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I. Introduction

The paper aims at summarizing, synthesizing, and evaluating selected literature on the roles of Native-speaking English language teachers (NETs) in Hong Kong secondary schools. Section II outlines the focus and background of the study, the objective and the research question asked. Section III critically reviews and evaluates selected literature in relation to the NET Scheme in Hong Kong, the prescriptive roles of NETs, perceived roles of NETs, and achieved roles of NETs respectively. Section IV concludes the paper.

II. The Issue to be Addressed

The employment of native-speaking English teachers to teach in local schools in Hong Kong began in 1987. The colonial government launched an EELT Scheme. The goals were to enhance standards of English and to facilitate a transition to Chinese as a medium of instruction, for the schools agreed to convert to Chinese as the medium were offered two free-of-charge expatriate teachers of English, or native-speaking English teachers. The Scheme was administered by the British Council, which recruited all the teachers from the UK alone. The teachers were given pre-service training and in-service back-up, hired on a two-year contract, including air fare and housing allowance. Cost-ineffectiveness was the main issue that attracted criticism and controversy, causing resentment among local English teachers (Bray & Koo, 2004; Walker, 2001; Boyle, 1997). These expatriate teachers encountered various problems, such as the powerlessness to effect change in the schools, which was in contrast to the role they had expected as innovators and leaders; the arrangement of having mainly oral English classes; and the problem of language at staff meetings (Walker, 2001; Johnson & Tang, 1993, as cited in Boyle, 1997).


It was found that the basic flaw of EELT Scheme lied in the wrong perceived role of the expatriate teachers. Instead of being helpers, working together with local English teachers, learning from their experience, as well as knowledge of the culture and language of local students, these expatriate teachers had seen themselves as leaders of curriculum change and native-speaker specialists expecting special treatment and special status (Boyle, 1997).


Despite the setbacks of EELT Scheme, the notion of recruiting native-speaking English teachers remained sound to the Government. Ten years after EELT Scheme was first launched, a NET Scheme was begun in 1998. Every secondary school was, in principal, allocated one to two NETs (Lai, 1999). It had been argued that if all school educators agreed on exactly what NETs should do, i.e., the perceived role of NETs, then the controversy and criticism occurred in EELT scheme might be avoided. 
However, a recent newspaper article revealed that some NETs, working in primary schools in particular, were dissatisfied with the current scheme, which prevented them from fulfilling their roles as key change agents and forcing many capable NETs to leave, resulting in a 60 per cent vacancy rate to be filled (Heron, 2005). Indeed, similar discontent among NETs about the conflict between their roles as agents of change and school culture was reported before (Forestier, 2003; Wenner, 2000). Thus, it is argued that assuming the role as agent of change would be overly ambitious; the main role of NETs would be to support English language development in schools by working with teachers and students (Carless, 2005).

Against the above-mentioned background, the objective is to investigate the roles of NETs. The research question is: “What are the roles of NETs in Hong Kong schools?”


III. Literature Review

This section critically reviews and evaluates selected literature in relation to the NET Scheme in Hong Kong, as well as prescribed, perceived, and achieved roles of NETs respectively.
A. The NET Scheme in Hong Kong

Expatriate foreign teachers were teaching in Hong Kong long before The NET Scheme began under a direct hire system to Hong Kong schools. The Scheme was initiated due to a dissatisfaction with students’ standard of English and insufficient number of competent local English teachers (Education Commission, 1984, 1986). The EELT Scheme was fully financed by the Education Department while recruitment, management of administrative and welfare matters, and professional support was contracted to the British Council. Most qualified teachers were directly recruited from Britain. Within Hong Kong, the teachers remained in contact with the British Council, receiving visits and support materials from its staff. Seminars and workshops were organized to cater for their specific needs. Some teachers completed a TEFL diploma through attending British Council courses while in Hong Kong (Tang & Johnson, 1993). It was proposed that the original EELT Scheme should be adopted widely in all schools, especially those English-medium schools which had recently switched to Chinese-medium (Tang & Johnson, 1993; Lai, 1999).

The main purposes of the EELT Scheme were never explicitly stated but were derived from a variety of sources ranging from the British Council to discussions with educators involved in and affected by the scheme. Purposes attributed to the scheme were: (1) To change the socio-linguistic climate of the school setting by creating a need for Cantonese-speaking staff to use English for professional, administrative and social purposes and providing opportunities for students to interact with English speaking members of staff outside as well as inside the classroom; (2) To raise the quality of English language teaching in the school and improve the standard of English of the students. At a time when people were concerned about the poor quality of English language teaching and the low English standard among the students, these expatriate foreign teachers were seen and saw themselves as having a role to play in upgrading the quality of English language teaching in their schools (Tang & Johnson, 1993).

It was found in the two-year EELT Pilot Scheme that the impact of expatriate foreign teachers on the frequency and patterns of English language use in various domains of the school community was far from significant and only limited attempts to integrate them into the school community professionally or socially were noted. In general, the local teachers did not perceive any need or benefit from the switch to English in the schools. While there were some initial attempts to adapt, these were limited and subject to reversal, as these expatriate foreign teachers were not seen as a catalyst for change. In conclusion, the potential of the EELT Scheme was not realized (Tang & Johnson, 1993)
However, after the completion of the two-year EELT Pilot Scheme in 1989 and the two-year EELT Modified Scheme in 1991, the systematic recruitment of NETs was re-introduced in 1998 as a measure to tackle the problems of perceived declining language proficiency among local students (Storey et al., 2001). The scheme was announced by Mr. Tung, Chee Wah, the first Chief Executive of the HKSAR, in October 1997, and was implemented a year later in September 1998.

The NET scheme has been developed to enhance both English language teaching and learning of the English Language. It is seen as one possible solution to the problem of the falling English standard in Hong Kong that is partly attributed to the poor quality of language teaching in schools with insufficient qualified language teachers. The NET scheme is regarded as a short- to mid-term measure to raise the language teaching quality by increasing the number of subject-trained, graduate English teachers. Thus, the expected educational outcome of this is improvement in the student language standard in general and oral ability in particular. Moreover, the scheme compensates for the impact of loss of an English-speaking environment in CMI schools, as the NETs serve as resource persons contributing to the development of teaching materials and to the professional enhancement of other staff by sharing and training. Put differently, the scheme is expected to result in improvement in the language teaching quality through a system where NETs are integrated into the school life, serve as models of good practice who design teaching resources and enhance student language proficiency. (Storey et al., 2001)

The three objectives of the NET scheme as stated in the 1997 Finance Committee paper (Education Department, 1997a, as cited in Storey et al., 2001) are to enable NETs to enhance English teaching by (1) acting as English language resources persons in the schools; (2) assisting in school-based teacher development; and (3) helping foster an enabling environment for students to speak English and practise their oral skills.

Well-established NET schemes employing qualified and experienced NETs have existed in Hong Kong secondary schools since the 1998/1999. The schemes were reported to have both strengths and shortcomings. On the one hand, NETs acted as English language resource persons in schools, fostered an environment that encouraged English language communication (Storey et al., 2001, as cited in Carless, 2004), and had positive impact on students (Luk, 2001, as cited in Carless, 2004). On the other, NET schemes were criticized to have over-ambitious expectations and be cost ineffective, discipline problems were noted in less academically-oriented or motivated schools, local non-NETs reacted negatively to the NETs based on the threat to their self-esteem, and the conflict and tension resulted in NETs’ discontent and criticism toward local educational norms and practices (Johnson & Tang, 1993, as cited in Boyle, 1997; Lawson, 2005). 

From September 2000 onwards, these schemes have been progressively introduced into the Hong Kong elementary school sector. Initial informal reports tended to be largely positive (Carless, 2003, as cited in Carless, 2004; Higginbottom, 2002, as cited in Carless, 2004).

B. Prescribed Roles of NETs

Soon after the announcement of the re-introduction of recruiting NETs in the October 1997 Policy Address, a circular was issued to schools listing possible duties for NETs. Though highlighting that the principals should, in accordance with specific school needs, determine the exact duties of NETs, the circular proposed six duties that NETs should perform: (1) Be responsible for classroom teaching and assessment; (2) Provide support to the English Panel Chariperson, including assisting in the tailoring of the curriculum and preparation of teaching materials; (3) Assist in conducting extra-curricular activities related to English language, e.g. speech, drama, debates, choral speaking and extensive reading; (4) Assist in running more oral activities for students after school; (5) Assist in setting up an English corner in the school where students can come together to practise oral English and read English books under their guidance; and (6) Act as and English language resource person for other teachers in school (Education Department, 1997b, as cited in Storey et al., 2001).

A list of duties of NETs found on the EMB official website mentions similar roles: (1) Undertake teaching duties and implements good teaching models / practices related to the learning, teaching and assessment of English; (2) Engage in co-planning and co-teaching with the local English teachers; (3) Provide support for the English Panel, including contributing to school-based curriculum development and professional development of fellow teachers; (4) Organize and conduct extra-curricular activities related to English learning and teaching, such as plays/skit performances, school-based English camps, English language games, story-telling activities, songs, dances, verse-speaking and extensive-reading; and if applicable, to contribute to other extra-curricular activities such as IT, art and craft activities and sports; (5) Attend monthly professional development activities with the SET and disseminates the information with the English Panel; and (6) Be sensitive to the local culture and needs (EMB, n.d.). 

In summary, NETs are responsible for classroom teaching and assessment; providing support to the English Panel Chairperson, including assisting in curriculum development and preparation of teaching materials; assisting in conducting extra-curricular activities related to the English language, e.g. speech, drama, debates, choral speaking and extensive reading; assisting in running oral activities for students after school; assisting in setting up an English corner in the school where students can come together to practise oral English and read English books under their guidance; and acting as an English language resource person for other teachers in the school.

C. Perceived Roles of NETs

As the Education Department expected the NETs to act as change agents, most of the NETs might perceive their main roles in schools as agents of change (Storey et al., 2001). The NETs are also expected to fit into the local school system, cooperate with local teachers and teach the local textbooks as other teachers do (Lai, 1999). However, Walker (2001) concluded that it might not be the case. It was found that the most important NET roles among principals, panel chairs, teachers, and NETs in English medium and Chinese medium schools are different from those just mentioned. In Chinese medium schools, the highest ranked perceived NET roles selected included: (1) Improve NET students oral; (2) Improve all students English; (3) Improve all students oral English; (4) Improve NETs students English; and (5) Take the lead in English extra-curricular activities. In English medium schools, the roles were: (1) Develop an English environment; (2) Improve all students oral English; (3) Improve NET students oral English; (4) Take the lead in English extra-curricular activities; (5) Improve all students English; and (6) Improve NET students English. 

Other than the highest ranked roles, it is found that the lowest ranked perceived NET roles in Chinese medium schools included: (1) Learn from the school; (2) Take a lead in English syllabus development; (3) Assist in English syllabus development; and (4) Improve the staff’s English. In English medium schools, the roles were: (1) Learn from the school; (2) Take a lead in English syllabus development; (3) Assist in English syllabus development; (4) Improve English standard of all English teachers; (5) Improve the staff’s English; (5) Be an ambassador (Walker, 2001).

NETs were found less “missionising” as they prioritize solidarity with local teachers. They ranked highly roles such as “fitting in with local practices” and “learning from existing practices in ELT”. They also ranked highly the active development of an English speaking environment in the schools. They no longer seemed to hold inappropriate orientations to change. Both NETs in English medium and Chinese medium schools perceived their roles as improving students’ English, not teachers’ English, with an emphasis on oral skills (Walker, 2001). 

Local English panel chairs and teachers ranked highly NET roles as “creator of an English-speaking environment” and “cultural ambassador” rather than ELT practitioner or a language model. They might not encourage NET to assist in syllabus development or to fit in with existing practices. Rather, they might want NETs to act differently and separately from other teachers. It was in general agreed that NETs should take a leading role in extra-curricular activities, like English corners, English clubs, and English days, as it was a good way for them to impact on many students (Walker, 2001).

D. Achieved Roles of NETs

According to the most recent official evaluation research commissioned by the SCOLAR (Storey et al., 2001), eight attributes or roles of an effective NET were identified. Based on the opinions of the school personnel and students who took part in the case study in the evaluation research, these attributes or roles can be understood as the achieved role of NETs. The following findings come from interviews, classroom observations, supplemented by field notes and teaching materials from the case study. First, NETs motivated students to use English inside the classroom. As NETs did not know Cantonese, students were forced to speak in English. Second, NETs motivated students to use English outside the classrooms. Evidence showed that students spoke, though mainly greetings, to the NETs in English while some higher ability students, mainly girls, would take initiative to talk to the NETs during recess and after school. Third, NETs improved student oral and listening abilities and increasing student confidence in speaking English. Fourth, NETs acted as cultural model of the target language through their natural ways of acting, speaking, and behaving. Fifth, NETs provided cultural knowledge of the target language. Sixth, NETs introduced innovative and creative ELT methodology, though not every NET played this role consistently. Seventh, NETs displayed a high competency in using the target language. Eighth, NETs promoted target-language-related extra-curricular activities such as English Corner, English verse speaking, English debate, and drama. 

In general, NETs acted as English language resource persons in the schools. They succeeded in creating resources for language learning and development by creating an authentic English speaking environment for the students, enhanced the quality of English extra-curricular activities. NETs also assisted in school-based teacher development by engaging in team teaching with local teachers, providing professional development workshops for local teachers, modeling good practice, recognizing distinct roles of themselves and local teachers, introducing different approaches and orientations, and appreciating support of other teachers. As a result, students have gained confidence in using English. NETs helped foster an enabling environment for students to speak English and practise their oral skills. It was in general agreed among stakeholders that NETs should focus on teaching speaking and listening skills (Storey et al., 2001).

IV. Conclusion

The deployment of a NET in the schools is most effective when the NET has a unique role to play, a role distinct from that played by a local English teacher. Given the provision of one NET to serve 1,000 students, expectations placed on NETs to effect marked improvement or changes to the curriculum, students learning motivation and the whole school community were largely unrealistic (Storey et al., 2001). Thus the roles of the NETs need to be clearly defined and understood. 

To answer the research question, the body of literature has reviewed the prescribed, perceived, and achieved roles of the NETs as understood by various stakeholders. It was found that in general a common understanding of the roles is achieved among stakeholders. However, it remains true that if the Scheme is to take root successfully, a consensus is inevitable. Otherwise, it may be another impossible dream.

Some possible areas for further research may include developing English teaching and learning resources of NETs, studying strategies to promote teacher professional development with NETs, looking for innovative modes of teaching and learning of NETs, evaluating research on the NET Scheme, investigating the impact of different strategies on improving the NET Scheme, exploring and establishing arrangements of NETs teaching English in schools and models of good practices of NETs in teaching and learning.

Glossary of Acronyms

CMI


Chinese as the medium of instruction

EELT

Expatriate English language teacher
ELT


English language teaching

EMB

Education and Manpower Bureau

HKSAR

Hong Kong Special Administrative Region

IT


Information technology

NET


Native-speaking English language teacher
SCOLAR  
Standing Committee on Language Education and Research

SET


School English teachers
TEFL

Teaching English as a foreign language
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