
Teaching and Learning of  
Marginalized Languages in Hong Kong: 
Digital Tools and Cultural Contexts
Chaak-ming Lau and Lixun Wang
Department of Linguistics and Modern Language Studies
The Education University of Hong Kong

Innovative Rural Education in the Digital Era
UArctic Congress 2026
27 May 2026 @Faroe Islands





Language Use in
Hong Kong
• Cantonese – The major spoken language in Hong Kong
• Used in all domains
• Diglossia: Written Cantonese used partially but not encouraged
• Marginalized

• English and Putonghua – Used by more than half of the population
• Actively promoted in the education system
• Encroaching Cantonese in multiple domains

• Local/indigenous Sinitic varieties (eg. Waitau, Hakka) – Severely endangered
• Speakers shifted to Cantonese
• Low visibility

https://scolarhk.edb.hkedcity.net/sites/default/files/uploads/banner.jpg



Language Marginalization and 
Endangerment in Hong Kong 
• Cantonese
• De-facto lingua franca of Hong Kong
• Intergenerational Transmission
• Marginalized in some domains (despite its prevalence)
• Waitau
• Severely endangered
• Partially intelligible to Cantonese speakers
• Hakka
• Severely endangered
• Unintelligible to Cantonese/Waitau speakers



Language Marginalization and 
Endangerment in Hong Kong 

No. of Speakers Intergeneration
Transmission

Speaker Number Trends Domains of Use Language
Endangerment Index

Cantonese

Vulnerable

(0) ≥ 100,000 (0) All members of the
community, including
children, speak the
language.

(1) Most members of the
community speak the language.
Speaker numbers may be
decreasing, but very slowly.

(0) Used in most domains,
including official ones such as
government, mass media,
education, etc.

(0 + 0*2 + 1 + 0)/25
= 4%

Vulnerable

Waitau

Severely
Endangered

(2) 1,000-9,999 (4) Many of the
grandparent generation
speak the language, but
the younger people
generally do not.

(5) A small percentage of the
community speaks the
language, and speaker
numbers are decreasing very
rapidly.

(4) Used mainly just in the home
and/or with family, and may not
be the primary language even in
these domains for many
community members.

(2+ 4*2 + 5 + 4)/25
= 76%

Severely Endangered

Hakka

Severely
Endangered

(0) ≥ 100,000 (4) Many of the
grandparent generation
speak the language, but
the younger people
generally do not.

(4) Less than half of the
community speaks the
language, and speaker
numbers are decreasing at an
accelerated pace.

(4) Used mainly just in the home
and/or with family, and may not
be the primary language even in
these domains for many
community members.

(0 + 4*2 + 4 + 4)/25
= 64%

Severely Endangered

LEI (Lee & Van Way, 2016)



Rethinking Language Revitalization

•❌ One big app
•✅Many small tools
• Goal: Daily use, not mastery

Edited from original photo: https://www.fluentu.com/blog/wp-
content/uploads/2024/03/duolingo-vs-babbel.jpeg



Limitations of Current Digital Resources

• Failure of the “Monolithic Model”
(“blank state” approach)
• Pedagogical Mismatch
• Information Density in Dictionaries
•High Cognitive Load
• Lack of Cultural Context



“Micro-Toolbox” Approach

• Shift in Strategy
all-in-one apps à smaller, targeted tools
•User-Centric Design

solve real-life problems
• Stealth Learning



What Works for Cantonese

• Pronunciation Lookups (eg. CCD & jyut.net)

Chinese Character Database: With Word-Formations Phonologically 
Disambiguated According to the Cantonese Dialect (CCD) 粵⾳審⾳
配詞字庫 

粵⾳資料集叢 (jyut.net) 



What Works for Cantonese

• Cantonese Input Method
TypeDuck



What Works for Waitau & Hakka

• Text-to-Speech (TTS) tool
• Audio stories
• Documentation of cultural

experience

Waitau & Hakka TTS app



Waitau and Hakka: Hong Kong Indigenous Language 
Story Collection (Lau and Tang, 2024)



Beyond Technology: Psychology

• Cantonese: legitimacy
• Hakka/Waitau: stigma
• Goal: pride



Small Tools, Big Impact

• Not one system
•Many targeted tools
• Technology = bridge, not museum


