruction, with an 

English exposure time of about 20 minutes per day. Six teachers 

of English, one per school, will participate in the study. 

The study will cover three training groups for a 12-month 

period. One group receives the target intervention with 

strategies in the teaching of oral vocabulary and phonological 

awareness; the second group receives another approach 

and the third has no intervention. For kindergartens in the 

intervention group, the research team will provide extensive 

training and detailed lesson plans to the English teachers on 

how they should deliver the programme. The teachers will 

be expected to use the supplied materials, including short 

stories and picture cards for 60 minutes per week during the 

intervention period.  

Benefiting All Children 

Vocabulary is enhanced through detailed discussions on specific 

topics or rare words, whereas phonological awareness will be 

enhanced via games that focus on the sound structure of the 

English language. “Repeated exposures to key vocabulary via 

different strategies along with teacher explanations of unfamiliar 

words can contribute to children learning new vocabulary 

items,” Dr Wong said.  A questionnaire will be sent to parents 

to evaluate the languages used at home and the kinds of English 

language support available to control for additional factors 

which might influence the children’s English proficiency.

The team will test the children’s English proficiency at five points: 

at entry to kindergarten, three months before intervention, 

during intervention, end of intervention, and six months after 

the programme. He said that the study aims to promote English 

language development of children across social economic 

groups to reduce educational inequality between rich and 

poor. “Scholars have warned that without early intervention, 

any initial vocabulary imbalance across children might lead to 

a series of undesirable academic consequences, such as the 

widening gap in reading performance across learners in the 

primary and secondary school years,” Dr Wong said.

EDUCATION FOCUSED
R e s e a rc h  P ro j e c t s
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Secrets to Active Ageing: 
Lifelong Learning
Research has confirmed learning is 
important for active ageing. Older adults 
engaged in learning are found to have 
better health, greater enjoyment of  life, 
confidence, self-satisfaction and the 
ability to cope. However, little is known 
about cultural factors that motivate 
elderly people to learn.

“There is little research on how older people in different 

cultural groups conceptualise and approach learning,” said Dr 

Maureen Tam Siu-ling, Associate Professor of Department of 

International Education and Lifelong Learning.

To fill the gap, Dr Tam and fellow researchers in Australia have 

since October 2012 joined hands to launch a cross-cultural 

comparative study of elder learning in two cultures: Hong 

Kong and Australia. The two-year joint study has investigated 

why elders do and do not engage in learning by comparing 

the learning and non-learning groups of both Hong Kong 

and Australia. “The findings serve to inform policy and the 

development of learning activities and programmes for 

active ageing in the two locations,” said Dr Tam, the study’s 

principal investigator. To conduct the study, a questionnaire was 

administered to 940 elderly people of two sample groups - made 

up of 519 Hong Kong elders who engage or do not engage in 

learning, and 421 Australian elders who engage or do not 

engage in learning. Also, the research team has conducted 

face-to-face interviews with the learning and non-learning 

groups of 20 elderly from each place.  

The Growing Silver Hair Population

Issues that had been investigated include: their motivations, 

their interests, how they want to learn, and barriers to 

learning. Such study is important as the world faces rapidly 

ageing population.  According to the United Nations, people 

aged 60 and above will double, from 11% (705 million) of 

the world’s population in 2007 to 22% (2 billion) by 2050. By 

2025, over half of the world’s older people will be living in Asia. 

In Hong Kong, 30% of the population will be over 65 by 2041. 

In Australia, 27-30% of the national population will be over 

65 by 2051. “The World Health Organization has proposed 

a model of ‘active ageing’ based on optimising opportunities 

for health, participation and security to enhance the quality of 

life for people as they age. Continued learning as an aspect of 

participation is critical for active ageing,” Dr Tam said.

Previous studies have shown that learning can help seniors 

maintain social relationships, cognitive functioning, keep up 

with technology and gain wisdom. Learning may build new 

neural pathways and utilise new brain cells. 

Implications of the Research 

“While there is considerable research on the benefits for 

elders to engage in continued learning, there has been limited 

international research into the impact of cultural influences on 

elder learning; and very little has examined learning for and by 

the elderly from their perspective, and across different cultural 

contexts,” she said.

This cross-cultural, comparative study has examined and 

researched the differences, as well as commonalities, of 

elders’ conceptualisations of learning, their involvement 

in elder learning, and important learning issues including 

interests, instructional preferences, as well as the barriers to 

their participation. The findings provide evidence of more 

similarities than differences between elders in Hong Kong 

and Australia, but those differences that were found have the 

potential to inform the development of programmes and other 

learning opportunities in ways that are likely to attract older 

people in both Hong Kong and Australia, and thus increase the 

likelihood of their participation in them.

Associate Professor,
Department of International Education 
and Lifelong Learning

Dr Maureen Tam Siu-ling

 While there is considerable research on the benefits for elders to engage in 
continued learning, there has been limited international research into the impact 
of cultural influences on elder learning; and very little has examined learning for 
and by the elderly from their perspective, and across different cultural contexts,  
said Dr Maureen Tam Siu-ling.
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The Rise of Islamic Schools 
in Hong Kong
The Hong Kong Institute of  Education 
(HKIEd) initiates a first-of-its-kind 
study about the rise of  Islamic schools 
in Hong Kong. The schools, called 
Madrasah in Arabic meaning Islamic 
learning institutions, are where Muslim 
youths study Muslim faith, recite and 
memorise Qur’an.   

According to the study’s principal investigator Dr Ho Wai-yip, 

Associate Professor of Department of Social Sciences, up until 

January 2010, there are 29 Madrasahs in Hong Kong, mostly 

located in Kowloon and northwest New Territories. “The 

development of Madrasahs in Kowloon and New Territories 

has been remarkably fast and these Madrasahs have scattered 

in many parts of Hong Kong,” Dr Ho said.

But the increasing number of Madrasah schools in the city 

is understudied, he commented. “Majority of Hong Kong 

citizens has limited knowledge on the religious education 

among Muslims learning the Qur’an and practising Islamic 

rituals,” said Dr Ho, who is a Christian. 

Understanding Islamic Schools

In his two-year study which is still ongoing, The Rise of Madrasah 

Education in Hong Kong: Exploring the Change of Learning 

under Integrated Education for Muslim Minorities, Dr Ho aims 

to investigate the origin, development and impact of Madrasah, 

particularly among Muslim youths. He and his team will explore 

how ethnic Muslim youths remain faithful to the Islamic tradition 

by studying and memorising Qur'an - the religious text of Islam 

which Muslims believe to be a revelation from God - in the 

Madrasah after daytime schooling in Hong Kong.

The study is important given the global Islamic revival and the 

expansion of the Muslim population in Hong Kong, which 

has increased dramatically from 0.14% in 1963 to 4.16% 

in 2013, reaching 300,000 Muslims, comprising Indonesians, 

Pakistanis, Indians, Chinese, Nepalese and Malaysians. 

Associate Professor,
Department of Social Sciences

Dr Ho Wai-yip

Overseas studies on Madrasah focus on the role of Islamic 

education in a plural society, the bridging role of Madrasah to 

the mainstream non-Muslim majority. “Similar issues might 

occur in the growing Madrasah in Hong Kong, but have not 

been addressed,” Dr Ho said.

Locally, research on Muslim minorities concentrates on 

education, Chinese learning, social issues and integration. But 

the HKIEd’s study takes a different perspective to explore the 

demographic expansion of ethnic minorities and the socio-

political transformations to explain the rise of the Madrasah 

in Hong Kong in the past decade.   

On-site Research

Some Madrasahs, which are operated under different 

sponsoring organisations in Hong Kong, have agreed to 

participate in the study. Dr Ho and his team will conduct 

classroom fieldwork to observe how Imams (Islamic leaders 

who provide religious guidance) disseminate religious 

knowledge and how students learn and recite Qur’an. 

They will also carry out interviews with Muslim students to 

understand their experience in their day schools and what 

they have learned from the Qur’anic study. The researchers 

will also conduct focus group interviews with Hong Kong 

teachers and principals in schools with a large number of 

Muslim students to explore the prospect and challenges in 

teaching Muslim students.

Dr Ho hopes that the results of the study will increase the 

knowledge on Madrasah in the East Asian and Chinese 

societies, and will have policy implications for multicultural 

practices and education. “The findings may help increase the 

citizens’ awareness of respecting different ethnic minorities 

and consequently live in harmony,” he concluded.

 The findings may help increase 
the citizens’ awareness of respecting 
different ethnic minorities and 
consequently live in harmony,  
Dr Ho Wai-yip said.
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Professor and Head, 
Department of Linguistics and 

Modern Language Studies  

Professor Cheung Hin-tat

Exploring Cantonese 
Narrative in South 
Asian Children
In recent years, the Hong Kong government has pledged to help ethnic minority 
children develop their Chinese proficiency. Such initiative is key for their future. 
Previous findings showed that the choice of  primary and secondary schools of  South 
Asian children, as well as their options for further education are often limited by their 
poor Chinese language skills.  

But to achieve this goal, it is crucial to help these children 

develop their Cantonese narrative, which is an important 

component for success in school, according to Professor 

Cheung Hin-tat, Professor and Head of Department of 

Linguistics and Modern Language Studies. 

 

“The majority of South Asian children in Hong Kong attend 

mainstream schools wherein Cantonese is the medium 

of instruction,” said Professor Cheung. “Therefore, their 

competency in Cantonese as a second language has a far-

reaching impact on these children. Their school success 

depends largely on their oral Cantonese skills with which 

their classroom learning can be effective.”

Examine Cantonese Narrative

However, there is not much research on the development of 

Cantonese narrative in ethnic minority children. “The absence 

of such research evidence could hinder the development of 

an effective Chinese-language education programme for 

ethnic minority children,” he stressed. To help these children 

learn effectively in local schools, Professor Cheung kicked off 

a first-of-its-kind 30-month study in early January 2015 to 

examine the development of Cantonese narrative in ethnic 

minority children of Hong Kong. His study will focus on three 

groups – Indian, Pakistani and Nepalese, commonly called 

South Asians.  

The study, entitled Narrative Development in School-age 

South Asian Children in Hong Kong, will address two issues. 

The first issue is to determine whether South Asian children 

show deficiencies in Cantonese narrative. The other issue 

is to examine the role of students’ written Chinese skills, 

Cantonese vocabulary and grammar in the development of 

Cantonese narrative in South Asian children. The study will 

also investigate the causal link between oral language and 

literacy development.

A Daunting Task

For South Asian children, developing Cantonese proficiency 

can be a daunting task because of the complex language 

input in school under the “biliterate and trilingual” (兩文三
語) language education policy adopted by the government 

since 1997. “Written texts are visually presented in modern 

standard Chinese; however, the recitation of these written 

texts and oral instructions are conducted in Cantonese,” 

Professor Cheung said.  Phonological and lexical differences 

between spoken Cantonese and written Chinese has added 

further complications. For example, fan3gao3 “瞓覺” is the 

word for “to sleep” in oral Cantonese. However, the term is 

seoi6gao3 “睡覺” in written Chinese. The situation is further 

complicated by the fact that such word correspondence does 

not apply to the Chinese written form seoi6min4 “睡眠”. 

The team will examine three groups of primary school South 

Asian students in grades 1, 3, and 5. Participating students 

will have to do oral Cantonese tests, share their personal 

experience and retell a picture-story in Cantonese for the 

collection of narrative samples. The team will test age-

matched native Cantonese children from the same schools to 

determine whether the narratives produced by South Asian 

children are comparable to those produced by the Cantonese 

children. The project will measure the oral Cantonese skills 

of children at two time points, with an interval of 10 to 12 

months. Data collected will be used to measure the narrative 

development of individual South Asian children.

“The findings of this project will provide crucial information 

for the planning and implementation of Chinese-language 

education for these children, particularly the possible 

contribution of oral Cantonese skills,” Professor Cheung said.

 The findings of this project will provide crucial 
information for the planning and implementation of 
Chinese-language education for these children, particularly 
the possible contribution of oral Cantonese skills,  
Professor Cheung Hin-tat said.
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Award-winning Researcher 
Studies on Mid-20th 
Century Cantonese and Its 
Development

Cantonese spoken in Hong Kong has 
kept evolving. Today we ask questions 
like “你個女有無讀書呀?” (“Has your 
daughter ever studied before?”). But 50 
years ago, our seniors used a different 
form: “你位千金有讀書無呀?” This is 
one of  the many interesting linguistic 
features that Dr Andy Chin Chi-on, 
Assistant Professor of  Department of  
Linguistics and Modern Language 

Assistant Professor, 
Department of Linguistics and 
Modern Language Studies

Dr Andy Chin Chi-on

Dr Chin found that about 1,600 Cantonese movies were 

produced in Hong Kong between 1952 and 1960. “Our 

team thus has to be selective in choosing the movies in terms 

of speakers and genres in order to obtain a balanced and 

representative view of the language of the period concerned,” 

Dr Chin said.

The project team has transcribed the scripts of 50 movies 

involving about 300 speakers. The data will be then annotated 

with Cantonese pronunciations, age, gender and name of 

speakers. With these annotated data, linguistic analysis of 

mid-20th century Hong Kong Cantonese at different levels can 

be carried out. The data will be made accessible via an online 

search engine with an aim to promote Cantonese studies. 

An Interplay of Language, Culture and Society

This project can also be seen as a timely response to the First 

Inventory of Intangible Cultural Heritage of Hong Kong released 

by the Hong Kong SAR Government in June 2014. Besides the 

online search engine, Dr Chin’s team, under the support of a 

Knowledge Transfer Fund, is constructing an online language 

museum to display some linguistic features that can characterise 

the Hong Kong society of six decades ago. 

“Mid-20th century was a critical period in Hong Kong’s history 

during which a large number of immigrants with diverse 

cultural and language backgrounds came to Hong Kong. 

Nonetheless, Cantonese remains an important language in 

Hong Kong today, which is still spoken as the first language by 

the majority of Hong Kong’s population. Placing the projects 

under this historical and sociolinguistic context, I hope they 

would not only advance our understanding of the development 

of Cantonese, but also shed light on the inter-relationship 

between language, society and culture,” concluded Dr Chin.

In recognition of his research performance, Dr Chin was 

honoured with the HKIEd’s President’s Award for Outstanding 

Performance (Research) under the category of Early Career 

Research Excellence in 2013.

Dr Chin Chi-on

Studies, and his research team have been 
exploring in a two-year Early Career 
Scheme project funded by the Research 
Grants Council.  

The project, entitled Linguistic Analysis of Mid-20th Century 

Hong Kong Cantonese by Constructing an Annotated Spoken 

Corpus, makes use of old Cantonese movies, commonly 

known as “粵語長片”, to reconstruct the Cantonese dialect 

spoken in Hong Kong half a century ago and its development 

since then.  

Cantonese Movies as a Treasure Trove of 
Language 

“It is fascinating to observe how our language changes over 

time, especially when both old and new linguistic features are 

found during the change. If we can collect a representative 

set of language data, we can do meaningful comparisons 

and studies, such as the mechanisms and factors behind the 

change,” said Dr Chin, the project’s principal investigator.  

Dr Chin emphasises that the real-time nature of the movie 

data faithfully recorded the actual use of the language in 

the period concerned, and this approach for studying the 

early stage of a language is better than interviewing older 

speakers as their language has changed over time and may 

not retain the early features. However, Dr Chin realises that 

early Cantonese movies have not received serious attention in 

previous linguistic research. 

 The real-time nature of the movie data faithfully 
recorded the actual use of the language in the period 
concerned, and this approach for studying the early stage 
of a language is better than interviewing older speakers as 
their language has changed over time and may not retain 
the early features,  Dr Andy Chin Chi-on said.
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A New Project to 
Improve Rice’s Safety

Assistant Professor,
Department of Science and 

Environmental Studies

Dr Li Wai-chin

Rice is an important staple food for 
billions worldwide. But you have to be 
careful when you eat rice from China. 
Many paddy fields in China have been 
seriously contaminated by toxic arsenic 
(As), and their grains will lead to toxicity 
in all systems of  the body and even 
cancer. Total arsenic concentration 
in rice from China is about 50 times 
higher than the statutory limits, with 
the most serious problems in Shanxi, 
Qinghai, Sichuan, Jilin, Xinjiang and 
Hunan provinces where over 15 million 
individuals are exposed to arsenic.  

“Many farmlands, including paddy fields, in China have been 

seriously contaminated by the aerial deposition or irrigation of 

wastewater containing high levels of arsenic in the last two 

decades, mainly because of the development of enterprises 

and townships,” said Dr Li Wai-chin, Assistant Professor of 

Department of Science and Environmental Studies. Dr Li 

pointed out that the excessive accumulation of As in soils exerts 

significant toxicities on human health. “Adverse effects on the 

central nervous system and cancer development are likely to 

arise from the prolonged consumption of contaminated rice 

grains,” he said.  

Reducing Toxic Element in Rice

To resolve the health crisis, Dr Li has started in late 2014 a 

three-year survey to examine the effectiveness of soil bacteria 

(rhizobacteria) in reducing the toxicants in rice. Rhizobacteria 

(PGPR), which is As-tolerant, can decompose organic matter, 

and dissolve phosphorous, potassium, and fix atmospheric 

nitrogen, as well as producing substances that promote plant 

growth. “It is suggested that rhizobacteria may influence As 

speciation and uptake by rice in contaminated soil and thus 

lead to a change in total As accumulation in rice,” Dr Li said.

With the study, entitled Effects of Rhizobacteria on the 

Tolerance, Uptake and Speciation of Arsenic in Rice, Dr 

Li will first investigate the effects of rhizobacteria on rice 

growth under As stress. Rice plants will be taken from two 

As-contaminated sites selected from Guangdong and Hunan 

provinces. PGPR will then be isolated from soil.  Rice seeds, 

incubated with the bacteria, are put on agar with increasing 

levels of As in a growth chamber to test the effect of 

rhizobacteria on rice growth.  

The Effects of Soil Bacteria

Next, the team will examine the effects of rhizobacteria on As 

uptake, accumulation and speciation in rice. Rice seedlings are 

grown with solution mixed with PGPR and As.  Then the total 

concentrations of As in rice shoots and roots will be analysed 

to test the effects of rhizobacteria. After this, they will examine 

the effects of Fe plaque formation on roots (induced by Fe 

oxidizing bacteria, FeOB) on As accumulation in rice. The rice 

will be harvested for the determination of As accumulation.  

Lastly, they will investigate the effects of combining 

rhizobacteria to reduce As accumulation in grains. Seedlings, 

inoculated with PGPR, FeOB, or a mixture of both, are 

transplanted to As-contaminated paddy fields in China. The 

plants are harvested later, and the concentrations of As in 

different parts of rice are analysed. Dr Li said that study aims 

to optimise rice grain yield even in contaminated paddy fields, 

and retain the concentrations of As in grains within safety 

limits. “The knowledge gained could be applied in sustainable 

crop agriculture programmes,” he said.

 Adverse effects on the central 
nervous system and cancer 
development are likely to arise 
from the prolonged consumption of 
contaminated rice grains,  
Dr Li Wai-chin said.
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Assistant Professor,
Department of Asian and 

Policy Studies

Dr Alfred Wu Muluan

Hong Kong is an ageing society, with 
increasing numbers of  people over 
retirement age. In terms of  social 
welfare resources, most funds in this 
sector are allocated to either services for 
young children or the elderly, but are 
they shared out fairly? 

Currently there is limited research cross-comparing how these 

public funds and other services are allocated to these two 

sectors. In his new study which started in January 2015, Dr 

Alfred Wu Muluan, Assistant Professor in the Department of 

Asian and Policy Studies, will analyse the spending on children 

and elderly and see if the older sector of society receives public 

welfare at the expense of children. “Hong Kong is an ageing 

society, in which an intergenerational conflict over welfare 

resources between the older and younger people is argued to 

be on-going,” said Dr Wu. “To measure the intergenerational 

conflict, we investigate the objective fiscal data on public 

welfare provision.” It is worth-noting that the study is not 

intended to draw a conclusion on the intergenerational conflict, 

but to propose equitable and fair long term strategies that are 

within the financial capacity of the HKSAR government. 

Using the Past to See into the Future

In the two-year research project, titled Equity in Redistribution 

to the Elderly and Children: An Intergenerational Conflict in 

Hong Kong?, Dr Wu will look at trends in public spending 

involving cash and in-kind benefits to elderly people and 

children over the past 30 years. He will investigate whether 

those benefits favoured the elderly over children and using that 

research and statistics to project public expenditure and in-kind 

benefits over the next three decades to see whether there is an 

issue of intergenerational conflict continuing into the future. 

Dr Wu will also advance what he terms a “feasibility model” 

to see how any disparities in the allocation of resources can be 

addressed.

Dr Wu explains that the project will “be managed by a team 

of multidisciplinary experts on social policy, public finance 

and redistributive politics through the use of different 

research methods”. “Using the underlying macro-economic 

assumptions and projection methodologies adopted by the 

European Union (2011), the project team would analyse the 

expenditure on healthcare, education, public housing, social 

assistance, retirement income protection, and long term care 

for older people and children in Hong Kong,” he said.

 

The Growing Grey Generation

According to a 2012 report by the Census and Statistics 

Department, the size of Hong Kong’s elderly population, 

aged 65 or above, will increase from 13% in 2011 to 30% 

by 2041. So the demand for public housing, retirement 

income protection, healthcare and long-term care will increase 

exponentially, with different generations competing for welfare 

resources. Through his team’s research, Dr Wu intends to assist 

the policy makers in Hong Kong in assessing the genuine 

needs of the two sectors to ensure that the allocation of public 

resources can be effective and fair. 

 

Dr Wu and his team will study government budgets; census 

and statistics reports and various projections; plus reports from 

the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 

among other sources. He has been writing on public finance 

for a number of years, including a recent study on redistributive 

justice and policy in Greater China. “On the basis of the 

findings of this proposed study, policy implications would be 

made to resolve the issues regarding the financial sustainability 

and legitimacy of age-related public expenditure,” Dr Wu said.

 Hong Kong is an ageing society, in which an 
intergenerational conflict over welfare resources between the 
older and younger people is argued to be on-going,    
said Dr Alfred Wu Muluan.

A Study on 
Intergenerational
Conflict over 
Welfare Spending 
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In Focus: Hong Kong’s 
Dialect Literature Movement
The use of  Cantonese is rather common in newspapers, publications and books in 
Hong Kong. Many people consider these works to be crude and not worth reading. 
Nevertheless, in the eyes of  left-wing scholars in the 1940s, Cantonese was a written 
language, which brought about the Dialect Literature Movement in Hong Kong. 
According to Dr Fanny Li Yuen-mei, Lecturer from the Department of  Literature and 
Cultural Studies, post-war Hong Kong served as a stronghold for Cantonese writing. 
“With its relative freedom, Hong Kong attracted a score of  left-wing scholars from 
Mainland China to travel southward after the war, to promote their ideas in politics, 
literature and the arts,” she said. Through the promotion by left-wing scholars, the 
Dialect Literature Movement became a unique chapter and phenomenon in the 
history of  modern literature and left-wing literature, also providing valuable references 
and experiences for Cantonese writing.

“In terms of theory construction, and as a creative experience, 

the Dialect Literature Movement in Hong Kong leaves a rich 

heritage for dialect writing, offering valuable experiences 

in this subject, and facilitates our own exploration of the 

possibilities in Cantonese writing. The thoughts and ideas of 

left-wing scholars at the time regarding common languages 

and dialects may serve as a source of inspirations for us today, 

when we consider the status and functions of the Cantonese 

language,” said Dr Li. The Dialect Literature Movement in 

Hong Kong documented the development of “Revolution 

Literature” during the civil war between the Communist party 

and the Nationalist party. The movement directly inherited 

ideas behind the popularisation of literature and the arts in the 

1930s, she added.

Studying the Use of Cantonese in Writing

The Dialect Literature Movement in Hong Kong carries far-

reaching and profound significance for contemporary Chinese 

literature as well as the local culture. With this in mind, Dr Li 

has started a two-year research project which is still ongoing, 

entitled A Study on Dialect Literature Movement in Post-

War Hong Kong, with an aim to bring to light the results 

of the dialect literature movement in Hong Kong. In this 

study, data collection will be extended to a wider scope, to 

systematically document the Post-War Hong Kong Dialect 

Literature Movement, and to better understand its contents 

and characteristics.

This study will examine, from the perspective of literary 

history, the significance of left-wing scholars’ promotion 

of “Revolution Literature” in Hong Kong. In addition, it will 

also look at how Hong Kong as a colonial city restricted the 

actions and ideas of these scholars through political 

and social manoeuvre, and influenced 

their promotional strategies and 

writing approaches. 

A Dialect with Tremendous Writing Potential

Dr Li believes that Cantonese is a dialect with tremendous 

potential in the written format. Cantonese works often draw 

inspirations from the spoken words culture, the style is usually 

humorous and rugged. In fact, some of the works in the 

Dialect Literature Movement used swear words. “There are 

scholars who consider the works created during the Dialect 

Literature Movement vulgar and unfit for reading because 

swear words are used. It is actually possible to also view this 

from a different perspective, as a study of common people’s 

culture and the unique context of its time,” said Dr Li. Her two-

year research project will collect and organise information from 

the left-wing literature and arts movement and Hong Kong’s 

Dialect Literature Movement, studying 

materials from newspapers. “This 

research project will systematically 

document the theories and creative 

output of the Dialect Literature 

Movement, in addition to assessing 

the achievements in these works 

of dialect literature, to facilitate 

our further understanding of the 

possibilities of Cantonese as a written 

language,” she added.

Lecturer, Department of 
Literature and Cultural Studies

Dr Fanny Li Yuen-mei

 There are scholars who consider the works created during 
the Dialect Literature Movement vulgar and unfit for reading 
because swear words are used. It is actually possible to also 
view this from a different perspective, as a study of common 
people’s culture and the unique context of its time,    
said Dr Fanny Li Yuen-mei.
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Mathematical 
Equations on 
Asset-Liability 
Management
What is the best time to buy or to sell 
stocks? There is no definite answer 
as the financial market is changing 
continuously and randomly. The 
investing public thus needs sophisticated 
solutions to help manage financial risks 
and make a better investment decision.   

HKIEd will soon become a guiding force to invent such solutions. 

It has started in 2014 a three-year study, using Wishart process 

to develop a finance formula that helps investors construct 

optimal portfolio and manage assets and liabilities. The research 

is published in three academic journal articles so far. The brain 

behind the project is Dr Chiu Mei-choi, Assistant Professor from 

the Department of Mathematics and Information Technology. 

Rational Decisions for Investors

The study, Mean-variance Portfolio Selection and Asset-

Liability Management with the Wishart Process, focuses on 

the theories, applications and implications of “stochastic 

covariance” among risky assets on portfolio selection and 

asset-liability management (ALM). The covariance (matrix) 

consists of variances and correlations. The variance reflects 

the volatility (or risk) of the stock while the correlation 

Assistant Professor,
Department of Mathematics and 

Information Technology

Dr Chiu Mei-choi

measures the likelihood of co-movement between two 

stocks. When the correlation equals +1, two assets move in 

the same direction as illustrated on the left panel of Figure 1, 

where the red and blue curves move up and down together. 

The right panel exhibits two uncorrelated returns so that the 

movements of the red and the blue are independent. 

Classical theory assumes constant variances and correlations 

in portfolio management. For instance, if assets A and B 

always move in an opposite direction (correlation = -1), 

then a combined return results in a stable portfolio offering 

an expected return (mean) with a minimum risk (variance), 

see Figure 2. The cancellation in the assets’ risks refers to 

hedging or diversification in finance. “However, there is 

strong evidence that correlations among risky assets are 

randomly changing over time,” Dr Chiu said.  “This project 

derives trading strategies to strike the best balance between 

profit and risk with stochastic covariance and extends it to 

ALM.” She supplemented, “A well-known wisdom in finance 

is diversification – Don’t put all your eggs into a single basket. 

But, what are the best second and third baskets to put into? 

This project sheds light on this issue. ”As a result, Dr Chiu uses 

the Wishart process to model the random covariance matrix. 
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it. “We will draw economic interpretation from the optimal 

strategy, and then empirically test the result,” Dr Chiu said.

Self-developed Equations

With self-developed equations, she will prove that investment 

demand Y decreases with market volatility. “Given that the 

Wishart process can be estimated using market data, we 

intend to examine the portfolio weights on stocks and index 

futures. Doing so enables us to better understand the economic 

function of futures contracts in monitoring risks.” Dr Chiu said.

Dr Chiu plans to recruit undergraduate students to conduct 

data analysis so as to develop their statistical skills. “School 

teachers may evaluate their teaching methods by surveying 

their students with proper statistical techniques nowadays. 

The developed research techniques become useful,” she said.  

Dr Chiu would introduce her research ideas to scholars in her 

field. She confidently said, “I anticipate that the concept of 

random correlation in portfolio theory will attract attention 

and research collaborations.”

Consider an investor who would like to invest a sum of Y 

in the stock market and the remaining capital in a risk-free 

bond, Dr Chiu will develop equations to determine the best 

allocation in Y, and then study the financial implications of 

 I anticipate that the concept of 
random correlation in portfolio theory 
will attract attention and research 
collaborations,      
said Dr Chiu Mei-choi.

Return
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Promoting 
Revolution 
through Opera 
Films

Lecturer, Department of 
Literature and Cultural Studies

Dr Hui Kwok-wai

Half  a century ago, the authorities of  
the People’s Republic of  China (PRC) 
spread revolutionary ideas to Hong 
Kong through a special channel: opera 
films.  According to Dr Hui Kwok-wai, 
Lecturer of  Department of  Literature 
and Cultural Studies, 121 Chinese 
opera films were made between 1953 
and 1966 with the full support of  the 
communist regime - about half  of  them 
were exported to colonial Hong Kong. 
Surprisingly, the PRC opera films were 
well received in the British colony.

“The Chinese communists began using film as a medium to 

systematically disseminate its revolutionary ideologies and 

cultural influence to Hong Kong via its local agents,” said 

Dr Hui, adding that the popularity of PRC-made opera films 

among Hong Kong moviegoers led to the prosperity of opera 

filmmaking in the former British colony from the late 1950s to 

the late 1960s.  

PRC’s Cultural Influence in Hong Kong 

To investigate the genre’s influence on Hong Kong, Dr Hui has 

kicked off in June 2014 a three-year study which is still ongoing 

to trace the promotion and appropriation of communist China-

made opera films by both local commercial film studios, such 

as Shaw Brothers and Cathay Film Productions, and leftist film 

studios in the capitalist colony during the Cold War era.  

Titled Revolution, Commercialism and Chineseness: The 

Reception and Appropriation of the Socialist Opera Films 

in Captialist-Colonial Hong Kong, 1954-1966, the study 

contends that the cultural influence of socialist China on 

capitalist-colonial Hong Kong was significant in the 1950s 

and 1960s. “The project sheds light on the modalities of 

cultural and ideological flow from communist China to 

non-communist regions, including Hong Kong, Taiwan, and 

overseas Chinese communities worldwide,” Dr Hui said.  She 

highlighted that major leftist film studios co-produced opera 

films with the PRC studios to export them as Hong Kong 

movies to overseas Chinese communities and that even local 

commercial film studios duplicated numerous PRC-made 

opera films, which led to a decade-long Huangmeidiao fad in 

Hong Kong and Taiwan.

Censorship of the Colonial Government

The socialist opera films were released and well received in Hong 

Kong despite the harsh censorship on PRC-made films in the 

1950s and 1960s imposed by the Board of Censors of the Hong 

Kong government.  With her study, Dr Hui aims to find answers 

to some interesting questions: How were those communist 

cultural products promoted in capitalist-colonial Hong Kong? 

How were the PRC-made opera films able to survive the 

censorship of the colonial government? Dr Hui will dig out 

untapped archives, restricted documents, newspapers and film 

journals in Hong Kong, London, Shanghai, and Guangzhou to 

study the tactics employed by Hong Kong leftists to outwit the 

censorship and promote socialist opera films in the colony.   

“The records of the colonial government’s deportation of 

leftist filmmakers in the early 1950s were missing, and could 

probably be found in the National Archives of the United 

Kingdom,” Dr Hui said.  She will interview veteran opera 

performers, former staffs of the Southern Film Corporation 

and other local filmmakers to gain a whole picture.   

The study will also examine the reception of Hong Kong’s 

leftist and commercial filmmakers, including Shaw Brothers 

Studio and Cathay Film Productions, who watched the 

PRC-made opera films in the cinema and created their own 

versions. “Investigating Hong Kong leftists’ co-production 

and commercial film studios’ remaking of opera films 

enables us to understand the connection between Hong 

Kong and Mainland China film circles and the crucial role 

Hong Kong played in spreading the PRC’s cultural influence 

worldwide,” said Dr Hui.

 The records of the colonial 
government’s deportation of leftist 
filmmakers in the early 1950s were 
missing, and could probably be found 
in the National Archives of the United 
Kingdom,  Dr Hui Kwok-wai said.
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Uncovering Implementation 
Problems of China’s 
Healthcare Reform

Assistant Professor,
Department of Asian and 

Policy Studies

Dr Alex He Jingwei

China’s ailing healthcare reform has 
been well researched. But previous 
studies neglected implementation 
problems. Little is known about how 
provincial governments in varying 
capacities implement healthcare reforms. 

“To analyse healthcare reforms in a heavily decentralised 

system, one must first gain full understanding of the critical role 

played by the provinces,” said the study’s principal investigator 

Dr Alex He Jingwei, Assistant Professor at the Department of 

Asian and Policy Studies.  

China’s Ailing Healthcare Reform

Before late 1970s, under the communist planned economy, 

China’s public healthcare system provided highly subsidised 

and effective care at fairly low costs, making it a World Health 

Organization’s healthcare model for developing countries. 

Since 1980, under the market transition, the government 

substantially reduced its funding for public hospitals and 

allowed them to generate income from patient fees. Expensive 

access to care and medical impoverishment following 

marketisation have sparked public outrage. 

In 2009, the Chinese government launched its national 

healthcare reform to overhaul its ailing system and achieve 

universal medical coverage. “Top in the reform agenda is to 

contain skyrocketing cost inflation and alleviate vast public 

discontent regarding medical unaffordability,” Dr He said. 

But implementing the well-intended policy is not easy in China 

because of its highly decentralised administrative structure. 

Dr He pointed out that local governments focus on pursuing 

economic growth, and are less concerned with social policies, 

and health policy reforms remain low on their agendas.  “The 

dissonant pursuits of different levels of governments, the 

varying administrative and fiscal capacities of local governments, 

and the inability of adapting central policy directives with local 

conditions may all result in ‘implementation deficit’,” Dr He said. 

The Study: Uncovering Implementation 
Problems

His study aims to understand how national health policy reforms 

are implemented at the provincial level in China. It focuses on 

how provincial authorities address rapid cost inflation - the 

primary cause of China’s ailing system. The research team 

will examine the cases of Fujian and Shanxi as they represent 

In 2014, a research team from The Hong Kong Institute 

of Education (HKIEd) kicked off a study to shed light on 

the problems plaguing China’s healthcare reform from a 

provincial perspective. Funded by the Early Career Scheme 

of the Research Grants Council, the two-year study entitled 

The Chinese Healthcare Reform in Provincial Perspective: A 

Comparative Study of Fujian and Shanxi, will investigate the 

difficulties of implementing healthcare reforms in a highly 

decentralised system with huge regional variation, and the role 

played by the provinces in implementing reforms. 

provinces with an aggressive approach to healthcare reform 

and those with relatively conservative ones. The two provinces 

have contrasting fiscal and administrative capacities, which 

could cause different outcomes of local health reforms. 

Dr He and his team will collect data from statistical reports 

before and after 2009 when national reforms were launched, 

enabling them to examine the effects of the national reforms 

on access to care, average medical costs, and gross health 

expenditures. The team will then examine “flagship” initiatives 

and payment reforms used to realign the perverse incentives, 

and interview officials, hospital administrators and physicians 

to find out how the reform initiatives were conducted. Finally, 

the team will evaluate the initiatives to assess effectiveness.

Dr He said that the research would offer evidence-based 

recommendations to health policy makers in China and draw 

implications for reforms in developing countries. “China is in the 

midst of implementing its ambitious national healthcare reforms. 

Critical knowledge and evidence are urgently needed to inform 

evidence-based policy fine-tuning and evaluation,” he said.

 To analyse healthcare reforms in a 
heavily decentralised system, one must 
first gain full understanding of the 
critical role played by the provinces,   
said Dr Alex He Jingwei.
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Challenging the Concept   
of Morality

Imagine a person spits in a subway 
car. Would you think that the person 
is immoral? The answer is probably a 
“yes” if  you are Chinese. In contrast 
to westerners who only call serious 
behaviour, such as murder and stealing, 
immoral, Chinese consider spitting, 
littering, talking and laughing loudly in 
public morally wrong. 

Why do Chinese people think such acts are immoral? This 

is the key question Dr Emma Buchtel, Assistant Professor of 

Department of Psychological Studies, wants to tackle in her 

ongoing studies. In her three-year research project which 

started in January 2014, Chinese morality: When propriety 

is part of the picture, what does morality mean? Testing and 

extending moral theory to fit lay concepts of a Confucian 

moral system, she hopes to “open new and important avenues 

for the study of morality”. “Through a better understanding 

of what types of moral issues exist in Chinese cultures, we 

hope to increase our ability to understand and possibly diffuse 

conflicts,” Dr Buchtel said.  

What Does Morality Mean in China?

Dr Buchtel was inspired to kick off the study after she found 

“dramatic differences between the kinds of behaviours 

that are called immoral in Chinese and Western cultures” 

in her previous study. “Our recent work suggests that the 

Chinese word “immoral” is used in a way that blurs the 

distinction between morality and convention. For example, 

uncivil behaviours, such as spitting, littering, jaywalking and 

talking loudly in public, are called immoral by many Chinese 

respondents, especially those in the Mainland,” she said. 

The different moral standards between Chinese and Western 

people could be due to their different cultural backgrounds. 

“While the Western examples of immoral behaviour reflected 

the Bible’s Ten Commandments, the Chinese examples seem 

to be closer to Confucian ideals of propriety and respect,” she 

said, adding that China’s moral judgement reflects Confucian 

concepts of moral excellence that include being “cultured, 

appropriate, and respectful”.  

Challenging Moral Theories 

Her research team will interview hundreds of university 

students from Hong Kong and Beijing to investigate how 

Chinese laypersons reason about their immorality judgements 

and document how they think about uncouth acts.  

The team will also test and expand upon current universal 

theories of morality, such as Moral Foundations Theory, which 

argues that there are five fundamental moral foundations 

used in human moral discourse. “We hypothesise that China’s 

unique cultural background has led to the development 

of moral foundations that are different from the currently 

discovered five Moral Foundations,” Dr Buchtel said.

The research project is in two parts. In the first part, Dr Buchtel 

will examine the reasons why immoral behaviours are wrong, 

to allow the comparison of Chinese reasons to Western 

theories. After gathering potential reasons from an initial set 

of Chinese participants, new participants, 500 in each city, will 

rate the applicability of the most frequently mentioned reasons 

to explaining why the behaviours are wrong. Statistical analysis 

will show whether the explanations cluster in ways that are 

different than expected by Western theories. In the second part, 

participants will have their facial muscle movement recorded 

in HKIEd’s psychological laboratory as they read descriptions 

of uncouth acts and classic immoral behaviours, such as 

Assistant Professor,
Department of Psychological Studies

Dr Emma Buchtel

 Findings from this research 
programme will challenge the 
theoretical plausibility of a universal 
morality concept, while adding to 
our knowledge of human moral 
judgement,  
Dr Emma Buchtel said.

stealing and murder. Another study will also measure how far 

away participants choose to sit from someone who thinks it 

is acceptable to curse out loud vs. shoplift. These and other 

measures will show whether uncivilised behaviour is treated 

as immoral, with special emotional and social consequences.

“Findings from this research programme will challenge the 

theoretical plausibility of a universal morality concept, while 

adding to our knowledge of human moral judgement,” Dr 

Buchtel said.
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Research Chair Professor of 
Environmental Science

Professor Wong Ming-hung

A healthy diet no longer seems sufficient to avoid exposure 

to toxic substances. The consumption of fish with excessive 

mercury levels, for instance, presents a health risk particularly 

to unborn babies through their pregnant mothers. In his 

previous research, Professor Wong Ming-hung, Research 

Chair Professor of Environmental Science, noticed that fish 

feed was a common source of pollutants in fish. Supported 

by a HK$2,000,000 grant from the Environmental Protection 

Department, through four years of research work Professor 

Wong and his team have successfully developed a new 

type of feed for freshwater species including grass carp, 

big head carp, mud carp, grey mullet and Nile tilapia, using 

food waste and Chinese medicines. “Fish farmed with the 

new feed, which is cheaper to produce than commercial fish 

feed, contain lower levels of mercury and pesticides, and the 

health risk associated with their consumption is thus reduced. 

Additionally, the use of food waste can partially ease the 

disposal pressure of food waste,” Professor Wong said. 

Commercial fish feed costs around HK$10 per kilogramme. 

Based on figures from 2011 and 2012 when the research 

was being conducted, the new feed only costs HK$6 per 

kilogramme.

Food waste with grain or meat content was used to produce 

the new pellets. Fish meal, a source of pollutants, was also 

used to ensure sufficient protein supply for the fish, but the 

quantity used was 33% to 50% less than that of commercial 

fish feed. Furthermore, with the expertise of Professor Bian 

Zhaoxiang, Director of the Clinical Division, School of Chinese 

Medicine, Hong Kong Baptist University, Chinese medicines 

such as “wong lin” (coptis chinensis) were added to the 

feed. As lower risk alternatives to antibiotics, the Chinese 

medicines help to strengthen the immune system of young 

fish, thus reducing the risk of them contracting diseases. 

Looking ahead, Professor Wong’s team will investigate the 

production of fish feed for a wider range of fish, for safer and 

higher quality local consumption.

Healthier Fish Feed with 
Lower Toxicity Developed

 Fish farmed with the new feed, which is cheaper 
to produce than commercial fish feed, contain lower 
levels of mercury and pesticides, and the health risk 
associated with their consumption is thus reduced. 
Additionally, the use of food waste can partially ease 
the disposal pressure of food waste,  
said Professor Wong Ming-hung.

KNOWLEDGE TRANSFER
P ro j e c t s



4948

Hong Kong’s water supply comes primarily from Dongjiang 

(East River) in Mainland China. The illegal use of pesticides 

in farming is thus a threat and its effective detection crucially 

important. Highly toxic pesticides such as Dimethoate, for 

example, are relatively prevalent given their low cost, and 

highly efficient in killing insects. At present, a Biosensing 

Alert System is used to monitor Hong Kong’s water supply. 

If hazardous water flows through this system, its fish will 

behave abnormally, such as with unusual tail movements. 

Yet, this does not identify the specific types of pesticides 

involved. In 2013, 19 new pesticides were banned in China. 

The Shenzhen Water Group thus commissioned Dr Stephen 

48

New Pesticide Test to be 
Adopted by Shenzhen 
Water Group

Associate Professor,
Department of Science and 

Environmental Studies

Dr Stephen Chow Cheuk-fai

Chow Cheuk-fai, Associate Professor at the Department of 

Science and Environmental Studies, to develop a technology 

to quickly detect specific pesticides.

The first phase of research focused on Aldicarb, Phorate and 

Demeton, three sulphur-containing pesticides. Chemicals that 

sense with each of these pesticides were first produced, then 

fabricated in solid form and placed in a syringe. When water 

containing the relevant pesticide is injected into the syringe, 

a chemical reaction occurs and an eye catching fluorescent 

colour is produced (with visibility further enhanced by UV 

light) in several seconds to 10 minutes. Water turns fluorescent 

brighter and faster with a higher pesticide concentration, 

but even an extremely small amount of pesticides can be 

detected in 10 minutes. Dr Chow said that “quick toxicity 

tests for three new pesticides have been developed, at a cost 

of less than HK$10 per syringe of tester, and the technology 

will be used by a water group in Shenzhen to test water from 

Dongjiang. A patent is now pending through the Knowledge 

Transfer supports from HKIEd.” 

The research project costs several hundred thousand dollars. 

If additional funding is available, research will be continued 

on the remaining 16 banned pesticides. With the same 

principle, the technology can be applicable to detecting other 

organic pollutants and heavy metals. “The test can also be 

used in everyday life. For example, you can soak vegetables in 

water for a period of time, then test the water with the same 

device,” Dr Chow added.

 Quick toxicity tests for three new 
pesticides have been developed, at a 
cost of less than HK$10 per syringe 
of tester, and the technology will be 
used by a water group in Shenzhen to 
test water from Dongjiang. A patent is 
now pending through the Knowledge 
Transfer supports from HKIEd,  
said Dr Stephen Chow Cheuk-fai.
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