INPUT PROVIDED IN EARLY 1996 FOR FEARNSIDE (1996)

(with some later references added)

This is a personal account of difficulties other than those caused by local staff resentment of our higher pay, which I didn't find a major problem in my own case (some colleagues made it clear they didn't approve of the scheme but seemed happy enough to co-operate with me as an individual). For general appraisal of the scheme, arguing the objective of creating an `English-speaking atmosphere' was not fully achieved, see Johnson & Tang's two articles listed below.

CULTURE SHOCK
I had spent a lot of time in Nepal and India, and immediately before arriving in Hong Kong in had been living with friends in Kathmandu and normally commu​nicating in Nepali. I therefore expected that culture shock would not be a problem here but was in fact knocked sidewards by my first few days in school.
The problems were: (1) the wild behaviour of many students, when I had expected them to be `shy and passive' (2) the sheer volume of work which my first school expected us to get through  (3) climate - it was a particularly warm September and the classrooms were not air-conditioned.  Together with a bug which I had picked up in Nepal, the combined effect had me off work for three days after only two days of teaching.  Within about a month, as I got into a rhythm with the marking, colleagues and friends were supportive and the tem​perature began to fall, I found the situation manageable and could enjoy life outside school though most time in the classroom remained (and still remains today) a penance.

Though I've never again experienced that acute level of difficulty and am now married to a Chinese, I have never fully adjusted to the linguistic environ​ment. The problem is not with local people's standard of English but with my own failure to make as much progress with their language as I had originally hoped. Paradoxically, I've found in recent years that, unless I'm particularly interested in the topic or have a particularly good rapport with the person concerned, I can be irritated by local people speaking to me in English be​cause it reminds me of the inadequacy of my own Cantonese as well as depriving me of an opportunity to practise!  I am also sometimes irritated by people around me speaking Cantonese to each other (unless it's simple and clear enough for me to understand), again really because I'm disappointed by my own failure to understand more rather than because I think they should be speaking English.  When I'm dealing with a monolingual Chinese it's fine - until, of course, I find the conversation getting beyond my limited competence. Other gweilo in similar circumstances don't share this particular problem as, apart from the minority who become really fluent in Cantonese, they just come to terms with the fact they don't understand the language spoken around them. They do, however, often feel the need for a break from the Cantonese environ​ment.  

ADMINISTRATION

I am involved in a lot of administrative work as a class teacher but, until this year when for the first time I was given a difficult class, I generally enjoyed this. Learning names and getting to know about students is easier when you're processing forms, writing reports etc.  Also, because I have learnt to read simple Chinese, I enjoy the chance to use this, e.g. when receiving a letter from a parent or explaining to the class (in English) the main points in the Chinese circular I'm distributing.

Again because of my interest in the Chinese language, I prefer colleagues not to translate things for me. However, if I find I can't understand something and I think it's important, I always find them willing to help. 

The problem with fringe benefits is usually that no one is quite sure what the rules are, but the one major hassle I had was with the inland revenue, who took some convincing that the housing allowance should not be treated as normal salary.  ED's contribution to the problem wasn't any unwillingness to give me the money but rather their failure to inform aided schools and the EELTs themselves, of how the allowance should be treated for tax purposes.
TEACHING

The question about students' standard is a bit difficult because, of course, it depends on how good you expect them to be.  Most of the students I've dealt with over the years can communicate in English, but are not very comfortable doing so and do not speak or write very accurately. There are also small numbers at the extremes who are either almost completely lost in English or who are virtually equivalent to native speakers.
In my present school very many students generally regard anything I do as a waste of time unless I'm giving them a mark for it that will affect their term average, or (for upper forms)they are convinced it will help them directly in a public exam, or it makes them laugh. In other words, they're not very willing to practise just for the sake of a gradual improvement of their gener​al competence in their language.  There are passive and shy students but many are far too active! I think students I teach do become more comfortable lis​tening to and speaking English but the improvement would be greater if they paid attention more of the time. One-to-one or small group conversation is particularly useful in getting round the problem.

Discipline has generally been unsatisfactory in two out of the three classes I teach each year (at my present school until this year, the good class was the one for which I was also form teacher).  There are usually a handful of par​ticularly awkward customers, but many other students are inattentive and too talkative.  Some of the problem classes give difficulties to Cantonese teachers also but it is worse for a foreigner - students will feel emboldened to defy authority when that authority can neither follow what they're saying to each other or rebuke them in accurate Cantonese. I am big and loud enough to call a class to order, but the noise almost always starts again when I get back to teaching.

My present school allows a lot of freedom for everyone to teach in the same way, use their own materials etc., whereas my previous ones had the normal `lock-step' schedules of work with emphasis on getting through THE BOOK. Looking back on it, the hidebound approach did have some advantages. Both teacher and students knew exactly what they were expected to do and when, even if what was done was pedagogically dubious. Also, the explication de texte tradition the Xanadu article refers to is one I'm familiar with - my original educational background was in Classics and I spent a lot of time translating Latin and Ancient Greek with constant use of the dictionary and memorising commentaries on set texts.

Mixing with students is easier or more difficult according to their personali​ties. I get on well with some of them but I don't have the kind of extrovert personality and interest in sport that marks the more popular teachers in my school. Provided the students have at least some English, the language barrier is not so important. I can think of one or two other expat teachers who have practically no Cantonese but develop a better rapport with most classes than I do.

SOCIALIZING

It's very difficult to generalize as the differences in personality and atti​tude between one local teacher and another are much greater than those between the `average' HK and `average' Briton.  I've found most people friendly and helpful, especially at my second school.  For a lot of EETs, though, there are two barriers to mixing. First, some local teachers tend to be a bit more reserved than the average westerner and this is sometimes interpreted as unfriendliness.  Secondly, as local teachers prefer, naturally enough, to speak to each other in Cantonese, foreigners may have a problem attending staff dinners etc. They can have one-to-one conversations in English but can't follow or join in the general conversation at the table.  Even if, like me, the EET is interested in learning Chinese, excited conversation in a noisy restaurant is not a good environment for second-language acquisition unless you're already at quite an advanced level! 

This language problem, rather than any spirit of racial or cultural exclusive​ness, is also a major reason why westerners in general are not properly in​tegrated into HK society.     

EAST AND WEST
I would prefer to say `Chinese' rather than `Eastern', as Asia contains three major cultural systems - Islamic, Hindu and Chinese (`Confucian') - with ump​teen regional and local variations.  In addition, whilst the language barrier tends to keep westerners out of the Chinese culture realm, educated Chinese can operate, with differing degrees of comfort, within the western one, making HK, in Han Su-yin's phrase `a very Eurasian place'.  The points made about Chinese culture in the Xanadu article apply to some extent in HK also, but one or two Chinese colleagues have struck me as more `American' than `Chinese' in their behaviour. On average, though, people working in the schools tend to be a little less direct and assertive than would be the case in Britain or Ameri​ca - though, principals, of course, are more authoritarian.  `Respectable' working-class and middle-class Hong Kong society is more conservative and family-orientated than the U.K., though in some ways quite similar to 1950s Britain. I was brought up in the 1950s in a conservative, Roman Catholic family so did not find this aspect of Hong Kong particularly difficult to adapt to.
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