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(1) Summary of the impact

Developmental dyslexia in Chinese populations has long been neglected. Prof. Connie Ho and her
team developed the first standardized Chinese dyslexia assessment instruments, now used by all
professional psychologists in Hong Kong. Prof. Ho’s team also developed the Chinese Tiered
Intervention Model (CTIM) of literacy learning, incorporating a curriculum and standardized
assessment materials. More than 200 Hong Kong primary schools (about 50%) have implemented
CTIM, significantly improving cognitive-linguistic and literacy skills. Prof. Ho’s work has made a
major impact on professional practices and government policies to support dyslexia. It has also been
influential in other Chinese-speaking regions and in parts of Europe.

(2) Underpinning research

Developmental dyslexia, a lifelong genetic-based reading and writing disorder, has been
investigated primarily in Western countries with alphabetic writing systems with phonological
deficit found to be the main cause of literacy difficulties. However, relatively few studies have
examined dyslexia-related cognitive deficits in Chinese people, partly because of early surveys
suggesting a low incidence of dyslexia. Given the distinctive orthographic and language features of
Chinese, non-phonological cognitive deficits may contribute to dyslexia in Chinese readers. Prof.
Ho, an HKU faculty member since 2000, has been investigating causes of dyslexia in Chinese for
more than 20 years. She has served as director of both the Master and Doctoral Programmes in
Educational Psychology and has led a research team on studying specific learning difficulties. She
found that about 10% of the school population in Hong Kong suffers from dyslexia, with a
cognitive profile somewhat different from that found with alphabetic languages. The research
findings have important direct implications for identification of and intervention in dyslexia.

a. Cognitive Profile of Dyslexia in Chinese Students

Early, valid and reliable identification of dyslexia is crucial. Using the Simple View of Reading
(SVR) framework, Prof. Ho’s team has examined early cognitive predictors and developmental
profiles of dyslexia in Chinese from preschool to secondary school. In the SVR, word recognition
and language comprehension are the two core components essential for reading comprehension and
their relative contributions may vary across different developmental stages.

The results of Prof. Ho’s four-year longitudinal study in 2014 showed that Chinese preschool
children who were weak in oral language skills, phonological skills, morphological awareness and
rapid naming were at a greater risk of becoming dyslexic later in primary school [3.1]. These results
have informed the development of standardized preschool screening instruments in Hong Kong.

The team found that at junior primary school levels, the dominant cognitive deficits in Chinese
dyslexia were rapid-naming deficits (50%) and visual-orthographic deficits (37-39%), while
phonological deficits constituted only 15% of the dyslexic sample [3.2]. This supported the view
that visual-orthographic skills rather than phonological ones were particularly important for
learning to read Chinese. When children read text at senior primary school grades, language skills
such as oral vocabulary, word semantics, and discourse skills were found to be important in
predicting reading comprehension [3.3]. In secondary schools, Chinese dyslexic adolescents were
characterized by similar deficits in rapid naming, morphological awareness, syntactic skills and
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discourse skills [3.4]. These findings helped the team develop diagnostic instruments and effective
intervention models and materials.

b. Behavioural Characteristics of Dyslexia in Chinese Students

Students with dyslexia also exhibit certain observable behavioural characteristics. Prof. Ho’s team
found in a study that primary school students at risk of dyslexia showed behaviour characteristics
associated with two domains: reading/writing problems and sequencing/spatial difficulties [3.5].
These findings have helped her team to develop a teacher rating behaviour checklist for screening
primary school students at risk for dyslexia.

For a similar study in 2014 with secondary students, Prof. Ho’s team reported seven behavioural
domains (reading, writing, composition, memory and organization, learning motivation,
internalizing and externalizing behaviours), all of which correlated significantly with performance
in literacy and related cognitive skills [3.6]. These findings have enabled the team to develop a
teacher rating behaviour checklist for the screening of literacy problems among Hong Kong
adolescents.
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(4) Details of the impact

a. Facilitating effective identification of students with dyslexia

Prof. Ho’s team developed the first and only standardized assessment tools for Chinese dyslexia.
These tests are being used across Hong Kong by all practising psychologists making diagnoses of
dyslexia. Before publication of the Chinese dyslexia test, the reported incidence rate of dyslexia in
Hong Kong was very low (fewer than 100 cases per year). Prof. Ho’s team has developed
standardized behaviour checklists for screening, and literacy-related tests for the diagnosis of
dyslexia. With earlier editions of the dyslexia test published in 2000 and 2007, the most recent
edition of the test, “The Hong Kong Test of Specific Learning Difficulties in Reading and Writing
for Primary School Students — Third Edition [HKT-P(111)]” was published in 2015 [5.1]. These
screening and assessment tools are widely accepted and endorsed by the Hong Kong Education
Bureau (EDB) [5.2] and the profession. By 2015, the EDB distributed the behaviour checklists to all
537 local primary schools and 473 secondary schools. Various educational websites, including that
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of the EDB, have cited the checklists [5.3]. More than 720 professional psychologists from different
sectors in Hong Kong (including government departments, schools, and NGOs) use HKT-P(l1I) to
identify students with dyslexia [5.1 & 5.2].

Prof. Ho’s team and project partners have provided extensive training on effective identification of
and intervention in dyslexia. By 2015, 169 educational psychologists, 2,500 preschool principals
and teachers and 5,000 primary school teachers had completed a programme of training courses,
workshops and seminars [5.4]. The standardized instruments and the training have helped teachers
and psychologists identify students with dyslexia much more effectively than before. In 2015/16,
about 19,400 dyslexic students in P1 to S6 have been identified and received timely intervention
[5.5].

b. Improving intervention and support systems for dyslexic students

The curriculum and assessment of the CTIM have significantly improved the support systems at
primary school levels in Hong Kong. Recognizing the effectiveness of CTIM, by 2016 the EDB has
implemented it in more than half of all local primary schools [5.2]. The effects of CTIM
intervention are significant. Teachers indicated in interviews that the curriculum provided a
comprehensive and systematic quality instruction approach to Chinese-language learning. They
found the curriculum particularly helpful in improving student ability in text comprehension [5.4].
Students also indicated that the CTIM intervention effectively boosted their vocabulary knowledge,
school performance and confidence. The multi-sensory and activity features strongly motivated
their interest in learning Chinese [5.4]. Between 18 and 58% of poor readers in Tier 2 and 7% of
dyslexic readers in Tier 3 remedial groups, who originally fell below Hong Kong’s Chinese literacy
benchmark, reached the benchmark after receiving the CTIM intervention [5.6]. In addition, various
curriculum and intervention packages published in Hong Kong for dyslexic students [5.7 & 5.8]
have made reference to Prof. Ho’s work as a theoretical basis for the development of their
intervention materials. The EDB has recognised that Prof. Ho “has made possible the improvement
in the assessment and education services for students with dyslexia with her professional knowledge,
foresight and excellent planning and organisation skills to achieve the plans for betterment of
students in Hong Kong”. [5.2]

c. Impact on public knowledge and awareness in Hong Kong

Prof. Ho’s work has increased public knowledge and awareness of effective identification of and
intervention in dyslexia in Hong Kong through media reports [5.4], including a TV programme in
2013 featuring the research impact [5.9], and key education websites (e.g., HKEdCity) [5.10]. An
official HKU website providing information and resources about dyslexia from the team had been
visited more than 88,000 times by 2019 [5.1].

For dyslexic students sitting for public examinations, an assessment report based on the Hong Kong
Test of Specific Learning Difficulties in Reading and Writing for Junior Secondary School Students
(HKT-JS) — the dyslexia test for secondary students developed by the team — is a major part of the
documentation required to support applications to be accommodated in public examinations [5.11].

d. Providing key references to international practices

In terms of global impact, Prof. Ho’s dyslexia behaviour checklists are a key reference for similar
developments in some European countries. For instance, researchers from the Netherlands sought
Prof. Ho’s advice on developing a questionnaire for adults with dyslexia. In constructing their
questionnaire, they made reference to her adult behaviour checklist, “The Hong Kong Reading and
Writing Behaviour Checklist for Adults” [5.12]. Several Spanish and Portuguese researchers also
adapted and standardized the primary school behaviour checklist for use in Spain and Portugal.
Currently the adapted behaviour checklist is still being used for screening primary school children
with learning difficulties by the Ministry of Education of the Canary Islands in Spain [5.13-5.15].
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Prof. Ho’s work also generated significant impact in several Chinese-speaking regions. For instance,
the Singapore Ministry of Education is using input from Prof. Ho to develop its own standardized
assessment test for identifying students who are experiencing difficulties in learning to read Chinese.
The Ministry said the “sharing of knowledge with Ministry of Education Singapore’s senior
management and curriculum planners ... will also go a long way in helping (them) with policy
decision-making and curriculum planning” [5.16].
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