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Abstract  This paper investigates the views of immersion teachers in Hong 
Kong and Xi’an towards the immersion curriculum they are teaching. Teachers 
are important stakeholders in any curriculum implementation and their views are 
significant in both evaluating progress and determining future directions. The 
teachers’ views were gathered from questionnaires and interviews. Topics include 
their understanding of the objectives of immersion education, their preparedness 
for their roles as immersion teachers, the main challenges in immersion teaching 
they identify and the support they receive from their schools. The responses are 
discussed to identify areas of concern which may be future priorities for 
professional development. 
 
Keywords  immersion education, content-based language teaching, teachers’ 
perception 

Introduction  

This paper reports a survey of the perceptions of immersion teachers in Hong 
Kong and Xi’an towards the immersion curriculum and their experiences of 
implementation. The survey aims to identify the aspects of implementation which 
teachers in each context find the most challenging and, as a result, the 
professional development which they might find most valuable. Teachers’ goals, 
values and beliefs about teaching are an important source of data for evaluating 
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progress and determining future directions of a curriculum (Nespor, 1987; 
Othman, 2008; Richards & Lockhart, 1994).  It is therefore helpful to find out 
teachers’ views about the English immersion programmes they are teaching in 
the two Chinese contexts given the controversial nature of the programme and 
changes now underway in Hong Kong and the innovative nature of the 
programme in Xi’an for Chinese mainland. 
 
Immersion Education in Hong Kong and Xi’an 
 
English has been used as a medium of instruction in schools in Hong Kong since 
British colonial days. The public perception of the important economic and 
financial role English plays in society has supported the continuous use of 
English as the language of instruction in secondary schools and in universities1.  
To ensure effective learning of both curriculum subjects and English, in 1997 the 
government cut the number of English medium (EM) secondary schools from 
more than 90 % to about 25 % (112 schools), effectively restricting EM 
education to academically able students (Hoare & Kong, 2008; Education 
Department, 1997). Most of these schools taught most or all subjects in English 
for seven years except Chinese and Chinese History and can therefore be called 
immersion schools (Fortune & Tedick, 2008). All schools were allowed to use 
English in Grades 10–13 and many did so for some classes and some subjects. 
Teachers are subject specialists and most have good English proficiency. Because 
of parental pressure for more EM schools, the government has recently relaxed 
the 1997 legislation. From 2010 secondary schools are allowed to use English as 
the medium of instruction more widely (Education Bureau, 2009). EM education 
may then take a wider variety of forms even within the same school. Of schools 
which choose to use some English, the curriculum time in any class may vary 
between 25 % and nearly 100 %.  

The China-Canada-United States English Immersion (CCUEI) Project started 
in 1997 in Xi’an, modelled on immersion education in Canada and with expert 
support from Canada and the United States. Yu (2009) noted that the CCUEI 
Project is the first Chinese mainland example of teaching curriculum subjects 
through English. The Project is a reaction to the massive demand for English in 
China over the past 15 to 20 years associated with recent rapid economic and 
social development (Hu, 2005). In 2003, the Ministry of Education requested 
universities to begin teaching “5–10 % of courses for each speciality” (Jiang, 
Nong, Zhang & Liu, 2009, p.160) through a foreign language, mainly English, 
within three years and content-based English instruction (CBEI) has been 
reported as a popular response from schools to this request (Hu, 2005). The 
                                                        
1 Public primary education in Hong Kong is through the first language. 
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CCUEI Project started at kindergarten and was extended progressively into 
primary and middle schools. In 2004, 13 primary schools and 3 middle schools 
offered the programme (Hoare, 2007). In primary schools, subjects that are 
taught through English are integrated English (which usually consists of nature, 
moral education, art, music and physical education) in Grades 1–2, and moral 
education and science in Grades 3–6. The number of lessons taught through 
English varies slightly from school to school and takes up around 25 % of the 
curriculum time. In middle schools (Grades 7–8), only one subject is taught 
through English for two lessons each week. Each of the three middle schools 
teaches a different subject: science, social studies, nature and society. Xi’an 
schools are not, therefore, by standard definitions immersion schools (Fortune & 
Tedick, 2008) but are adopting a content-based approach to part of the 
curriculum. Teachers participating in the CCUEI Project in both primary and 
middle schools are language-trained and are not content subject specialists.   

EM education has always been controversial in Hong Kong for social, political 
and, not least, educational reasons (Hoare, in press; Hopkins, 2006). The 
effectiveness of EM education has also been in doubt. Large-scale assessment of 
learning outcomes has shown that EM education does not seem to achieve, at the 
middle school level at least, the curriculum goals of content and language 
learning that immersion education aims to achieve (Marsh, Hau, & Kong, 2000; 
Tsang, 2008; Yip, Tsang & Cheung, 2003). Hu (2007) is also skeptical of the 
success of CBEI in China though “[T]here is a dearth of research dealing with 
immersion programs in China” (Knell, Qiang, Pei, Chi, Siegel, Zhao, & Zhao, 
2007, p. 412). At the primary level, Knell et al. (2007) found that students in 
immersion programmes in Xi’an performed significantly better in English oral 
proficiency, vocabulary, and word identification than their non-immersion peers. 
At the middle school level, however, the lack of appropriate resources and the 
difficulty of the subject content for language-trained teachers may inhibit success 
(Hoare, 2010, in press; Hu, 2005). Teachers and administrators involved in the 
programme, however, are convinced that there are worthwhile gains in English 
proficiency though these might be in part attributed to the additional time 
allocated to English (Hoare, 2010, in press).  

The Study 

The study reported in this paper is a survey of Hong Kong and Xi’an immersion 
teachers’ views about the curriculum objectives of immersion teaching, their 
preparedness for their role as immersion teachers, the main challenges they face 
and teaching strategies they find useful, and the support they receive from their 
schools. The results are interpreted to identify areas of concern as future 
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priorities for professional development. 
 
Respondents  
 
The respondents in this study consist of 51 EM teachers from Hong Kong and 98 
CCUEI teachers from Xi’an. To obtain views more comparable with the Xi’an 
data, it was decided to focus the survey on Hong Kong teachers who have 
recently completed an 8-week full-time professional development course on EM 
education and therefore may have better understanding of and be more 
committed to EM education2; this accounts for the disparity in the number of 
respondents from each context. The majority of the Xi’an teachers have 
undertaken training in various forms provided by the CCUEI Project team; these 
include frequent short courses, and inter-school lesson observations and 
discussions. 

The 51 EM teachers are subject-trained, teaching different subjects across the 
secondary school curriculum in Hong Kong in Grades 7–13 (see Table 1 for the 
subjects taught and Table 2 for the years of teaching experience and immersion 
teaching experience these teachers have). More than 70 % have over 10 years of 
teaching experience though only about a quarter have more than 10 years of 
immersion teaching experience and 10 teachers have no experience of immersion 
teaching at all but are expecting to begin EM teaching in 2010. Of the 98 CCUEI 
teachers, 80 are primary teachers and 18 are middle schools teachers. They are 
language-trained. Most are young teachers with less than 10 years of teaching 
experience (only about 21 % of the primary teachers and 39 % of the middle 
school teachers have more than 10 years of teaching experience, and fewer have 
immersion teaching experience; see Table 2). Table 1 shows the subjects taught 
and the number of teachers involved.   
 
Data Collection  
 
Two sources of data were collected in this study: quantitative data through a 
questionnaire and qualitative data through interviews with a number of teachers.  
The questionnaire consisted of two parts: The first part focuses on teachers’ 
professional background and the second part on their views of immersion 
education. This part included their understanding of the objectives of immersion 
education, their preparedness for immersion teaching, the main challenges they 
faced in immersion teaching, the teaching strategies they found useful and the 
support they received from their schools.   

                                                        
2 Immersion teachers in Hong Kong are not required to undertake specialized training for 
immersion teaching. 
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Table 1  Subjects Taught by Hong Kong EM Teachers and Xi’an Teachers 

Subject No. of Hong Kong 
EM teachers 

No. of Xi’an primary 
school teachers 

No. of Xi’an middle 
school teachers 

Integrated curriculum in  
English immersion 

/ 80 / 

Moral education / 18 / 
Science / 13 10 
Social studies / / 7 
Nature and society / / 1 
Mathematics 17 / / 
Integrated science 4 / / 
Physics 4 / / 
Biology 3 / / 
Computer & IT 7 / / 
Geography 5 / / 
Principles of accounts 3 / / 
Liberal studies 2 / / 
Economics 2 / / 
History 1 / / 
Home economics 4 / / 
Music 3 / / 
Visual arts 3 / / 
Physical education 2 / / 
Drama 1 / / 
Total 61* 111* 18 

Note:  *Some teachers teach more than one subject. 
 
Table 2  Number of Years of Teaching and Immersion Teaching Experience of Teachers in 
Hong Kong and Xi’an 

Hong Kong Xi’an primary school Xi’an middle school 

Years 
Teaching 
experience: 
No. & % of 
teachers 

Immersion 
teaching 
experience: 
No. & % of 
teachers 

Teaching 
experience: 
No. & % of 
teachers 

Immersion 
teaching 
experience: 
No. & % of 
teachers 

Teaching 
experience: 
No. & % of 
teachers 

Immersion 
teaching 
experience: 
No. & % of 
teachers 

0 0 10 (19.61 %) 0 0 0 0 

0–2 1 (1.96 %) 8 (15.69 %) 22 (27.50 %) 36 (45.00 %) 3 (16.67 %) 13 
(72.22 %) 

3–5 1 (1.96 %) 11 (21.57 %) 17 (21.25 %) 22 (27.50 %) 4 (22.22 %) 4 (22.22 %) 
5–10 12 (23.53 %) 10 (19.61 %) 24 (30.00 %) 18 (22.50 %) 4 (22.22 %) 1 (5.56 %) 
10–20 28 (54.90 %) 12 (23.53 %) 16 (20.00 %) 4 (5.00 %) 5 (27.78 %) 0 
>20 9 (17.65 %) 0 1 (1. 25 %) 0 2 (11.11%) 0 
Total 51 51 80 80 18 18 
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The teachers’ responses to these items provide data about their needs for 
further professional development for immersion teaching, which is the aim of the 
study. The questionnaire was specially designed for the study. Items on teachers’ 
views mostly required a response to the 5-point Likert-scale from 5 (most) to 1 
(least). All the items were constructed with reference to the relevant literature on 
immersion teaching and language learning strategies (e.g., Gibbons, 2002; Hoare 
& Kong, 2001; Othman, 2008) and the researchers’ experience of working with 
EM teachers in Hong Kong and CCUEI teachers in Xi’an (Hoare, 2010, in press; 
Hoare & Kong, 2008; Kong, 2009). Wherever appropriate, there is an “others” 
item to elicit teachers’ views that are not included in the questionnaire.   

Nine EM teachers in Hong Kong and 13 CCUEI teachers in Xi’an (5 primary 
and 8 middle school teachers) were interviewed, using an interview protocol 
including semi-structured questions that allowed the interviewer to explore 
further with individual teachers when appropriate (Wiersma & Jurs, 2009). The 
interviews lasted between 30–50 minutes, and were audio-taped and then 
transcribed. The interviews with the Hong Kong teachers and the middle school 
teachers in Xi’an were conducted in English. The interviews with the primary 
teachers in Xi’an were conducted in Putonghua Chinese and then translated into 
English when transcribed. The interview questions gave the teachers a chance to 
further explain their views and how they deal with challenges of immersion 
teaching in the classroom.   

Findings and Discussion 

The results of the questionnaire surveys are presented in percentages in table 
form. Few additional comments were added by the teachers in the “others” item, 
which is, therefore, not represented in the tables. Wherever appropriate, these 
views are quoted in the discussion. The discussion of the findings draws on the 
questionnaire results, with particular focus on those which help to indicate 
priorities for future professional development. Relevant findings from the 
interviews, which address the same issues but in greater depth, are also reported 
and discussed. The percentages given in the discussion are rounded up to the 
nearest whole number. 
 
Objectives of Immersion Teaching  
 
The teachers were given two objectives of immersion teaching and were asked to 
indicate their views on the importance of each (see Table 3) and the extent to 
which they were successful in achieving these objectives (see Table 4). The two 
objectives are: 1) to help students learn more English, and 2) to help students 
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learn a subject; these are the dual curriculum goals of immersion education 
(Fortune & Tedick, 2008).  
 
Table 3  Teachers’ Views of the Objectives of Immersion Teaching 
Objectives Importance No. & % of Hong 

Kong EM 
teachers 

No. & % of Xi’an 
CCUEI primary 
teachers 

No. & % of Xi’an 
CCUEI middle 
school teachers 

Very important 7 (13.73 %) 49 (61.25 %) 9 (50.00 %) 

Important 20 (39.22 %) 28 (35.00 %) 5 (27.78 %) 

Quite important 19 (37.25 %) 2 (2.50 %) 4 (22.22 %) 

Not very important 5 (9.80 %) 0 0 

To help 
 students 
 learn more 
 English 

Not important at all 0 0* 0 

Very important 19 (37.25 %) 33 (41.25 %) 1 (5.56 %) 

Important 19 (37.25 %) 33 (41.25 %) 8 (44.44 %) 

Quite important 9 (17.65 %) 12 (15.00 %) 4 (22.22 %) 

Not very important 3 (5.88 %) 2 (2.50 %) 5 (27.78 %) 

To help 
 students 
 learn a 
 subject 

Not important at all 1 (1.96 %) 0 0 

Note:  *One primary teacher did not answer these items. 
 
Table 4  Teachers’ Views of Their Success in Achieving the Objectives of Immersion 
Teaching 

Objectives Extent of success No. & % of 
Hong Kong EM 
teachers* 

No. & % of 
Xi’an CCUEI  
primary 
teachers 

No. & % of 
Xi’an CCUEI 
middle school 
teachers 

Very successfully 0 18 (22.50 %) 4 (22.22 %) 

Successfully 4 (9.76 %) 32 (40.00 %) 5 (27.78 %) 

Quite successfully 19 (46.34 %) 25 (31.25 %) 3 (16.67 %) 

Not very successfully 17 (41.46 %) 5 (6.25 %) 6 (33.33 %) 

Helping 
students 

 learn more 
 English 

Not successfully at all 1 (2.44 %) 0 0 

Very successfully 0 7 (8.75 %) 0 

Successfully 21 (51.22 %) 32 (40.00 %) 5 (27.78 %) 

Quite successfully 15 (36.59 %) 31 (38.75 %) 4 (22.22 %) 

Not very successfully 3 (7.32 %) 9 (11.25 %) 9 (50.00 %) 

Helping 
 students 
 learn a subject 

Not successfully at all 2 (4.88 %) 0# 0 

Note: *As 10 Hong Kong teachers had no immersion teaching experience, the percentages in this 
column were calculated on the total of 41 teachers who had immersion teaching experience; 
#one primary teacher did not answer this item. 

The importance attached to the learning of a subject by Hong Kong teachers 
(75 % rate it important or very important) appears low given their background as 
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subject specialists and suggests some confusion in their perception of their roles. 
Most, however, are clear that their major role is teaching their subjects and that is 
where their priority lies (Hoare & Kong, 2008); this finding was confirmed in 
interviews. Just as significant, perhaps, is that only 53 % rate helping their 
students learn more English as important or very important. These teachers had 
been sent by their schools for professional training in EM teaching yet by the end, 
only about half rate one of the dual aims of EM education as important. This 
calls into question both the effectiveness of the professional development itself 
and the probable effectiveness of EM education, which is supported by 
government and parents on the assumption that it will enhance students’ English 
proficiency. 

In interviews, teachers tend to confirm that the pressures of everyday school 
life prevent them from implementing changes to their teaching which will 
introduce more English. One teacher admitted: 

 
“I struggle! We have to finish the syllabus, and it’s difficult to…it’s a difficult subject, you 
know?” 

 
If Hong Kong teachers have mixed feelings about the importance of the two 

objectives of immersion education, they are even more ambivalent about their 
level of success in achieving either of them. Only about half of the teachers with 
experience of immersion teaching feel they are successful (but not very 
successful) even at teaching their specialist subject through English. There may 
be many reasons for this, for example, many teachers lack commitment to EM 
teaching and find maintaining English difficult in the face of the challenge of a 
crowded syllabus, large classes (often 40 or more) and a lack of support from 
their school (Evans & Kong, 1997; Hoare, in press; Hoare & Kong, 2001, 2008). 
In interviews, one teacher from a school which is very committed to EM 
principles said: 

 
“Some of our colleagues just use Cantonese […] to explain the content. As a result, for us, 
if we use English, the students will find it more difficult […] and the result will be poor.” 

 
This comment was echoed by a number of others, for example: 

 
“When I am in a hurry, I will explain in Chinese.” 

 
Although some of the reasons for the teachers’ perceptions of their lack of 

success in EM teaching may be inferred from the findings, the fact that EM 
teachers in Hong Kong are not satisfied with their own professional performance 
is worth noting. The “fine tuning” changes being implemented in EM education 
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from 2010 (Education Bureau, 2009) may need to take account of teachers’ 
perceptions if they are to make an impact on students’ English language learning, 
which is a key curriculum goal in Hong Kong immersion education. 

An overwhelming majority of the Xi’an primary teachers consider both of the 
objectives important or very important. The less specialized nature and the lower 
academic level of the content of subject learning in primary schools may make it 
easier for more teachers to accept responsibility for helping students learn both 
English and a subject. It is notable, however, that there is a disparity between the 
importance attached to English (96 %) and the subject (83 %). Although we 
might expect the teachers’ initial professional training as language teachers to 
influence their priorities, it is apparent that the dual focus of language and 
content teaching is not fully accepted or understood by all. The teachers see the 
CCUEI Project as largely an English improvement curriculum, as reflected in a 
typical comment in the interviews: 

 
“Immersion teaching focuses on students’ use of English for communication. It focuses 
particularly on students’ listening and speaking skills.” 

 
The disparity in these teachers’ perceptions of the importance of the objectives 

is reflected in their perceptions of their success. While just over 60 % of the 
teachers consider themselves successful or very successful in helping students 
learn English, only 49 % feel the same for the learning of a subject. The dual 
focus of language and subject learning, which is the critical feature of immersion, 
is therefore not completely accepted or perceived as successfully achieved by the 
teachers. One teacher said in the interview: 

 
“It’s very difficult to achieve the subject learning objectives. It’s very difficult for us 
English teachers to achieve the subject objectives of science, especially when we have to 
teach it through English. […] We don’t know enough about science.” 

 
Substantially fewer middle school teachers from Xi’an, compared with 

primary, consider both objectives as important or very important: 78 % for the 
learning of more English and 50 % for the learning of a subject. This also 
contrasts with the views of the Hong Kong teachers. Hoare (2009) comments on 
how immersion in Hong Kong is the “mirror image” of that in Xi’an and the 
professional training is one manifestation of this. The teachers’ views of the 
importance of subject and English teaching and their perceptions of success may 
be attributable in part to their professional background as English teachers but 
they may also reveal a lack of understanding of or commitment to the goals of 
immersion. In interviews, most of the middle school teachers emphasized the 
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importance of English but scarcely mentioned content learning. Where they did, 
it was in very general terms, for example: 

 
“Students gain […] important subject knowledge, something like planets, and air pollution.  
Something like that.” 
 

Only one teacher interviewed had a much clearer perspective. She said:  
 

“In the immersion lesson, we have two objectives: Number 1 is the content objective; 
Number 2 is the language objective. In my mind, I think we just use English to teach a 
subject, but when you learn the subject, you can improve your English at the same time.” 

 
As with the Hong Kong teachers, however, perhaps the most worrying finding 

is the lack of confidence among many teachers in their ability to deliver the 
immersion curriculum. In the most extreme example, a teacher simply said: 

 
“I don’t know how to teach them and how to explain in English.” 

 
Preparedness for Immersion Teaching  
 
The teachers surveyed were asked about how well they considered themselves 
prepared for immersion teaching with reference to four areas: (1) understanding 
of theories and principles of immersion teaching; (2) understanding of immersion 
teaching strategies; (3) English proficiency for immersion teaching; and (4) 
commitment to immersion teaching. These items are based on Hoare and Kong 
(2001), which documents that these are important qualities for immersion 
teachers. See Table 5 for the results. 

The responses to these items of the survey confirm that many teachers lack 
confidence in their ability to work successfully within the immersion model.  
Only 25–30 % of the Hong Kong teachers consider themselves very well or well 
prepared for immersion teaching in each area. Although very few feel truly 
unprepared, the lack of confidence among teachers who had just completed a 
specialised professional development programme in immersion is, again, a cause 
for concern. Only half consider that their English proficiency is sufficient for 
English immersion teaching, which might be considered the minimum 
requirement. Perhaps most importantly, over 27 % feel that they are not very well 
prepared in terms of commitment to immersion. One teacher in interview 
reported that this lack of commitment runs throughout the school:  

 
“I think it’s a problem of my school. Because actually […] I don’t think the management 
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[…] push too much, very much.” 
 

Without commitment to such a demanding curriculum approach, it seems 
improbable that teachers will be prepared to develop themselves professionally in 
other areas. We might speculate that the never-ending public debate about the 
most appropriate medium of instruction for Hong Kong students contributes to 
this situation (Education Bureau, 2009; Hopkins, 2006). 
 
Table 5  Teachers’ Views on How Well Prepared They Are for Immersion Teaching 
 Preparedness No. & % of 

Hong Kong EM 
teachers 

No. & % of 
Xi’an CCUEI 
primary teachers

No. & % of Xi’an 
CCUEI middle 
school teachers 

Very well prepared 2 (3.92 %) 11 (13.75 %) 2 (11.11 %) 

Well prepared 11 (21.57 %) 41 (51.25 %) 8 (44.44 %) 

Quite well prepared 27 (52.94 %) 23 (28.75 %) 8 (44.44 %) 

Not very well prepared 9 (17.65 %) 3 (3.75 %) 0 

Poorly prepared 0 0 0 

Understanding 
 of theories and 
 principles of 
 immersion 
teaching 

No response 2 (3.92 %) 2 (2.50 %) 0 

Very well prepared 3 (5.88 %) 13 (16.25 %) 1 (5.56 %) 

Well prepared 11 (21.57 %) 27 (33.75 %) 9 (50.00 %) 

Quite well prepared 25 (49.02 %) 36 (45.00 %) 7 (38.89 %) 

Not very well prepared 11 (21.57 %) 3 (3.75 %) 0 

Poorly prepared 0 0 0 

Understanding of 
 immersion 
 teaching 
 strategies 

No response 1 (1.96 %) 1 (1.25 %) 1 (5.56 %) 

Very well prepared 2 (3.92 %) 18 (22.50 %) 0 

Well prepared 14 (27.45 %) 41 (51.25 %) 11 (61.11 %) 

Quite well prepared 20 (39.22 %) 18 (22.50 %) 7 (38.89 %) 

Not very well prepared 11 (21.57 %) 1 (1.25 %) 0 

Poorly prepared 3 (5.88 %) 0 0 

English 
 proficiency for 
 immersion 
 teaching 

No response 1 (1.96 %) 2 (2.50 %) 0 

Very well prepared 2 (3.92 %) 35 (43.75 %) 6 (33.33 %) 

Well prepared 15 (29.42 %) 35 (43.75 %) 3 (16.67 %) 

Quite well prepared 19 (37.25 %) 10 (12.50 %) 9 (50.00 %) 

Not very well prepared 14 (27.45 %) 0 0 

Poorly prepared 0 0 0 

Commitment to 
 immersion 
 teaching 

No response 1 (1.96 %) 0 0 
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In contrast, the feeling of preparedness is much stronger among Xi’an teachers. 
The primary teachers are the very highly committed and believe firmly in the 
adequacy of their English proficiency. As their academic and professional 
background in many cases suggests that their proficiency is lower than that of the 
middle school teachers and of the Hong Kong teachers, this confidence may be a 
consequence of the lower levels of English required in primary teaching. They 
tend to, however, reveal a lower level of confidence in their teaching in 
interviews, as evidenced by the extract quoted in the previous section about the 
perception of the difficult of the subject content. 

Among the middle teachers none consider themselves not very well or poorly 
prepared in any of the four areas. Their commitment, showing the lowest level of 
preparedness, is still high, with half believing themselves to be well prepared or 
better. As with other aspects of this survey, however, the small number of middle 
school teachers involved calls into question the validity of the findings.  It may 
also, however, be a factor in enabling the CCUEI Project to ensure that teachers 
are well-prepared. In interviews, their positive attitude to immersion is very 
apparent. They appear confident in their use of English to teach and some said 
they chose to be immersion teachers. One teacher said:  

 
 “I think to be an immersion teacher is a challenge. So I like to be [one], I am willing to be 
challenged.” 
 

Pedagogical Challenges and Strategies  
 

The teachers were asked about a number of challenges they may face in 
immersion teaching: (1) shortage of resources; (2) students’ lack of 
understanding of the subject content; (3) students’ lack of interest in the content; 
(4) explaining content in English; (5) helping students integrate English and 
subject learning; (6) using English to teach all the time; and (7) content being too 
difficult for the teacher. The Hong Kong teachers were not asked about the last 
item, namely whether they find their subject content too difficult, as they are 
academically qualified in their subjects. The teachers were also asked about the 
usefulness of a number of strategies in helping students learn through English: (1) 
speaking slowly and clearly, using simple English; (2) using visual aids; (3) 
teaching new words before teaching a topic; (4) using group learning activities; 
(5) missing out very difficult content for students; and (6) explaining difficult 
ideas in Chinese. These items are derived from the most common strategies 
found in the literature on immersion in China, Hong Kong or Malaysia and the 
researchers’ experience of working with immersion teachers in Hong Kong and 
Xi’an (Hoare, 2010, in press; Hu, 2005; Kong, 2009; Othman, 2008). The list is 
far from comprehensive and teachers were, therefore, invited to add other 
strategies that they found useful. See Tables 6 and 7 for the results.  
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Table 6  Teachers’ Views on the Challenges They Face in Immersion Teaching 
Challenge Extent No. & % of 

Hong Kong EM 
teachers 

No. & % of Xi’an 
CCUEI primary 
teachers 

No. & % of Xi’an 
CCUEI middle 
school teachers 

Very great 7 (13.73 %) 8 (10.00 %) 2 (11.11 %) 

Great 24 (47.06 %) 20 (25.00 %) 6 (33.33 %) 

Quite great 14 (27.45 %) 32 (40.00 %) 4 (22.22 %) 

Not very great 6 (11.76 %) 15 (18.75 %) 6 (33.33 %) 

Not enough 
 resources 

Not great at all 0 4 (5.00 %)* 0 

Very great 9 (17.65 %) 5 (6.25 %) 2 (11.11 % 

Great 19 (37.25 %) 13 (16.25 %) 8 (44.44 %) 

Quite great 20 (39.22 %) 24 (30.00 %) 2 (11.11 %) 

Not very great 3 (5.88 %) 30 (37.50 %) 5 (27.78 %) 

Students do not 
 understand the 
 content 

Not great at all 0 7 (8.75 %)* 1 (5.56 %) 

Very great 2 (3.92 %) 1 (1.25 %) 1 (5.56 %) 

Great 16 (31.37 %) 14 (17.50 %) 4 (22.22 %) 

Quite great 20 (39.22 %) 13 (16.25 %) 5 (27.78 %) 

Not very great 12 (23.53 %) 44 (55.00 %) 4 (22.22 %) 

Students are not 
 interested in the 
 content 

Not great at all 1 (1.96 %) 7 (8.75 %)* 4 (22.22 %) 

Very great 4 (7.84 %) 7 (8.75 %) 0 

Great 23 (45.10 %) 13 (16.25 %) 6 (33.33 %) 

Quite great 20 (39.22 %) 24 (30.00 %) 6 (33.33 %) 

Not very great 4 (7.84 %) 33 (41.25 %) 5 (27.78 %) 

Explaining the 
 subject content in 
 English 

Not great at all 0 3 (3.75 %) 1 (5.56 %) 

Very great 6 (11.76 %) 2 (2.50 %) 0 

Great 29 (56.86 %) 16 (20.00 %) 3 (16.67 %) 

Quite great 15 (29.42 %) 23 (28.75 %) 6 (33.33 %) 

Not very great 1 (1.96 %) 33 (41.25 %) 8 (44.44 %) 

Helping students 
 integrate English 
 and subject 
 learning 

Not great at all 0 5 (6.25 %)* 1 (5.56 %) 

Very great 10 (19.61 %) 4 (5.00 %) 1 (5.56 %) 

Great 22 (43.14 %) 11 (13.75 %) 3 (16.67 %) 

Quite great 14 (27.45 %) 16 (20.00 %) 4 (22.22 %) 

Not very great 4 (7.84 %) 36 (45.00 %) 4 (22.22 %) 

Using English to 
 teach all the time 

Not great at all 1 (1.96 %) 5 (6.25 %)^ 5 (27.78 %)~ 

(To be continued) 
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 (Continued) 

Challenge Extent No. & % of 
Hong Kong EM 
teachers 

No. & % of Xi’an 
CCUEI primary 
teachers 

No. & % of Xi’an 
CCUEI middle 
school teachers 

Very great NA 3 (3.75 %) 1 (5.56 %) 

Great NA 6 (7.50 %) 7 (38.89 %) 

Quite great NA 24 (30.00 %) 3 (16.67 %) 

Not very great NA 40 (50.00 %) 7 (38.89 %) 

The subject content 
 is too difficult for 
 you 

Not great at all NA 7 (8.75 %) 0 

Note: *one primary teacher did not answer these items; ^eight primary teachers did not answer this 
item; ~one middle school teacher did not answer this item. 

 
Table 7  Teachers’ Views on the Importance of Immersion Teaching Strategies 
Teaching 
strategies 

Usefulness No. & % of 
Hong Kong EM 
teachers 

No. & % of Xi’an 
CCUEI primary 
teachers 

No. & % of Xi’an 
CCUEI middle 
school teachers 

Very useful 20 (39.22 %) 59 (73.75 %) 14 (77.77 %) 

Useful 30 (58.82 %) 17 (21.25 %) 3 (16.67 %) 

Quite useful 1 (1.96 %) 4 (5.00 %) 0 

Not very useful 0 0 1 (5.56 %) 

Speaking slowly 
 and clearly, 
 using simple 
 English 

Not useful at all 0 0 0 

Very useful 23 (45.10 %) 57 (71.25 %) 12 (66.66 %) 

Useful 24 (47.06 %) 22 (27.50 %) 6 (33.33 %) 

Quite useful 3 (5.88 %) 1 (1.25 %) 0 

Not very useful 1 (1.96 %) 0 0 

Using visual aids 
 such as pictures, 
 real objects 

Not useful at all 0 0 0 

Very useful 11 (21.57%) 31 (38.75%) 3 (16.67%) 

Useful 25 (49.02%) 28 (35.00%) 7 (38.89%) 

Quite useful 13 (25.49%) 15 (18.75%) 4 (22.22%) 

Not very useful 2 (3.92%) 6 (7.50%) 2 (11.11%) 

Teaching new 
 words before 
 teaching a topic 

Not useful at all 0 0 0* 

Very useful 3 (5.88 %) 36 (45.00 %) 13 (72.22 %) 

Useful 23 (45.10 %) 36 (45.00 %) 4 (22.22 %) 

Quite useful 22 (43.14 %) 7 (8.75 %) 1 (5.56 %) 

Not very useful 3 (5.88 %) 1 (1.25 %) 0 

Using group 
 learning 
 activities 

Not useful at all 0 0 0 

(To be continued) 
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 (Continued) 

Teaching 
strategies 

Usefulness No. & % of 
Hong Kong 
EM teachers 

No. & % of 
Xi’an CCUEI 
primary 
teachers 

No. & % of 
Xi’an CCUEI 
middle school 
teachers 

Very useful 2 (3.92 %) 17 (21.25 %) 10 (55.56 %) 

Useful 19 (37.25 %) 31 (38.75 %) 4 (22.22 %) 

Quite useful 23 (45.10 %) 27 (33.75 %) 1 (5.56 %) 

Not very useful 7 (13.73 %) 5 (6.25 %) 2 (11.11 %) 

Missing out 
 difficult content 

Not useful at all 0 0 1 (5.56 %) 

Very useful 10 (19.61 %) 6 (7.50 %) 1 (5.56 %) 

Useful 15 (29.42 %) 26 (32.50 %) 2 (11.11 %) 

Quite useful 21 (41.18 %) 24 (30.00 %) 11 (61.11 %) 

Not very useful 5 (9.80 %) 18 (22.50 %) 3 (16.67 %) 

Explaining 
difficult ideas in 
Chinese 

Not useful at all 0 0# 1 (5.56 %) 

Note:  *Two middle school teachers did not answer this item; #six primary teachers did not 
answer this item. 

 
The findings illustrate the difficulties that Hong Kong teachers feel they face 

in implementing immersion. This once more reinforces and provides details to 
substantiate the findings discussed above about objectives and preparedness. The 
two greatest challenges are precisely those most closely related to the aims of 
immersion, that is helping students integrate English and subject learning (rated 
great or very great challenges by 68 %) and using English to teach all the time 
(63 %). The overwhelming impression from the Hong Kong teachers is that 
almost all aspects of immersion are a challenge and the finding that half consider 
switching to Chinese a useful strategy is, therefore, not surprising. Only 14 % 
were not prepared to consider omitting subject content which, given the priority 
they attach to the content (see Table 3, above), indicates the lengths they feel 
they need to go to overcome the challenges of using English as their teaching 
medium. The teachers do, however, appear to have other strategies at their 
disposal, with adjustment of the speed of teacher talk and using visuals 
considered most useful, though only one teacher mentioned an additional 
strategy (presentation skills). The conclusion must be, therefore, that Hong Kong 
teachers find immersion teaching challenging in many ways and they have only a 
limited number of strategies to help students learn content through English. 

In interviews, the teachers were able to describe how they approach their 
teaching. They reported using few strategies that are immersion-focused and 
support the dual aims of content and second language development. They are 
able to use English in the classroom but freely admit that they do not do so with 
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all classes under all circumstances. They attribute this to the difficulty their 
students have rather than their own limitations. One said:  

 
“I don’t think students like to listen to a second language. Because in the first language, it 
is easier for them to catch the meaning. […] They do not ask questions [in English].” 
 

A few teachers, however, can articulate their teaching strategies in a more 
systematic manner. For example, one teacher said: 
 

“I will ask them questions, and then guide them to know it. Of course I need to round up. I 
need to make a summary. So usually I ask questions all the time, let them think about that, 
and then later on when I finish that part, I try to repeat it in very simple sentences.” 

 
Xi’an teachers find immersion an easier proposition but one that, nonetheless, 

brings challenges. In general, primary teachers are more positive than middle 
school teachers though these, in turn are more positive than Hong Kong teachers.  
Resources are reported as being the most problematic area in Xi’an, confirming 
the findings of Hu (2005) and Hoare (2010) which document that a lack of 
suitable resources is one of the greatest problems for English language teaching 
in China. The teachers favour supporting students’ understanding and language 
use through such strategies as group work and adjustment of their own teacher 
talk over switching codes though this strategy is not uncommon. They are more 
willing to omit content (60 %) than to switch codes. Once again this may be 
explained by their teaching context, in which the immersion curriculum is 
perceived chiefly as an English improvement measure, giving priority to 
language over content. Their professional training as language teachers also 
makes them more at ease with an English teaching focus; this particularly applies 
to the middle school teachers. One teacher said: 

 
“Some content is really hard, for example, the topic on nationality for P2 children. The 
children already understand what being Chinese is and what the National Day is in 
Chinese. However, by the end of the topic, they can’t even say the word ‘nationality.’ I 
don’t think they learn very much more by studying this topic through English.” 
 

She did not seem to see the need to adjust the concept and the language to make 
them more accessible to young students. 

Another teacher seemed to express the frustration that this lack of suitable 
strategies brings about: 

 
“I think sometimes we have to use some Chinese. If we only use English, it will affect the 
learning of some lower ability students.” 



Stella KONG, Philip HOARE, CHI Yanping 

 

84

Interestingly, six primary teachers did not respond to the item on explaining 
difficult ideas in Chinese and eight did not respond to whether they find using 
English all the time challenging. This may be a result of the social desirability 
effect of questionnaire surveys in which there is “the tendency for respondents to 
distort answers in ways that will make them look better or will avoid making 
them look bad” (Fowler, 1995, p. 28).  

One area of significance is the difficulty the middle school teachers report with 
subject content. One middle school teacher teaching science said: 

 
“It’s so difficult and a headache. The words, yeah, honestly, some words I need to look up 
the dictionary. I don’t know the meaning and the other problem is there are some tests and 
experiments. The theory about it I need to ask the teacher in that major.” 
 

The teachers’ professional background as English specialists makes middle 
school content especially challenging to teach. This confirms the difficulty they 
report of helping students integrate language and content. It is no surprise that 
56% find omitting content a very useful strategy.   
 
School Support  
 
The teachers were also asked to report the availability and usefulness of the 
following forms of support: (1) training courses; (2) time to work together with 
other colleagues; (3) more time to work at teaching materials; (4) recognition of 
their hard work; and (5) more salary. The last item only applies to the immersion 
schools in China, where it is possible to pay the immersion teachers more if they 
teach more lessons. See Table 8 for the results. 

Though the Hong Kong EM teachers who completed the questionnaire had 
just completed an in-service professional development course, 73 % reported that 
they need more training. The general pessimism towards immersion which comes 
through in other areas of this survey is continued in this area. There is some 
appreciation of the support that schools provide, such as recognition of the hard 
work involved in immersion teaching and time to work on teaching materials but 
the Hong Kong teachers seem less positive about school support than the Xi’an 
teachers. It is encouraging that many teachers report different forms of support as 
being available but many teachers are skeptical about the commitment school 
managements have to immersion in the light of the various curriculum changes 
currently underway. One teacher described her own experience:   

 
“The school has not put focus on the use of English in the school. They put the focus on 
other areas.” 
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Table 8  Teachers’ Views on School Support for Immersion Teaching 
Support Availability & 

usefulness 
No. & % of 
Hong Kong EM 
teachers 

No. & % of Xi’an 
CCUEI primary 
teachers 

No. & % of Xi’an 
CCUEI middle 
school teachers 

Yes 48 (94.12 %) 75 (93.75 %) 17 (94.44 %) 

No 2 (3.92 %)* 5 (6.25 %) 1 (5.56 %) 

Very useful 23 (47.92 %) 46 (61.33 %) 9 (52.94 %) 

Useful 21 (43.75 %) 22 (29.33 %) 5 (29.41 %) 

Quite useful 3 (6.25 %) 5 (6.67 %) 3 (17.65 %) 

Not very useful 0 2 (2.67 %) 0 

Not useful at all 0 0 0 

Training 
 courses 

No response 2 (4.16 %) 0 0 

Yes 38 (74.51 %) 75 (93.75 %) 17 (94.44 %) 

No 12 (23.53 %)* 4 (5.00 %)# 1 (5.56 %) 

Very useful 11 (28.95 %) 33 (44 %) 10 (58.82 %) 

Useful 20 (52.63 %) 32 (42.67 %) 4 (23.53 %) 

Quite useful 6 (15.79 %) 6 (8. %) 3 (17.65 %) 

Not very useful 1 (2.63 %) 1 (1.33 %) 0 

Not useful at all 0 0 0 

Time to work 
 together with 
 other colleagues 

No response 1 (2.63 %) 3 (4 %) 0 

Yes 42 (82.35 %) 72 (90.00 %) 11 (61.11 %) 

No 9 (17.65 %) 8 (10.00 %) 7 (38.89 %) 

Very useful 17 (40.48 %) 40 (55.55 %) 8 (72.73 %) 

Useful 20 (47.62 %) 22 (30.55 %) 2 (18.19 %) 

Quite useful 5 (11.90 %) 6 (8.33 %) 0 

Not very useful 0 1 (1.39 %) 0 

Not useful at all 0 0 0 

More time to 
 work at 
 teaching 
 materials 

No response 0 3 (4.16 %) 1 (9.09 %) 

Yes 40 (78.43 %) 77 (96.25 %) 15 (83.33 %) 

No 11 (21.57 %) 3 (3.75 %) 0~ 

Very useful 13 (32.5 %) 40 (51.95 %) 11 (73.33 %) 

Useful 18 (45 %) 32 (41.56 %) 2 (13.33 %) 

Quite useful 7 (17.5 %) 1 (1.3 %) 1 (6.67 %) 

Not very useful 0 1 (1.3 %) 0 

Not useful at all 0 0 0 

Recognition 
of your 
hard work 

No response 2 (5 %) 3 (3.9 %) 4 (26.67 %) 

(To be continued) 
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 (Continued) 

Support Availability & 
usefulness 

No. & % of 
Hong Kong EM 
teachers 

No. & % of Xi’an 
CCUEI primary 
teachers 

No. & % of Xi’an 
CCUEI middle 
school teachers 

Yes NA 39 (48.75 %) 5 (27.78 %) 

No NA 39 (48.75 %)@ 12 (66.67 %)^ 

Very useful NA 14 (35.9 %) 1 (20 %) 

Useful NA 18 (46.15 %) 1 (20 %) 

Quite useful NA 2 (5.13 %) 2 (40 %) 

Not very useful NA 2 (5.13 %) 1 (20 %) 

Not useful at all NA 1 (2.56 %) 0 

More salary 

No response NA 2 (5.13 %) 1 (20 %) 

More training 37 (72.55 %) 67 (83.75 %) 10 (55.56 %) 
More time to work
 with other 
 colleagues 

27 (52.94 %) 38 (47.50 %) 7 (38.89 %) 

More resources 32 (62.75%) 67 (83.75%) 17 (94.44%) 

Other support 
 needed 

No response 0 4 (5.00%) 0 

Note:  *One Hong Kong teacher did not answer these items; #one primary teacher did not 
answer this item; ~three middle school teachers did not answer this item; @two primary 
teachers did not answer this item; ^one middle school teacher did not answer this item. 

Xi’an teachers similarly reported various forms of support as being available.  
Time to work on the development of resources is available to 61 % of the middle 
school teachers. As they reported the lack of suitable resources as a particular 
problem, this is an important provision for those for whom it is available. Nearly 
half of the primary teachers surveyed are paid extra salary for working as 
immersion teachers compared with 27 % of middle school teachers. The former 
seem more responsive to this as an incentive than the latter. 

More training and more resources are the two forms of support most in 
demand among all three groups of teachers. Even in Hong Kong, where teachers 
have access to a great many English language resources, 63 % of teachers asked 
for more. In Xi’an the figures are higher (84 % of primary teachers and 94 % of 
middle school teachers). Training is a lower priority for middle school teachers 
(56 %), for whom the resource issue is obviously paramount. 

When asked about whether they think their school should continue with 
immersion teaching (see Table 9), about half (49 %) of the Hong Kong teachers 
said definitely yes, and 80 % of the Xi’an primary teachers and 61% of the 
middle school teachers said definitely yes. Only 8 % of the Hong Kong teachers 
said definitely not and two teachers did not respond. No Xi’an teachers said 
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definitely not, and only one primary teacher and two middle school teachers did 
not respond. Despite some perceived difficulties, therefore, such as the 
challenges reported in Table 9, more teachers prefer immersion teaching to 
continue in their school than not.   
 
Table 9  Teachers’ Views on Whether Their School Should Continue Immersion Teaching 

 
No. & % of Hong 
Kong EM teachers

No. & % of Xi’an 
CCUEI primary teachers

No. & % of Xi’an 
CCUEI middle school 
teachers 

Yes definitely 25 (49.02 %) 64 (80.00 %) 11 (61.11 %) 

Perhaps 20 (39.22 %) 15 (18.75 %) 5 (27.78 %) 

Definitely not 4 (7.84 %) 0 0 

No response 2 (3.92 %) 1 (1.25 %) 2 (11.11 %) 

 
The interviews suggest that Hong Kong teachers are very aware of the 

implications for the status of their school that accompany the “English medium” 
label and this accounts for their enthusiasm. It attracts more able students and 
places the school in the top tier of secondary schools in the Region. In contrast, 
in Xi’an teachers seem very proud of the benefits the CCUEI Project brings to 
their students. It was not the purpose of this paper to compare immersion in the 
two Chinese contexts, rather to review the perceptions of teachers in both and 
consider the implications for the professional development of the teachers to 
secure more effective programme implementation. It is instructive, nonetheless, 
to note the generally less positive perceptions of teachers towards EM education 
in resource-rich Hong Kong and to contrast that with the very highly motivated 
teachers with far fewer resources in a small project in Xi’an.   
 
Implications for Immersion Teachers’ Professional Development and 
Recommendations for Further Development 
 
The findings of this survey have implications for the professional development of 
immersion teachers in Hong Kong and Xi’an. Although the emphasis in Hong 
Kong has recently been on changes in policy (Education Bureau, 2009), it is 
apparent that teachers may not always be equipped or motivated to implement 
the changes in a direction mandated by government and schools. They are 
generally pessimistic about their ability to do so and some at least attribute this in 
part to their school managements. In Xi’an, if immersion is the aim, the obstacles 
to effective implementation are formidable and the long term prospects seem 
bleak without the support of the educational authorities (Hoare, in press). The 
survey results and the interviews indicate, however, that the teachers are very 
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committed to using content to teach English especially in the primary schools.  
In the middle schools the challenge of teaching increasingly complex content 
makes the teachers rather less optimistic. Nonetheless, the commitment of the 
teachers makes the prospects for the long term success of some form of 
content-based instruction good as long as the teachers continue to receive the 
support they now get from their schools and the CCUEI Project. 

In both teaching contexts, the survey reveals a dissonance between the 
teachers’ perception of the aims of the immersion curriculum, their perception of 
their success in achieving the aims, and their readiness to deliver the curriculum.  
This is particularly so in Hong Kong but it is also true of Xi’an. Indeed the first 
priority in both contexts may be to ensure that teachers are supported to 
understand and accept the aims of immersion and, in doing so, their 
responsibility for developing both second language learning and content learning.  
This may be easier said than done as it is not always apparent that these goals are 
understood and accepted by schools or curriculum leaders (Hoare & Kong, 2008; 
Hoare, 2010). Without this foundation, however, teachers are not in a position to 
address other issues.   

When the responsibility for developing students’ content and language 
learning is accepted, professional development for teachers needs to focus on 
practical teaching strategies, with a slightly different focus in each context. In 
particular, the priorities and constraints of each context must be respected. In 
Hong Kong, subject teachers appear too willing to switch codes and may lack 
strategies to avoid this. This accords with the findings of Othman (2008) with 
respect to Malaysian immersion teachers of science. Professional development 
for Hong Kong teachers, therefore, needs to focus on helping these 
subject-trained teachers learn how to teach their subject through English in ways 
that can bring about the learning of both content and English without resulting in 
students learning less content, which they cannot accept. In Xi’an the converse 
appears to be true; some teachers find it difficult to integrate language and 
content but, unlike Hong Kong teachers, favoring the language. They lack 
strategies which can bring about the engagement with content which brings about 
both content learning and the learning of the language of the content (Brinton, 
Snow, & Wesche, 2003). Professional development for Xi’an teachers needs to 
focus on helping these language-trained teachers use sufficiently challenging 
content in ways that can help students learn more and higher level English.  
This is particularly problematic when resources are lacking. In both contexts, 
however, appropriate teaching strategies to integrate challenging content and 
English are required. 

If these implications are translated into recommendations for program and 
teachers’ professional development, they might usefully be stated in this way: 
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1. Clear and achievable goals for the programs should be developed based 
on theory, the practical constraints of the each context and the experience of 
successful curriculum development in each context.   
� In Hong Kong specific targets for English learning in EM schools 

should be developed vis-à-vis Chinese medium schools. The targets 
should be related to academic English and the English of specific 
subject areas. 

� In Xi’an these goals should be based on identification of the areas of 
English to be studied in relation to the content taught through English at 
each school level (e.g., skills, genres, etc.).   

2. School-based professional development programmes should be developed 
and provided for all teachers and school managements which explain 
relevant language in education theory and promote a realistic understanding 
of the implications of immersion for teachers and the school. 
3. A programme of practical teaching strategies should be developed for 
teachers to enable them to integrate content and English.  
� In Hong Kong the focus should be on helping subject-trained teachers 

learn how to teach their subjects through English in ways that can bring 
about the learning of both content and English without resulting in 
students learning less content.  

� In Xi’an the focus of this programme should be on helping 
language-trained teachers use content which is sufficiently challenging 
to students in ways that can help them learn the English of the 
content. This should be mirrored by the development or acquisition of 
high quality, language and content-rich resources which are within the 
capacity of language-trained teachers to teach.  

To conclude, with an enhanced understanding of the aims of immersion by the 
teachers, more focus can be placed on strategies to integrate language and 
content in teaching and learning and on the provision of more and more suitable 
resources, which teachers indicate are important challenges. 
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