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EDITORIAL

It is reasonable for authority
to regulate on textbook

A bitter row between the Education Bureau and textbook publishers broke out

yesterday over the pricing of textbooks for primary—school and secondary school.

Publishers vowed to ignore an ultimatum from Secretary for Education
Michael Suen Ming—yeung to go about revising textbooks prices by today.
The incident deserves attention as it concerns the interests of all students and their
parents in Hong Kong.

The immediate cause of the row resided in a request by the Education
Bureau for the publishers to provide free—of—charge textbooks designed for
teachers. Organisations of textbook publishers blamed the Education Bureau for
being inconsistent in its policy and words. For, the Education Bureau had issued a
ban on publishers oftering schools free teaching manuals as a way to "solicit

business".

On the surface, the reaction of textbook publishers seems reasonable. At
least, the Education Bureaus seems to have to take half of the blame. But anyone
who understands the publication, pricing and supply of textbooks in Hong Kong
is well aware that the decisions of the Education Bureau are in the interests of vast
majority of students and their parents. There is no question of policy

inconsistency.

In recent years, prices of primary—school and secondary—school textbooks
have remained very high and kept going up each year. A set of primary school
textbooks is priced at over $2,000 on average and a set of secondary—school
textbooks is priced at over $3,000. It becomes a heavy burden for parents of
grass—roots families to buy textbooks for their children at the start of a new school
year. Why are textbooks priced so high? One reason for this is that when a
publisher publishes a textbook for students, it also publishes a teachers' copy
which would include background information for the lessons and answers to
questions in exercises and tests. The costs of the latter are factored into the
prices of the former. As a result, textbooks for pupils are inevitably prices high. In
addition, publishers would also "grant" textbooks for teachers to schools free of
charge plus other free "gifts", in the hope that the schools concerned would

choose to use their textbooks.

Strongly urged by parents, social personages and lawmakers, Secretary for
Education Michael Suen last year initiated a reform that, starting from this year,
textbooks for students and teachers should be sold "separately". Prices of
textbooks for students should be lowered and textbooks for teachers be bought
by schools, and publishers should stop giving them to schools as free "gifts".

As things turn out, however, prices of textbooks for students have not gone
down considerably — just by 5% to 10%, while textbooks for teachers are priced
three times higher than those for students. Taking the Primary 1 mathematics
textbooks for example, a copy for students is priced at $50, while one for teachers
priced at $150.

Given that publishers demand such exorbitant prices (for textbooks for
teachers), Secretary for Education Michael Suen has made a new decision to

demand publishers to provide free textbooks for teachers to schools.

Yesterday, Secretary Michael Suen clearly explained this new decision. He said

he had compared various kinds of textbooks for students with those for teachers
and found that contents of the two were identical except that the teachers' copies
included "standard answers". Hence, publishers needed little extra costs of
developing the books for teachers. More importantly, publishers have been
selling the same textbooks for years, so whatever "extra costs of development"
have long been recouped from sales of high—priced textbooks for students. How
on earth could the publishers try to sell textbooks for teachers to schools three
times more expensive than those for students?

As is known to all, Secretary Michael Suen is not in good health, having been
admitted to hospital several times recently. But he refuses to resign despite of his
health conditions and one of his major reasons is he wants to solve the problem of
textbooks being priced too high, reversing the unreasonable and distorted trend.
Talking on the issue yesterday, it still got Suen's back up.

Michael Suen is not a sage, and not all decisions made by the Education Bureau
are reasonable. As a matter of fact, the Education Bureau should also take some
blame for today's predicament that textbooks for students get more and more
expensive to become an unbearably heavy burden for parents. For, its regulation
on the content of teaching tends to become increasingly rigid, so much so that
students increasingly lose their interest in study and teachers' teaching enthusiasm
and quality increasingly decline to the extent that they would simply teach by
following the books. On this, the future administration of Leung Chun—ying
must devote efforts to set the wrong right. But right now, on issues such as
textbooks for students and teachers to be priced separately, publishers not to raise
prices for teachers' copies but to immediately publicise their new price lists, the
Education Bureau's policy must be fully implemented.
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WORDS AND USAGE

@) Go about (doing) sth (phrasal verb) — To set about to do something;
undertake something. (EFEH)

Examples: 1.Go about your chores in a responsible way. 2.How should I go
about telling her the bad news?

(2 Reside in sh/sth (phrasal verb) - To be in somebody or something; to be
caused by something. (7EfS » HH--ee- )

Examples: 1. The finest acoustics that can be found in the world reside in this hall.
2.The attraction of this book resides in its illustrations.

(3)On the surface (idiom) — Superficially, to all outward appearances.(i%ﬁ_t)

Examples: 1. The plan seems alright on the surface. 2.0n the surface he appeared
brave and patriotic, but his troops knew better.

(@) Factor sth into sth (phrasal verb) — To include a particular amount or factor
when you calculate something, ( -+ FE () #E)

Examples: 1. The age of the patients and their overall health must be factored into
the results. 2.Don't forget to factor staffing costs into the total when you are
planning the project.

(5)Get sb's back up (idiom) - To make somebody annoyed. ( EHAER)

Examples: 1.The foolish delays at the bank only get her back up. 2.Tom's
arrogance really got my back up.
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Bilingualism and Human Brain (2)

Hark Yeung ( yeung@harkyeung.com )

The benefits of bilingualism are of
particular interest to people in Hong
Kong because Hong Kong is one of the
few places in the world in which many
people are using two languages so often.

Some people play chess or other
games to keep their mind sharp. Now it
is found that knowing and using two
languages, people can have sharper mind.
Note that it is not simply "knowing" two
languages; it is "using" two languages.

The research suggesting that being
bilingual might help ward off dementia

( fi %) is not particularly interesting
for students in Hong Kong because they
are still young. By the time they get old,
there will probably be a lot of medicines
or methods that can help people with
dementia. If you tell students and parents

that those who are fluent in two

languages rather than just one can have a
much bigger chance of getting higher
marks in exams, they will listen to you.

I always encourage students to use
two languages. T tell them that they can
watch foreign movies and listen to
English and then argue with their friends
in Cantonese. That way, they can
sharpen their mind and improve their
language skill.

Many other researches have shown
that people playing musical instruments,
dancing or reading regularly could help
develop a sharper mind. Many schools in
western countries provide music and
dancing lessons to students. In Hong
Kong, some schools give these lessons to
students as extra—curricular activities after
their exams. Perhaps they should consider

giving those lessons before the exams.




