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Abstract

Various theoretical accounts of the notion of 'difference' show that the marking of difference and the application of the principle of difference play a significant role in the cultural process, in which meaning is made and circulated.  This paper draws on the qualitative data collected from a teacher focus group to examine three local EPA teachers’ beliefs about knowing and learning and their views towards the use of controversial issues in teaching.  It reveals how the three EPA teachers conceptualize 'difference' and the way such conceptualizations of 'difference' is at work in attributing meaning to students' ability to think critically in the junior EPA curriculum in Hong Kong.  In response to their articulations of students' cognitive ability as something that matures naturally, I attempt to develop a pedagogy of difference which accounts for a dialogic rather than binary oppositional relationship with the other in teaching EPA especially in the discussion of controversial issues. 

Introduction

In late June 2005, a teacher focus group
 was formed for the understanding of the participants' actual use of the EPA syllabus and their views on social harmony and conflict.  The group was composed of three serving secondary school teachers, teachers H, W and C, from two local secondary schools. The three teachers, one from a Chinese medium school and two from the same English medium school, got invited to join the teacher focus group.  All of them have taught for more than ten years at the secondary school sector and hold senior posts at school.  They received different disciplinary training and have different experiences teaching the junior EPA curriculum.  Two one-hour focus group sessions were conducted in Cantonese between late June and mid July 2005 at a university campus.  

The Structural Force: The EPA Textual Field In Context 

It is undeniable that institutional factors pose real constraints under which teachers work.  The deployment factors and the limited curriculum time, together with the subject status, make the EPA panel a heterogeneous group comprising of teachers from different disciplinary backgrounds with different aspirations towards the teaching of the subject.  

Teacher W, who serves at a co-ed English medium school with academically brighter students, spoke from the position of a panel chairperson.  He talked of the difficulty in the development of the EPA panel as it is composed of teachers whose major teaching duties are subjects other than EPA.  This reality of teachers' 'minoring' in EPA teaching makes it hard for EPA teachers to engage in and explore the subject matters in-depth, which W maintained was the general problem the humanities subject teachers faced (24 June 2005 TFG session).  The school policy of using English as the medium of instruction was another practical constraint that teachers of EPA work under.  W saw EMI policy limiting to the choice of teaching materials and social issues for classroom discussion.  In a way, it contained the development of students' critical thinking through reading and writing, W believed (24 June 2005 TFG session).  He also claimed that, EPA, being a junior course taught on a modular basis
 with each level of students taking the course for just one semester, it was not realistic to expect that the subject could do much to help the inculcation of civic-mindedness when compared to the resources the authority concerned placed in promoting Basic Law (13 July 2005 TFG session).

Teacher C, the colleague of W, whose major teaching duty is English Language teaching at the senior secondary level, has assumed the role of EPA teacher after the serving school adopted the EMI policy in 1998.  In C's case, the EPA syllabus takes up a small 10% of her total teaching load and choices have to be made between the investment of time in the preparation of the EPA curriculum or the English Language curriculum.  She had been teaching only the Secondary One EPA syllabus all the while before being assigned to teach both the Secondary One and Two EPA syllabuses in the academic year 2005-6 (24 June 2005 TFG session). Being able to take care of the gist of the content matters laid out in the textbook and teaching syllabus and to ensure students' understanding of the subject matters was her primary and almost the only concern of the EPA classroom (13 July 2005 TFG session). 

Teacher H teaches at a co-ed Chinese medium school with students of below average academic standard.  Also speaking from the position of panel chairperson, H shares W's view about the limitation imposed by the heterogeneous composition of the junior EPA panel.  Being a teacher of computer, he was amazed at his deployment as the panel chairperson of the junior EPA panel.  His best guess for such deployment was that his school principal would like him to add in IT components in the junior EPA course. He headed up the EPA panel for a period of three years before the subject closed down to give way to a new junior discipline, Liberal Studies, under new headship.  He adds that the introduction of open-ended controversial issues in the EPA classroom and in the examination papers means that subject teachers must squeeze time and efforts into thinking over the issues, an idea which was ill-received by the fellow EPA panel members.  Such controversies among EPA panel members over the marking of exam questions with components of controversial issues, according to H, led to the closedown of the EPA subject.  For him, he is more concerned about the prospect of the subject and its linkage to other senior subjects.  The possible prospect was its linkage to the senior Economics subject (24 June 2005 TFG session).

The wider structural constraint sets the scene for individual teachers to prioritize their time and resource investment in their teaching practices.  Despite the real constraint these teachers work under, they, to a very large extent, enjoy autonomy over the choice of teaching materials, teaching units and the design of the teaching schedule.  When being asked whether they followed the core/optional topics approach suggested by the CDC EPA syllabus documents (13 July 2005 TFG session), the three teachers demonstrated varying degrees of teacher autonomy.  H chose to follow the arrangement as laid out in the CDC syllabus and adopted his own choice of issues for classroom discussion.  The autonomy W demonstrated was even greater as he contended that the EPA course as a junior course was a lot more flexible as it was not an examination syllabus and that there was guideline from the EMB denoting the adoption of a school-based curriculum.  In C's case, the autonomy she enjoyed can be reflected in the possible negotiation she could make about the progress and coverage in the teaching syllabus, which was decided among the fellow teachers within the same grade level.  

Teacher autonomy over the selection of teaching and learning materials in the EPA classroom against the background of the wider structural constraint brings out the interesting question of how these teachers extract or screen out texts for their students.  The EPA curriculum, like many other school curriculums, is a vast textual field where teaching and learning materials, media resources, teachers' and students' beliefs and values all intersect with one another, forming a textual world.  The selection criteria of teaching and learning materials are reflective of what cultural capital teachers and students possess at the intertextual level.  Through exploring the three teacher participants' actual use of the EPA syllabus and their views on social harmony and conflict, this paper suggests that teachers often hold essentialist view towards history and knowledge.  It also discusses how the three EPA teachers conceptualize 'difference' and how such conceptualization is at work in the teachers' knowledge construction and pedagogical strategies in the junior EPA curriculum in Hong Kong.  I contend that the different ways of conceptualizing ‘difference’ have effects on how teachers embrace controversies and facilitate critical thinking in the EPA classroom.  I attempt to work towards a pedagogy of difference which accounts for a dialogic rather than binary oppositional relationship with the other in the teaching of EPA, especially in the discussion of controversial issues. 

Selection Criteria and Pedagogical Strategy

The ways these teachers negotiate the vast EPA curriculum text are reflected in the choices they made in the selection and exclusion of texts.  Teacher's interest, familiarity with the topics, his/her disciplinary training and their perception of student interests determine the selection of the materials.  C's is a case in point.  She admitted that she was treating EPA lessons mainly as lessons of handling English vocabulary items.  However, she was delighted with occasions where students in her English language class recalled something learnt from the EPA lessons.  C made explicit that her guiding principles for the choice of topics and subtopics to teach depended on the familiarity of the topics to her as a teacher and the difficulty levels of English vocabulary items to the students (24 June 2005 TFG session).  C found the topics about the economic development of Hong Kong and the rights and duties of Hong Kong people in Secondary One syllabus interesting to teach. The most difficult topics for her were topics related to public utilities e.g. water supply and telecommunications, food and energy.  They were areas where she was unfamiliar with and had the least confidence to teach as they require up-to-date information of technological development.  

To H, what interested him most in the junior EPA syllabus was the historical development of Hong Kong, which, to him, charted mainly the economic development of the city.  He enjoyed the optional topic about water supply in Hong Kong, in which he could tell the history that has led to the present reliance on Shenzhen, the mainland, for water supply.  As for W, he found 'Mass Media' the most interesting topic to students.  The topic was relevant to students' everyday life and allowed interactive classroom activities.  Students were engaged as they could apply what they learnt about the media to classify the TV programmes shown to them in the classroom, W said (24 June 2005 TFG session).

Topics that the three teacher participants complained mostly about were core topics like the HKSAR government structure, and the political development of Hong Kong in the Government component.  Both W and H agreed that subtopics like the Sino-British Declaration and Basic Law were difficult, whereas their interpretation and the perception of the causes of the difficulty varied .  W commented that these subtopics remained the most difficult and the least interesting to teach and learn despite the fact that politicians, statesmen and government officials in the political arena were being much widely covered in the media in our everyday life.  He interpreted that it was because the topics were remote from the students' immediate everyday life and were not relevant to them（無切身關係）.  To add to the problem, the topic was factual and loaded with vocabulary items, which was proven difficult for students in the English medium school (24 June 2005 TFG session). 

H agreed with W that the government structure of HKSAR was the most difficult topic for students.  He perceived that it was the concepts and the relevant principles behind the workings, say, of the Sino-British Declaration and Basic Law, that made the topic conceptually demanding（概念艱深）and hence difficult for students to grasp.  Here, W disagreed and maintained that the cause of difficulty in subtopics like the Sino-British Declaration and Basic Law was one relating to the medium of instruction as students had already come across them in their primary General Studies classes (24 June 2005 TFG session).  

Who comes to define what matters to the students and/or relevant to them? What 'concepts' are to be taught and what not?  How is the level of conceptual difficulty being determined in the EPA curriculum?  Three areas are generalized from the teachers' discussion.  

Issues directly related to the students' experiential world are considered by the teachers topics that are 'relevant'.  For W, the official identity documents like the HKSAR passport in the subtopic 'Rights and Duties' are regarded as relevant, though his view was challenged by H that not all the students possessed such a passport.  To C, the topic "Transportation" was relevant to students as they were users of the services.  As far as student's experience is concerned, topics about political development seemed more demanding to the students from the teachers' perspective.  Gaps in understanding are probably due to differential experiential worlds of the students and the world of the politicians and statesmen. 

The media has a role to play in relating social issues to students' experiential world.  W suggested that breaking news like the outbreak of SARS made the topic Public Health of relevant to students and news coverage of shoplifting and Community Service Order
（社會服務令） were relevant matters for the topic Juvenile Delinquency.  H tried to conclude that the part of the EPA curriculum that dealt with public affairs is more familiar and closer to students' lived experience, while the part that handled the political and economic dimensions of the society were remote from the students' immediate experience.  

H believed that the relevance of the topics to students' life varied from topic to topic, and from student to student and school to school.  For instance, the popularity among the three forms of telecommunications, ICQ, email and SMS, may vary among students, as well as from school to school, depending on students' familiarity with and their access to those means of telecommunications. 

Different Notions of History and Students: 

From the above discussion and the discussion of the notion of 'history' in the EPA syllabus, two positions – essentialist and non-essentialist – are taken on by the three teacher participants.  The essentialist and the non-essentialist perspectives differ in attributing meaning to students' abilities to think critically and their cultural differences. 

W takes on an essentialist view towards history.  He interpreted history
 as 'factual' and 'informative' and questioned the relevance of historical events like the signing of Sino-British Declaration in 1984, the sovereignty handover in 1997 to Hong Kongese in 2005.  To him, history, which retells past events, has nothing to do with the present, nor does it have a place in our understanding of the present situation.  Historical facts exist in an objective manner and are independent of the present daily life.  Hong Kong in year 1984, 1997 and Hong Kong in the year 2005 exist as separate entities unrelated to one another and so are the people who lived or are living in them.  To W, the value of the inquiry into the historical past was not much for the immediate understanding of the present and knowledge construction, but as the basis for students to build knowledge on when furthering their studies at a mature stage of life.  As such, knowledge about the past can be dispensed of to make room for more 'valuable' knowledge.  The part tracking the trajectory of public housing development where various housing schemes were being introduced, W contended, not worth teaching as students found them not relevant to their present life and for that reason, he would opt that out of his teaching schedule.  

From this essentialist perspective, students of the same grade level are presumed to be a homogenous group sharing one set of 'essential' qualities of cognitive ability, interest and cultural resources.  Student differences in gender, socio-economic backgrounds and maturity to make sense of or build connection with the historical events do not exist or are simply being denied.  To W, the junior EPA curriculum is a start for students to understand the society they are living in.  Critical thinking, a high order thinking, comes after the acquisition of knowledge and skills from the EPA course.  He quoted from some senior students who used to take the junior EPA course that the EPA classroom offered space to bring social and public issues into the classroom for discussion and that they still found discussion of some of those issues about the society of Hong Kong back then useful at the senior Chinese and Culture course (13 July 2005 TFG session).  W, the teacher, takes on a neutral role of imparting the historical facts to students to facilitate their further studies.  

C is somewhat removed from the pure essentialist position with her view towards the need of knowing the history of Hong Kong.  She
 commented that the value of doing the political and economic development of Hong Kong was a kind of revision of Hong Kong history, which was something the students had already learnt from the subjects, History and Chinese History.  It was not totally 'unrelated' to the students as these historical events recorded the transformation of Hong Kong.  Knowledge about the transformation was necessary as it was the very thing that distinguished Hong Kong from the mainland (13 July 2005 TFG session). To expect students to feel for themselves or identify with the old Hong Kong, however, would not be easy as it was remote from them as far as experience was concerned.  Her idea that learning the history about Hong Kong helps students note the differences between Hong Kong and the mainland conveys the belief that while historical facts are objective entities on their own and independent of the present daily life, they are the thing that makes Hong Kong a unique place in China.  The past does have something to do with the present.  

Yet, C is still holding an essentialist view in believing that students shared similar experiences and abilities that make them hard to comprehend life in the olden days in Hong Kong.  She maintained that high order thinking was not her concern with Secondary One students who were too young for that.  As far as the Secondary One EPA curriculum is concerned, she would like students to know the basics, such as, their identities and the place that they are living in and some basics about the government structure.  There was not much critical thinking or issues for them to look into at Secondary One level, and what they have to learn is nothing but information.  Hopefully, when they were promoted to the senior level, they would be able to look into things not just from the surface, C said (13 July 2005 TFG session).  There is the assumption that students from the same grade level form a group which inherent similar cultural experiences and that there are no contradictions or difference within the group.

H tends to view history in a non-essentialist view towards history in the EPA curriculum.  He
 believes that the understanding of the present situation needs to be situated in its historical context.  For him, seeing a present situation from a historical perspective gives us a better understanding of the situation.  In response to W's view of dispensing of the parts about historical development, H argues, with the example of the development of the HKSAR government, that without the knowledge and understanding of the signing of Sino-British Declaration in 1984, it would be difficult to see how the HKSAR government could come about.  History is more than simply retelling of past events.  It does not exist as an entity separated from the personal and collective lived reality as an objective truth.  H, the teacher, is giving history its meaning by making the connection between the past and the present.  

To H, students in the EPA classrooms have different concerns and possess different cultural knowledge.   H recalled two incidents, one about a girl who refused to sing the national anthem because she considered herself Hong Kongese rather than Chinese; and a Secondary 3 student asking whether the legislation of national security in relation to Article 23 in the Basic Law was still necessary with the controversies around (13 July 2005 TFG session).  They form more a heterogeneous group of students with varying cultural capital and investment in different subject positions than a unified whole. 

The Ignorance of Media Mediation?

Teacher W and C's conception of history and the value of the inquiry into the historical past presume that there is a natural sequential development of students' cognitive process.  Students are believed to mature and grow to be more ready as they proceed to higher levels at school where various concepts are understood in a natural sequence
.  Thinking skills are believed to follow a linear sequential pattern.  

One effect of articulating students' cognitive ability with their biological maturation is the ignorance of mediation that the media has in the cultural development of children.  The media is working as a powerful machinery surrounding, if not saturating, both teachers and students.  Teachers are in some way relying a lot on the media for materials as input.  Though not being a determining factor, the media events, especially those mega ones like SARS, drug taking and trafficking in the young pop stars, constitute the basis of what needs to be addressed in the EPA classrooms. Problems come when the media are never a transparent window on the world. The junior students are no longer innocent teenagers as they can see with the naked eye on the media early teens like those in the canto-pop trio, Cream
 and the ways to forge competitive individualism as advocated in reality-based programming like the TVB Jade Minutes to Fame (殘酷一叮), the TVB Pearl The Apprentice (飛黃騰達).   Teachers could be culturing ignorance in the students and in ourselves by refusing to hear and respond to what they and we already know.  Teachers could also be ignoring the need of the child to make sense of the world and be critical thinkers.  Teachers have to start to rethink the role the media have in the cultural development of the students and the place of critical thinking in the EPA classrooms.  

Other effects of the articulations between students' age, mature and cognitive capability in understanding history can be seen in these teachers' perception of the students' experiential worlds, their choice of controversies in the classroom and in their beliefs about student's cognitive ability in dealing with controversies in the classroom and in life.  

Knowledge and Life: Cultivating Difference 

How are the experiential worlds of the students being perceived by the three teachers? How is knowledge constructed?  The experiential world that H perceives in himself and his students is more than the orderly world prescribed from the government position in the EPA textbook materials. It also includes part of the world that the textbook materials have not excluded, the world of the non-franchised bus passengers, the world of the local water users as seen from his examples.  While H perceives and charts this part of the world as part of the lived reality, W and C would likely perceive such part of the world remote and far away from the junior students' immediate lived reality.  

To H, the information prescribed in the textbook is not an end itself, but as a means for students to reconstruct new knowledge about the society, while for W and C, the prescribed information makes up the essence of the junior curriculum and itself turns into knowledge.  Knowledge about the society learnt in the forms of textbook case study and standardized procedures is apriori knowledge that detaches from lived reality.  Learners are not required to solicit evidence from reality.  Such aprior knowledge from textbook materials written to favour a preferred reading from the government position tend to produce an effect of reproducing the symbolic order of the dominant culture.  Different types of minibuses have their own routes to run and non-franchised buses pulling their stops outside the assigned places are considered illegal practices and deemed to be punished.  From an anthropological perspective, Hall (1997) sees this marking of 'difference' in binary oppositions in the classificatory system fundamentally and significantly maintains the symbolic order of the society.  How does the perception of difference and its otherness in the binary oppositions affect the development of students' critical thinking? 

The relations between critical thinking and the ability to notice differences are acknowledged by the renowned family educator, Dorothy Nolte (1998) in her book chapter about jealousy and envy.  Nolte denotes the existence of differences in terms of material possessions, individual achievements at the beginning of the chapter and its relations to our way to happy life. 
Noticing differences and making comparisons is normal, inevitable, and, in fact, essential to our existence.  The ability to discern differences is an important element in the crucial skill of observation.  For children, learning to see differences is the first step toward the ability to think critically.  It's the conclusions we come to as a result of our comparisons that can lead us into trouble – into the destructive feelings of jealousy and envy (1998:60).

'Difference' matters in the meaning making process so that comparison and contrast can be made to signify meaning, which is a cultural process.  It is also a cognitive process where knowledge can be reconstructed.   What Nolte is arguing is that critical thinking is to do with the way 'difference' is being conceived – whether 'difference' is the object of desires or the object of inquiry.  For Nolte, when differences are being regarded as the individual's objects of desires and as rivalry, it results in destructive feelings.  This can be seen from the Lacanian psychoanalytical perspective as we organize our sense of self and constitute our subjectivity through identification with the other from whom our 'lack' can be filled.  When 'difference' is conceived as the object of inquiry, critical thinking may take shape to reveal the various relations we have with our 'others' and open up boundaries for dialogue and self-reflections into our value and belief systems.  

This brings us to the ways 'difference' is conceptualized by the three teachers participated in the teacher focus group.  This is reflected through how they understood controversial issues and their use of them in the classroom.  Being considered a teaching strategy, the adoption of controversial issues has raised a number of concerns here as reflected in the focus group discussion.

Controversy
, Boundaries and Difference

In general and in principle, the teacher participants shared a kind of embracement of the inquiry learning through the discussion of controversial issues in the EPA classroom when sharing what they would expect the subject EPA to achieve for their students.  

W had experiences with editing the Chinese textbooks and he incorporated controversial issues like anti-stalking legislation in the textbooks (24 June 2005 TFC session).  He believed that the EPA syllabus mattered a lot on the cultivation of students' critical thinking.  The key to it was the use of controversial issues.  Teacher H
 also values the use of controversial issues in the classroom.  As a pedagogy, H would begin his lessons by throwing issues from oppositional views to 'trap' students to think otherwise so as to trigger critical thinking.  In so doing, he avoids following the footsteps of the usual textbook design which contained hidden values (13 July 2005 TFG).  H believed that the adoption of controversial issues from daily life into classroom use and in the examination setting was the way to go.  Yet, it was definitely not an easy matter.  C, reflecting on her own experiences as a student, a teacher of EPA at Secondary One level and the mother of a Secondary Two boy preparing for the final EPA examination, concluded that value education was in short supply in the EPA curriculum (24 June 2005 TFG session).  There was only rare, if any, discussion of current issues in relations to the topics learnt, e.g. the discussion of right of abode of mainland born children of Hong Kong citizens.   C expressed the need to incorporate more discussion of current issues like the right of abode of children of mainland mothers that would spark controversy as applications of knowledge learnt in the textbook. 

How is controversy being understood by teachers?  How are controversial issues being dealt with in the classroom?  The teachers' attitudes towards controversy, ambiguity, and difference call into question the issues of context and multiple perspectives.

The Issue of Context

To W, the nature of controversial issues defies any conclusive and definitive decisions of right or wrong in the process of unsettling the dispute.  It was the presence of such ambiguity in controversial issues that made them desirable learning materials for classroom use (24 June 2005 TFG session).  Students would be required to discuss the issues from multiple perspectives to locate the pros and cons towards the same issues.  Teacher W illustrated with two possible controversies, one the anti-stalking legislation（纒繞行為
）and the other Donald Tsang's conflicting religious identity
 and his identity of Chief executive.  To W, the controversy of the anti-stalking legislation issue lies in the interpretation of the act and the concept of 'stalking'.  'Stalking', for W, may not necessarily be negative in connotation when it was considered a persistent act of a boy courting a girl.  In Donald Tsang's case, what made the case controversial was Tsang's role conflicts of having to attend a Buddhist religious programme in the mainland while being a Catholic himself, W believed.  His religious background may somehow be criticized together with his role of Chief Executive.  What W was trying to maintain and emphasize is the inconclusive nature of controversies and the discussion process.  What he has overlooked is the importance of contextualizing the discussion of these controversial issues.  When being placed in context, the issue of anti-stalking legislation in Hong Kong may be seen as an issue about media and celebrity power politics, while the issue of Tsang's attending a Buddhist programme a political project of appealing to religious diversity and harmony.  The articulation of controversies with multiple perspectives without examination of the social contexts of power relations may run the risk of falling in the trap of relativism.

Respect for Differences or Ignorance of Structural Oppression?

When discussing the TV announcement series: 'Social harmony builds on respect and understanding' by the Committee on the Promotion of Civic Education, the researcher asked how they would comment on the inconsistence between the TV message and the lived reality.  Reference was made to Tsang's scrambling for nomination to run for election for Chief Executive candidacy.  Teacher participants were invited to share how they would think if such remarks were made by students in the EPA classroom. Teacher H welcomed remarks like that in the EPA classroom and considered issues as such worthy materials for classroom use and that they were readily available.  He personally favoured the display of opposing views for discussion rather than simply taking the viewpoints and values embedded in the course contents. Teacher C
 believed that students have to learn to understand the reasons behind a person's choice of action.  She contended that respect came out of understanding.  There was no need to bring other's idea down. 

Teacher W
 saw that it was more than simply understanding others' opinion and personal stance must be there so that tolerance and respect would not go to the extreme as in the case of controversial debate about legislating against discrimination against sexual orientation（反性傾向歧視條例）.  The dialogue between Teachers C and W displayed the issue of how difference is being treated.  C reflected the discourse of seeming endorsement of the plurality of positions as reflected by the dominant discourse.  It is an apparent celebration of difference through the understanding of different claims by diversed identity positions.  Mohanty asserts that while 'it is necessary to assert our dense peculiarities, our lived and imagined differences', we might as well 'leave unexamined the question of how our differences are intertwined and indeed hierarchically organized' (Mohanty in Woodward 1997:19).  The celebration of plurality of positions may run the risk of ignoring the structural nature of oppression.  

Drawing from teachers W and C's conceptions of 'difference' and their articulation between student's age, maturity and capacity to think critically, it seems that there is reluctance in the incorporation of controversial issues in the classroom.  This is likely to limit the curriculum or pedagogical choices of learning materials that would embrace controversies.  

Towards a Pedagogy of Difference:

The nature of controversy and its relations with the subject Social Studies taught in USA is explicated by Britzman (2003).

Social studies is grounded in the dynamics of society and culture; it is necessarily made from the stuff of controversy, antagonistic discourses that push and pull at our sensibilities, our deep investments, and our desires and fears.  Controversy is always emotive, threatening to disorganize social convention and individual preconceptions. … And while [a teacher] might desire balanced perspectives, there is still the messy issue of how to consider the cacophony of discourses that endow an idea, event, or relationship with controversial meanings. (2003:191)

From Britzman’s quote, we can gain insights into the various dimensions to the nature of controversies and their relations to the notions of 'difference'.  Controversy works at the individual's psychic, where the emotions, desires and fears are upset.  It works at the social level to threaten to disorganize the positions and, hence, the meanings that culture assigns us within a classification system (Hall 1997:236).  Not only social order is disturbed, the individual's ideas and values 'cognitively appropriated' through the social institutions are at risk (Woodward 1997:30).  Controversy threatens us as it upset the social stability and order as well as our understanding of identities marked out by difference.

Underlying this emotive nature of controversy is treating difference as conflict.  Difference establishes distinction often in the form of oppositions, makes meanings, marks out identities and keeps the classificatory systems from which meanings are produced running.  Hall (1997) argues that:

Stable cultures require things to stay in their appointed place.  Symbolic boundaries keep the categories 'pure', giving cultures their unique meaning and identity.  What unsettles culture is 'matter out of place' (1997:236). 

Teachers would be the first sites on which the emotive nature of controversy operates to threaten to disorganize the social convention and individual preconceptions that set boundaries for us and maintain social and individual order.  Teacher H's experience of how controversies among EPA panel members over the marking of exam questions with components of controversial issues which, according to him, led to the closedown of the EPA subject is a case in point.  The addition of open-ended discussion of controversial issues in the EPA classroom and the examination papers had meant that subject teachers, H argued, were required to squeeze time and efforts into thinking over the issues and was then considered by the fellow EPA panel members an ill-received move.  It is something ‘out of place’ in the daily routine of the usual teaching practice.  Such an unwelcoming attempt can be read as an additional request adding onto the already packed teaching scheme, though the reasons for their opposition to the use of controversial issues cannot be maintained without further investigation.  

Britzman (2003), when observing the Social Studies classroom in the USA, notices that attempts are made by teachers to maintain a somewhat 'balanced perspectives' in the discussion of controversial issues.   Such commitment to maintaining a neutral stance in imparting objective knowledge in the EPA classroom can be seen in the teacher focus group session.  Teacher C saw herself a neutral change agent dedicated to the transmission and clarification of knowledge necessary for the construction of critical thinking at a later stage in the students (13 July 2005 TFG session).   The neutrality of teacher as knowledge transmitter is not unproblematic as Britzman (2003) argues.

… not to take up controversial issues does not mean that the classroom is empty of controversy.  … such avoidance does not create an ideologically neutral classroom.  Rather, it reproduces the dominant ideology as the desirable ideology.  … the avoidance of controversy cannot prevent the swaying of the classroom students' own ideology.  (2003:192)

What Britzman is trying to say is that there have been discourses and ideology circulating around students who may as well bring them into the classroom.  The question is whether teachers recognize and acknowledge those discourses and ideology and whether the curriculum and pedagogical strategies make room for them to surface for discussion in the classroom.   Britzman believes that 'curricular silences' about controversies have significant impacts as the 'problem is dual: dissent is recast as being insensitive to dominant values, and the avoidance of controversy is in actuality an avoidance of the pedagogy of controversy' (2003:192).   

A parallel example can be drawn from the dialogue that Teacher W and Teacher H engaged in when they were invited to comment on a textbook exercise on the urban renewal case
 (13 July 2005).  While Teacher H reinforced that the bias against the old people was an evident of hidden value orientation which was embedded in the syllabus all along, Wong disagreed by drawing on his knowledge and understanding of a previous Tsuen Wan renewal programme.  In the Tsuen Wan case, Teacher W contended, the old people and those who refused to move out of the designated area for urban renewal demonstrated greed and inconsideration to others.  They should, instead, take the best action in consideration of the greatest good for the greatest number of people.  Their act of perverting the course of greatest good by requesting compensation to be calculated at a rate before the slump in property prices is not an ethical one.  The old people's resistance to the tearing down of the old urban area was articulated as the greedy rational minority, the inconsiderate selfish Other, against to the needy sensible majority, the collective One.  This marking of difference is in the binary oppositions not only leads us 'to close ranks, shore up culture and to stigmatize and expel' the Other (Hall 1997:237), but also essentializes any acts to proclaim the right to protest as ill-intended acts that aim to threaten social order.  The possible structural nature of oppression and the unequal power social relations are left unexplored and unexamined. 

This dialogue between the teacher participants illustrates the presence of dominant ideology and the discourse of economic rationality in the textbook material and they may be reproduced as the desirable ideology when teachers leave no room for it to surface in the classroom and to dialogue with an alternative discourse.  Britzman (2003) reminds us that 'the cacophony of discourses' is a messy issue to consider as it is endowed with ideology, which requires us to embark on journeys of self-reflections.  To be able to do so, the teachers would be required first to 'look inward to [their] own values, biases, and ideologies' (Barty 2004).  How can that inward looking and self-reflections be done?

Barty (2004), who examines the use of primary sources like photographs, newspapers or other firsthand accounts of events in the social studies classrooms in Canada, points our way towards teacher self-reflections.  

… social studies teachers need to personally value the type of outcomes that result from using primary sources.  Teacher must envision a classroom where debate, ambiguity and even controversy are welcomed.  They must see students as capable of thinking critically and compassionately about complex and potentially disturbing issues.  They must have the confidence in themselves to be a facilitator of the inquiry process rather than the transmitter of indisputable facts.  

Teacher self-reflections come in teacher's beliefs and assumption of students' capability and the way they see the classroom space.  When the nature of controversies lies in 'the cacophony of discourses', the pedagogical concern in using controversial issues in the EPA or other humanities classrooms would be sites where students are empowered to read and 'interpret the multiple points of view in context' (my emphasis, Barty 2004).  

Conclusion

Qualitative data collected from the teacher focus group reveal the different ways the teacher participants conceptualize 'difference' and the way such conceptualizations of 'difference' is at work in attributing meaning to students' ability to think critically.  The essentialist view towards history is dominant in two participants.  From this essentialist perspective, junior students are perceived more or less as a group of individuals sharing a similar set of essential qualities, cultural resources, and cognitive ability that is limiting for them to understand or discuss controversial issues in the EPA classroom.  Their critical thinking capacity is presumed to mature naturally as they are promoted to higher grade level.  Hence, knowledge, understanding and critical thinking do not go side by side but follow a linear developmental path. 

Their articulations of students' cognitive ability as something that matures naturally do not foreground the cultural differences among students. Knowledge and lived experiences from different socio-economic backgrounds that contribute to the cultural development of individual students are believed to be nonexistent.  The cultural impact of the media and mega media events are being ignored.  The variations in such cultural experiences of the junior students are probably discounted from the choice of learning and teaching materials and in the curriculum decision.  In that sense, the junior students are considered to have shared the same cultural identity as rational citizens in an orderly world as ascribed by the dominant discourse in the textbook.   Students are not expected to display deliberate awareness and exploration of differences among people or groups that are different from himself/herself.   This conceptualization of difference in distinct binary oppositions would likely promote dualistic thinking patterns in a decontextualized context.  Students are deprived of the chance to theorize difference in a dialogic way with the dominant mainstream discourse.  

I argue for a pedagogy of difference in the EPA classroom.  Such a pedagogy embraces rather than fears or denies difference in the Hong Kong context where social order is highly prioritized and boundaries are highly rigid.  It points our way to unsettle the notion of difference as binary oppositions.  The pedagogy of difference would require teachers to acknowledge cultural differences among students.  Rather than being reduced to a homogenous group sharing similar concerns and maturity, these students are individuals who possess different cultural resources and experiences.  Classroom space is where the cultural resources and capital of the students are being recognized and capitalized on.  It is also the space where the social context of power relations can be examined from within.  It provides opportunities for teachers and students to understand how meaning is being attributed to creating differences and how one categorizes people and concepts.  In the pedagogy of difference, the marking of difference plays an entirely different role in the meaning making process.  Rather than signifying the self and other in the binary oppositions, difference is conceptualized as the precondition for constructing meaning in a give-and-take manner.  The Other is being recruited into a dialogic relation with the self to open up the polysemic nature of the self and to negotiate the identity formation in the social processes.  
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Notes: 

� The composition of the pilot teacher focus group was deliberated on the diverse backgrounds of the participants in terms of the schools they teach, the medium of instruction they use, their teaching experiences and level of engagement with the teaching of the junior EPA syllabus at school.  Three potential participants were identified and located on the initial criterion that different disciplinary training and school cultures are to display multiple cultures and histories in the teaching of the EPA subject at school level.





� EPA, together with the other PSHE subjects of the school, namely, Geography, History and Chinese History, has been taught on a modular basis at the junior secondary level since year 2003 as a response to the school-based curriculum policy. Each of the PSHE subject takes up 4 periods per cycle for one academic term at each junior secondary level.





� It is a court order for delinquents over 14, to serve the community either as a form of punishment. 





� W: 	… 1984年簽訂聯合聲明、97年回歸。我依家係2005年代嘅人嚟，對我有咩意義？即係佢掌握唔到，同佢嘅嘢唔切身。即有陣時我地教喱個subject，如果同佢切身嘅嘢哩，學生嘅趣味同學習動機係多嘅。所以我覺得點解教mass media，佢地最有興趣，就係因為哩D嘢係同佢接解緊密D。每日就係生活喺傳媒嘅影响下。我將佢解構話比你知，傳媒係咁樣建構學生嘅形象；傳媒係咁樣嚟報導。佢地會覺得知多咗嘢。所以有時我覺得我地講政府嘅架構，四個經濟發展時期，喱D咁歷史、咁資料性嘅嘢，對佢﹝學生﹞依家嗰刻嘅意義唔大。但係問題係佢讀上去嘅時候，成熟咗喇，佢會知道香港係回歸之前，過去150年係咁樣發展嘅。





� C:	但係，講到經濟發展、政治發展，類似係history 嘅角度多D。好似歷史嘅角度，都可以温故知新嘅。少少Unrelated ，又唔係嘅。有少少背景，點解今日香港咁特色，點解會演變成咁呢？都會有少少資料俾佢嘅。演變過程囉。但係，若果要佢地感同身受，認同。就會遙遠少少囉。但係個轉變係應該要知嘅，因為係香港嘅特色之一。同大陸有分別嘅地方。





� H:	… 係喇！即係點解 ...點解 …即點樣喇 …即係話，對事件要了解得更加通實﹝透﹞的話，對歷史要有所了解嘅。喱個係一個問題嚟。但係，其實係經濟與公共事務可以唔掂都得。你夠胆未唔好掂囉。但係有D嘢你唔掂就無得落去囉喎。譬如，依家個叫做特區政府，你唔交代中英聯合聲明，你掂交代特區政府呢？掂樣可以就咁講個政府呢？諸如此類。咁會有喱D問題囉。





� 	The articulations between students' cognitive ability with their biological maturation may be the influence of the Piagetian developmentalistic pedagogy. Further investigation into the previous teacher training programme of these teacher participants may throw light on the correlation.





� The canto-pop trio, Cream, are Renee W. Lee (born in 1991), Hilda HT Chan (born in 1994) and Carpo KP Lo (born in 1992).  They entered the showbiz in 2003 in Hong Kong through singing contests they joined.  For further information, visit the following website: � HYPERLINK "http://www.creamhouse.com/cream/html/news.php" ��http://www.creamhouse.com/cream/html/news.php�





� 	Wikipedia defines a controversy as 'a contentious dispute, a disagreement in opinions over which parties are actively arguing. Controversies can range from private disputes between two individuals to large-scale social upheavals'.





� H:	… 我個人就好鐘意「扇動」、「挑動」、「誘渡」 …「誘渡」、「製造」；或者將喱D咁嘅議題「再造」remake，即係擺出嚟、呈現出嚟。將佢地放咗喺一個所謂容易富爭論嘅場合裡面，去討論。就好過課程設計，喺以往裡面，好容易有好多隱含嘅內在價值，已經擺咗喺嗰度。就咁擺俾佢地睇。我自己就反而係傾向咁樣。


… 所以，我正正就講，如果我地要俾佢地多角度思考、批判思考喱，就唔係好簡單咁將D嘢俾咗佢。「你地認唔認同咁樣？」就係好可能係一個trap咁trap佢過去。於是乎，你可以調轉諗，咁咪正正同你一開波想講嘅嘢唔同囉？你想做D咁嘅嘢，反而你好似 … 喱個就係課程設計、教學法設計嘅方法，一個值得討論，爭論嘅範疇。有，一定有存在嘅。點解你張工作紙咁樣寫呀？如果要問，樣樣都可以問到嘅。





� W: 	… 乜嘢叫爭議性嘅課題喱？係要擺一D嘅個案，係好難判斷到「啱」與錯嘅。然後俾學生站在唔同嘅角度討論嘅。喱一個係初中EPA嘅重點，訓練學生獨立思考能力。好難是與非分得咁清楚。 … … 例如，纒繞行為，係唔係要列為刑事罪行呢？纒繞有時唔一定係差喎！可能有D人係因為個男仔纒繞得個女仔耐，當然我地用纒繞嘅字眼係負面喇，正面係不斷咁接觸佢，最後係可以拍到拖，結到婚。可能係正面嘅嘢喎。但係一界定為刑事罪行嘅時候，咁喱D嘢就唔可以發生喇。跟得兩條街，就分分鐘可以告你，要坐監。好多時係喱D嘢好難界定「啱」與錯。我覺得喱方面係訓練學生去思維各方面嘅嘢囉。





� W: 有時同一件嘅政治事件，我地會發現好難係睇倒「啱」與錯嘅。 … 曾蔭權，佢係一個天主教徒，佢參予一D國內同佛教有關嘅活動，咁我地可以評價佢係一個唔好嘅天主教徒，但唔係一個好嘅天主教徒，又係唔係一個好唔好嘅特首呢？一個人嘅操守重要D呀？定係佢嘅政治才能重要D？喱D嘢有時無絕對「啱」嘅。我覺得係俾學生睇倒唔同嘅嘢，然後訓練佢地去唸嘢。最後嘅結論，大家未必認同，但係個過程學生學到點樣去多角度去唸嘢！ …





� D:	我都覺得喺「和諧」、「尊重」背後，其實，特別係低年班嘅學生，睇事物唔好淨係睇表面。而係睇背後嗰D人，譬如，我燒烤係唔好，原因係咩呢？即係俾佢地多D探討，每一個人做一D决定嘅時候，一定有一D原因嘅。… 如果你了解嗰個人佢做背後嘅原因、因素嘅話，咁就達到咗「和諧」 … 即係「尊重」，你都體諒嗰個人背後嘅原因嘅話，就已經達到咗「尊重」嗰個目的。唔一定話我地鋤低對方，或者話人地錯嘅，即係一個extreme嘅態度。我覺得「包容」就係，多D睇人地背後個原因。嗰個接納自然會出現。





� W:	其實，立場一定有嘅。不過我地就係學習緊，點樣去尊重唔同我地唔同睇法嘅人。每一個人都會有立場。就算係信仰都有一個立場。不過有陣時，「尊重」同「包容」唔可以去到一個極端。否則去到一個極端，有一D唔好嘅嘢都要「尊重」同「包容」嘅時候，係唔係一件好事呢？同性戀者就係一個好好嘅例子。你話尊重，我就「尊重」你有唔同嘅性別，或者有其他嘅取向。我唔會排擠你。但係，係唔係去到一個地方，我又要完全百分之百認同哂你嘅呢？所以，香港最近討論嗰個法例嘅修訂，喱個係一個相當複雜，富爭議嘅議題。除咗喺過程當中，發揮喱個「尊重」同「包容」之外，都要有企得好清析嘅立場嘅。





� W:	但係，fact話俾我地聽就唔係喇！譬如，好似荃灣七街，我比較熟D。本來已經傾好賠償，但係個D原居民，包括D老人家，開天殺價嘛。要賠好多錢吖嘛。因為嗰陣係96、97（年）樓價好高嘅時候，政府offer唔到咁多錢。咁過咗之後，樓價大跌，咁你又想攞番個咁樣嘅價錢。咁政府都無咁傻啫。政府又唔制。我覺得唔係淨係討論到照唔照顧老人家囉。而係有陣時係人嘅貪念令到自己應該得到嘅嘢都得唔到。


H:	喺個過程裡面，就係喱種個問題嘅衝突呈現咗出嚟喇。當喱種衝突呈現咗出嚟嘅時候，主要嘅大眾究竟係點樣喇？即係，同我有關嘅大眾，究竟係點樣喇？


W:	但係如果成層樓，90%都OK，有10%唔OK，咁就會令到所有都唔OK喎可能。


H:	係吖，係吖。如果咁樣講，喱D就係好嘅爭論題目囉。係嘛？點解嗰一成嘅人阻住地球轉？但係，好容易就會跌落一個陷井，就係喱一成嘅人就肯定係阻住地球轉。肯定係貪心嘅。或者，officially，官方好容易將佢過位擺。可能喱百分之十嘅人，就正正真係為咗佢地嘅right權利，堅持到底呢？咁我成日講，點解喱D係一D好嘅爭論議題，一有嘢發生就一定係喇。永遠都係。
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