
BACKGROUND
The Free Quality Kindergarten Education 
Scheme (FQKES) commencing 2017/2018 
guarantees children from all EM families can 
access kindergarten education in a CMI school. 

The NCS Grant for kindergartens with eight or 
more NCS students is an incentive for 
kindergartens to admit children from EM 
backgrounds. 

CMI kindergarten provides the chance for EM 
children to acquire core Chinese language skills 
during the ‘golden period’ of language learning.

CMI kindergarten gives EM children the 
possibility of continuing their study in the CMI 
education system. 

There is increasing understanding in the 
community that measures must be taken to 
address the needs of NCS students.  
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SEGREGATION

Racial and linguistic segregation 
underpins all the di�culties of 
Chinese language acquisition faced 
by EM children.  

Some schools are comprised of 80% to 
100% EM children. This precludes 
learning Chinese in a natural way. 

40% of kindergartens have zero EM 
children. Parents are turned away from 
kindergartens on the basis of their race 
or lack of Chinese speaking ability. 

The presence of EM students in a 
kindergarten is a deterrent to Chinese 
parents who don’t want their children in 
the same school/class as EM children. 

Some schools separate EM children into 
di�erent classes – often the afternoon 
session.

LACK OF CAL TEACHING PROGRAMMES & 
RESOURCES

There are:

No teaching programmes to teach beginner 
CAL in EMI Kindergartens. 

No centralised structured programme of 
support for students learning CAL in CMI 
kindergartens. 

No resources available to help students learn 
CAL. Kindergartens must make their own 
materials on an ad hoc basis. 

No CAL resources which can be used at home 
by non-Chinese speakers. 

No resources available to support the learning 
of verbal Cantonese.  Existing resources focus 
on the written language. 

The lack of a structured teaching programme 
and resources is a source of great frustration to 
many teachers and some feel disheartened.

JYUTPING (JP)

Jyutping, the romanised form of Cantonese is 
not widely used. 

Parents want Jyutping, so they can help their 
children with homework.  But teachers are 
unfamiliar with Jyutping and are reluctant to 
use it. 

EXTERNAL SUPPORT PROGRAMMES

Kindergartens may become dependent on 
university/NGO support programmes. These 
may disempower teachers from using and 
developing their own CAL skills. 

External support programmes often use pull-out 
sessions instead of supporting the child in a 
regular classroom setting. 

LANGUAGE CHALLENGES

EM children start kindergarten with no prior 
knowledge of Chinese. Inability to communicate 
leads them to be labelled ‘naughty’ and ‘hard work’.  

Three years of kindergarten does not guarantee an 
EM child’s Chinese will be su�cient for CMI primary 
school. 

Reading presents the greatest challenge as EM 
children have little exposure to Chinese characters 
outside of school.

Lack of practice at home is the biggest obstacle to 
acquiring competency in writing. Stroke order is 
not reinforced and children approach each 
character as a picture. 

Lack of Chinese language skills may a�ect the 
child’s level of attainment in other areas of 
schooling.

Low expectations: There is no sense of urgency that 
EM children must gain high levels of pro�ciency in 
Chinese during the kindergarten years.  

PARENTS WANT TO HELP!

EM parents want their children to receive a 
Chinese language education, believing it increases 
educational and career opportunities. 

Parents need to understand their choice of 
kindergarten – CMI or EMI– will largely determine 
the child’s chances of learning Chinese to a high 
level. 

Parents need to understand the role kindergarten 
plays in the HK education system. The foundations 
of reading and writing are laid down at 
kindergarten - if this window is missed, it is almost 
impossible to catch up later.  

Parents feel their choice of primary school is 
extremely limited – EMI school or CMI school with 
more support, but which teach EM children in 
segregated classes. 

Schools �nd it particularly di�cult to engage with 
parents from the South Asian community, with 
Pakistani parents being the hardest to reach.
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The �ndings of this report are based on interviews 
with school principals and teachers from 

36kindergartens in the districts with 
the highest percentages of EM 
residents. 
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PROFILE

“It would be better if they could understand at 
least some basic Cantonese before they start 
school - otherwise it’s such hard work.

“EM parents ask us why their child is not in the 
morning class. Because if we give a morning place 
to a NCS student, the Chinese parent will move 
out.  It’s the issue of the Chinese parents – we also 
want local students.

“The most important thing is to support the parents 
and �nd ways for them to help their children.  They are 
only at kindergarten for a few hours.

“If we don’t write the sounds of the words down 
– when they go home the word disappears!

“We don’t have any resources or a system of 
teaching. Even if we put them in a small group – 
what do we do with them?

”

”

”

”

”

”

“There is a big gap in knowledge. I, as 
headmistress, do not have an idea of  ‘how’ to 
teach Chinese to these children, so I cannot 
give our teachers any guidance. Sometimes we 
feel we are not ful�lling the expectations of our 
parents, but it’s true that we are not ful�lling 
our own expectations as teachers.

Acronyms:
CAL  Chinese as an Additional Language
CMI  Chinese Medium of Instruction
EDB  Education Bureau
EM  Ethnic Minority
EMI  English Medium of Instruction
JP  Jyutping
NCS  Non-Chinese Speaking
NGO  Non-governmental Organisation



Image Source: Interaction Institute for Social Change | Artist: Angus Maguire.

Securing a Good Start for Students of 
Chinese as an Additional Language (CAL) 

in Kindergarten

Jyutping
pull-out sessions

Language buddy

Funded byPresented by

Audio
 

book
s

reading pens

Home 
language 
glossary

Summary of:

© 2018 The Zubin Mahtani Gidumal Foundation. All rights reserved.

RECOMMENDATIONS

1. Inclusive schools

EDB must adopt inclusive terminology. Use the 
term ‘CAL’ instead of NCS and EM. 

EDB should create an Inclusion Guide and Toolkit 
to advise schools on how to incorporate and 
celebrate the cultures of HK’s non-Chinese 
population. 

All kindergartens and primary schools to have an 
English language website and create bilingual 
school notices.  

EDB to ensure that school materials feature 
children from ethnic minority communities.  

2. Pre-K1 Cantonese

Create a set of pre-K1 videos to prepare CAL 
children for entry into kindergarten.

3. Create Chinese Language Support 
Resources

Create a comprehensive set of Chinese language 
learning resources to support EM children in the 
classroom and home at K1, K2 and K3. This should 
be available to all teachers in all kindergartens 
and also available for public access.

Graded reading books to increase exposure to 
standard written Chinese. Support with audio, JP 
and a multi-language glossary. 

Provide strategies to increase the child’s 
understanding of verbal Cantonese – eg a website 
with links to Cantonese language cartoons and 
songs. 

Create writing practice materials that can be used 
at home by families who do not read or write 
Chinese. Support with JP and a multi-language 
glossary.

4. Teacher Training

Provide teacher training which is di�erentiated 
according to the type of language provision used 
in the school. 

Create online training sessions – to lessen the 
burden on schools who are reluctant to release 
teachers for long training courses.

5. Improve School/Home communication

EDB to employ Education Ambassadors from the EM 
community to advise parents on the education 
system and processes that must be undertaken at 
various stages. 

EDB and kindergartens to explore using audio-visual 
methods to communicate with parents.  

EDB to set up a multi-language user-friendly 
website for NCS parents. The website to: 
• 
• 

• 

6. Jyutping (JP)

Jyutping must be used widely on resources for EM 
students.  

A phone App to be developed to demonstrate the 
sounds of JP and act as a reference tool. 

A training video should be created to introduce and 
familiarise teachers with JP.

Jyutping must be used on Chinese learning 
materials throughout primary school and into 
secondary school. 

7. Adapt existing children books for CAL use 

Work with HK publishers to adapt existing 
children’s books -adding audio, JP, a 
multi-language glossary. 

8. University / NGO Support Programmes 
Must:

• 

• 

• 

• 

contain information on the HK education system.
provide links to Cantonese language cartoon, 
stories and songs.
have information about ways families can support 
their children learning Chinese. 

Be transparent about their projects, share 
information and resources. 
Create in-class support programmes that can 
be used without external teacher support and 
which can be easily used by all kindergartens.
Create resources that can be used by all 
parents in non-Chinese speaking families. 
Have ethnic minorities on their department 
committees.
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