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SELF-ACCESS IN HONG KONG:
IN A ROUND HOLE?

ABSTRACT

The teaching of English to speakers of other languages, like any
teaching, does not occur in a sociocultural vacuum. The culture of the
learners, which J take to mean the meanings which those learners assign to
events in which they are participants, derives from the culture of the
communities in which they grow up, and is influenced by the roles which
members of that community expect learners to take.
(Young, 1987: 15; cited in Helton 1990: 29).

INTRODUCTION

According to Kennedy (1988),
cultural factors are the most
powerful in the success or failure
of any innovation, tlculture tl here
referring to the ideas, beliefs,
traditions and values of a
particular society. In the above
quotation, Young also highlights
the importance of recogn ising the
cultura1 expectations of learners
in the teaching of English, and we
would add to this the need to
recognise the cultural expectations
of teachers.
In this paper, we will
examine how the cultural background
of Hong Kong learners and teachers
is affecting the implementation of
self-access
and
independent
learning in Hong Kong, with
specific reference to the English
Language Study-Centre at Hong Kong
Polytechnic.
Conceived in the West, selfaccess
systems,
self-directed
learning and learner autonomy in
English Language Learning are based
on Western social, philosophical,
educational and cultural values,
where
independence
and

individualism are generally held in
high esteem. In consequence, selfaccess schemes which have the goal
of learner autonomy have in the
West met with an enthusiastic
response.
In
introducing
an
innovation such as self-access into
a very different cultural framework
- Hong Kong for example - we cannot
assume that it will be equally well
received, or that its underlying
assumptions
will
be
equally
acceptable. The question: tlSelfaccess: For or Against?tI, then,
cannot be considered in a cultural
void. We would suggest that tlSelfaccess in Hong Kong: For or
Against?" would therefore be a more
pertinent question to ask.

AUTONOMY, SELF-ACCESS AND
THE HONG KONG LEARNER

In answering the above
question, we would like to begin by
looking at the terms 'self-access'
and 'autonomy' as perceived by
Western educationalists, and to
arrive at working definitions which
may be more culturally appropriate
and
acceptable
to
learners
attending
the
Study-Centre.
Richards et a1 (1992: 326) defi ne
self-access as:

