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In 2007 and later in 2010, McKinsey and Company pub-
lished their report, “How the world’s best performing
school systems come out on top.” The report focused
on the infrastructure of a select group of school systems
and identified key features that accounted for their suc-
cess in international tests and assessments. The top three
countries—known as “sustained improvers”’—include Sin-
gapore, Hong Kong, and South Korea. All three countries
achieved excellence according to the report (Mourshed,
Chijioke, and Barber 2010). Among the six factors that
accounted for their success, three are related to the core
themes of this chapter:

1. decentralized pedagogy and perpetuation of innova-
tive practices,

2. leadership for change, and

3. empowerment of teachers and school leadership.

The public expenditure per student as a percentage of
GDP per capita of Hong Kong, however, was low compared
with South Korea, Japan, Finland, the United Kingdom,
and the United States. The table below summarizes
expenditures per pupil as a percentage of GDP in selected
countries. However, in his recent Policy Address, Mr.
Tsang, the Chief Executive of Hong Kong Special Admin-
istrative Region (HKSAR), repeatedly emphasized that the
percentage spent on education accounts for approximately
17.5% to 18.5% of the total public expenditure in fiscal
year 2011 to 2012, as estimated by the Government (The
2012-2011 Budget, February 23, 2011, Appendix 24).

The question remains: what makes these Asian coun-
tries successfully produce children with high aptitude for
science, reading, and mathematics? The issues are quite
complex. Professor John Biggs of Hong Kong Univer-
sity was puzzled by the following paradox, evident in the
early twentieth century (Biggs, 1996). On the one hand,
child-centered progressive education was considered the
most effective pedagogical strategy in cultivating personal
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TABLE 17.1
Public expenditure per pupil as a percentage of GDP per
capita in selected countries

2009 2010

Primary Secondary Primary Secondary

Hong Kong 13.8 16.7 15.1 18
South Korea 23.1 23.6 - -
Singapore 10.7 16 11.5 17.5
Japan - - 23.7 243
Finland 20.5 36.1 - -
UK 24.5 311 - -
USA 22.4 25.2 - -

(UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2012)

autonomy and in enhancing the individual potential of
children. It emphasized the intrinsic values of life-long
learning, the importance of learning skills, and the roles of
children in constructing knowledge and developing their
own individuality. Major Asian countries such as Japan,
Korea, Taiwan, and mainland China have a long history
of Western influence, especially in terms of progressivism
in educational thought. Japan introduced Froebel’s child
psychology in the Meiji period, whereas Apple, Pinar,
and Giroux’s works have influenced contemporary Japa-
nese educators (Hashimoto 2003; Abiko 2003; Asanuma
2003). South Korea has also had a clear record of being
influenced by contemporary Western curriculum special-
ists such as Bloom, Tyler, and Bruner and Marxist scholars
such as Freire, Carnoy, and Althusser. The more recent
works of Pinar and Apple explain their impact on con-
temporary educators in South Korea as well (Lee 2003).
Mainland China and Taiwan share similarities in their con-
temporary history of education (Hwang and Chang 2003;
Zhang and Zhong 2003). The influences of the educational
thoughts continue their engineering function in shaping
both theoretical works and educational practices in schools
in contemporary Asian countries.
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TABLE 17.2
Performance of 15-year-old students in reading, mathematical, and scientific literacy in PISA 2009 (top ten in all domains)
Reading Mathematics Science

Countries Mean (S.E.) Countries Mean (S.E.) Countries Mean (S.E.)
Shanghai, China 556 (2.4) Shanghai, hina 600 (2.8) Shanghai, China 575 (2.3)
Korea 539 (3.5) Singapore 562 (1.4) Finland 554 (2.3)
Finland 536 (2.3) Hong Kong 555(2.7) Hong Kong 549 (2.8)
Hong Kong 533 (2.1) Korea 546 (4.0) Singapore 542 (1.4)
Singapore 526 (1.1) Chinese Taipei 543 (3.4) Japan 539 (3.4)
Canada 524 (1.5) Finland 541 (2.2) Korea 538 (3.4)
New Zealand 521 (2.4) Liechtenstein 536 (4.1) New Zealand 532 (2.6)
Japan 520 (3.5) Switzerland 534 (3.3) Canada 529 (1.6)
Australia 515(2.3) Japan 529 (3.3) Estonia 528 (2.7)
Netherlands 508 (5.1) Canada 527 (1.6) Australia 527 (2.5)

Source: HKPISA Centre (2011). The Fourth HKPISA Report PISA 2009 Executive Summary. Hong Kong: HKPISA Centre, CUHK.

On the other hand, the results of international assess-
ments have indicated that, for a long time, the countries
that lack progressive traditions have topped the table.
Hong Kong, together with other major Asian countries,
continues to do well. The following table shows a concrete
picture of the performance of the children who come from
the top ten countries.

One might easily attribute the achievements of student
learning to the cultural values embedded in the Confucian
heritage of these countries. Effort and hard work have been
considered essential to academic success rather than moti-
vation and natural capacity for learning.

. a traditional Chinese society ... maintains a strong
emphasis on hard work and the belief that ineptitude can
be overcome through diligence, and people think that
one’s own efforts will supplement any lack of natural
endowment. Under the influence of such a tradition, Hong
Kong has over the years nurtured a lot of distinguished
talents and high quality schools. (Education Commission,
2000, p. 39)

Notably, countries with a Confucian heritage overem-
phasize examinations, accord excessive priority to rote
learning and memorization, and depend heavily on teacher
talk and transmission models. Confucian perspectives on
learning are quite different from these stereotypical views
of pedagogy that are commonly associated with these
countries. Confucian traditions state that

Things being investigated, knowledge became complete.
Is it not pleasant to learn with a constant perseverance
and application? Every day I examine myself on three
counts. In what I have undertaken on another’s behalf,
have I failed to do my best? In my dealings with my
friends have I failed to be trustworthy in what I say?
Have I passed on to others anything that I have no tried
out myself? Learning without thought is labor lost;

thought without learning is perilous. (Confucius, Ana-
lects and Great learning “Da Xue”)

These quoted passages show that Confucian tradi-
tions value thinking, investigation, authentic learning, the
experimental nature of learning, self-reflection, applica-
tion, and a personal attitude toward learning. I believe that
these concepts of learning and pedagogy resemble modern
progressive thought on education. How these cultural val-
ues and traditional practices operate and function in the
learning processes of children and young adults in Hong
Kong remains a key research question.

In Search of a Quality Curriculum (1982-2001)

In the 2003 version of this paper, I deliberately selected
a range of key curriculum issues and concerns based on
endeavors of the educators, teachers, policymakers, parents,
and the community at large in search of a quality curriculum
for the twenty-first century. The selection of the themes and
the research studies was arbitrary, and the choice of Tyler’s
curriculum framework was convenient. The key observa-
tions and arguments made there were as follows:

1. The definitions and the understanding of curriculum
and curriculum studies have been so diverse that I
took a liberal approach in understanding the theo-
ries and practices of curriculum. Tyler’s framework
facilitated the organization and explanation of my
thoughts.

2. The educational system during the colonial period
was characterized by its political affiliation with
British traditions and values. Thus, a traditional and
rationalist approach to educational organization and
practice was adopted (Morris 1996). The fund allo-
cated to education remained minimal compared with
the budget allocated to education in some developed
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countries in East Asia, Europe, and America, includ-
ing Japan, Finland, the United Kingdom, and the
United States.

3. In 1982, a visiting panel submitted a report to the
Hong Kong Government outlining their key obser-
vations and recommendations on the issues and
problems crucial to the provision of an effective
educational system in Hong Kong. The Llewellyn
report paved the way for the foundation of a modern
educational system and practice in Hong Kong.

4. In search of a quality curriculum and educational
experiences for children in Hong Kong, student-
centered educational philosophy and principles
became the foundational orientations in educational
planning and pedagogical reforms in Hong Kong
since 1972. These reforms were formalized in 1982
by the Llewellyn Report. Traditional practices and
understanding became outdated and were considered
ineffective modes of educational thinking. However,
resistance from teachers in classroom practices in
various forms was well acknowledged by teaching
professionals and policymakers.

5. Education Commission Reports 1-6 revealed that
the educational system in the 1980s and the 1990s
focused on its internal effectiveness and structural
issues, which eventually paved the way for the
search of a quality curriculum in 1999 and 2001.

6. The planning and implementation of major cur-
riculum reform from1989 to 1999 was immature.
However, this built the foundation for a new wave of
curriculum reforms in 1999 and 2001.

7. Decentralization of educational management and
curriculum decision making were key themes in cur-
riculum reforms from 1982 to 2002.

8. The policy bias toward a Western conception of learn-
ing effectiveness overlooked the role of Confucian
cultures and the traditional practices in Hong Kong.

9. Curriculum diversity has been a function of the
social, religious, and political backgrounds of
school management, which means that Christianity,
Buddhism, and Islam are also functions of the liberal
attitude in the governance of the school system in
Hong Kong. These religions have a direct impact on
these various “backgrounds” in shaping the curricu-
lum experiences of the children.

In summary, Hong Kong’s experience in searching for
a quality curriculum has been a question of how a har-
monious compromise can be achieved between Western
progressive thought in education and Eastern traditional
practices in a socioculturally different milieu. The former
is characterized by its emphasis on the development of
personal autonomy, whereas the latter focuses on commu-
nal preferences and the priority it gives to the hierarchical
harmony embedded in the structures of human relation-
ships and institutions.

The Changing Nature of the Hong Kong Educational
System (1997-2012)

Hong Kong’s sovereignty was returned to Mainland
China in 1997. Kennedy depicted the period from 1998
to 2012 as a period of “post-colonial release” (Kennedy,
2011, p. 98) in the scensc that the first major reform in
educational structure was the British orientation of
requiring three years of junior secondary, two years of
senior secondary, two years of A-level examinations, and
three years of undergraduate study. The new model is
known as the 334 model because it comprises three years
of junior, three years of senior, and four years of under-
graduate study, implemented in 2009.

The cluster curriculum framework, which has streams
or clusters of subjects, was replaced by a model with a
core of four subjects: Chinese, English, Mathematics, Lib-
eral Studies, and electives in the senior secondary level.
The underlying philosophy of an “academic rationalist”
approach with very strict subject boundaries based on a
collection code curriculum was replaced by a curriculum
that emphasizes choices and flexibility (Morris and Chan
1998). Therefore, subjects in schools are grouped under
disciplines to allow greater flexibility in organizing learn-
ing across traditional subject boundaries.

The two public examinations were replaced by one
examination toward the end of senior secondary as the
general entrance requirement for university courses.
This change was instituted to re-orient the pedagogical
and learning approaches away from the examination-
dominated curriculum (Kennedy, 2011). The shift to a
progressive curriculum for effective learning and devel-
opment of personal autonomy was well received. This
framework added a socio-economic but local function that
will produce a generation of human resources for knowl-
edge creation and innovations in the knowledge-based
economy of Hong Kong.

[L]earning is driven by the needs of the knowledge econ-
omy for ideas and innovation. This learning ... draws
from the broadest conceptions of progressivist teach-
ing and learning principles. Its emphasis is not so much
“child-centered” progressivism but rather social efficiency
that focuses on the role of schooling in the provision of a
skilled work force. (Kennedy 2011, p. 92)

One may argue that this “added value” of a progressive
curriculum is a traditional and Confucian perspective of
the function of education deeply rooted in the cultural
values of a Confucian-oriented Chinese society (Educa-
tion Commission 2000, p. 39). In Kennedy’s view, this
change signals “an end of the colonial education system
and the beginning of a locally developed and internation-
ally recognized system of education” (Kennedy 2011,
p-110). Professor Cheng (2009) conceptualized the major
reform policies, and they are summarized in the follow-
ing table:
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TABLE 17.3
Characteristics of educational reforms (2001-2009)

Macro level

Re-establishing a new national vision and
educational aims;Re-structuring educational
systems;Diversifying the market-driven approach
to educational provision.

Meso level Increasing parental and community participa-
tion in the management and financing of school
education.

Site level Increasing accountability;Demanding teacher

quality and students’ standards;Decentralizing
management and curriculum.

Operational level ~ Strengthening ICT in teaching and learning; Re-
orienting teaching and learning toward student-
focused approaches;Emphasizing assessment for

learning.

(Adapted from Cheng 2009)

From Nurturing Civic Responsibility to Engineering a
National Identity (1999-2012)

Many, including the new Government in Hong Kong, were
surprised that on July 29", 2012, approximately 90,000
people, including students, parents, and teachers, took to
the streets to protest the imposition of a national educa-
tion program for the primary and secondary students to
be implemented in 2013. That was the first time that these
people protested against an educational program on politi-
cal grounds. That was also the first time that the protesters
made their political vision on educational aims that steer
away from political indoctrination or any attempt by the
Government to impose a political view and perspective on
the school curriculum. The materials in one of the teach-
ers” handbooks funded by the Government but published
by a pro-Beijing teacher organization directly praised the
Communist Party as “united” and “selfless.” The teachers,
parents, and students claimed that the national education
program was “toxic milk powder, poisoning the next gen-
eration” of children in Hong Kong (South China Morning
Post, July 30, 2012, p. 1).

Prior to 1997, the year that Great Britain returned Hong
Kong’s sovereignty to Mainland China, the aims of edu-
cation seemed to avoid problems and controversies. The
aims covered the major aspects of human development,
such as intellectual, aesthetic, physical, and social. They
appeared universal and uncontroversial to Hong Kong
citizens (Education and Manpower Branch, 1993). The
appeal for a national education and national identity as
the aims of the educational system began as early as 1999
based on a consultation document on educational reforms,
which was later adopted in the formal educational reform
document in 2000.

To enable every person to attain all-round development in
the domains of ethics, intellect, physique, social skills and
aesthetics according to his/her own attributes so that he/
she is capable of life-long learning, critical and explora-
tory thinking, innovating and adapting to change; filled

with self-confidence and a team spirit; willing to put
forward continuing effort for the prosperity, progress,
freedom and democracy of their society, and contribute to
the future well-being of the nation and the world at large.
(Education Commission 2000, p. 30)

The development of national identity permeates the
school curriculum across pre-primary, primary, and sec-
ondary levels. The development of this identity becomes
one of the five essential learning experiences under
the domain of moral and civic education (Curriculum
Development Council 2001, p. 20). “[T]he promotion of
national identity and commitment to society and the nation
are imperative for realizing Hong Kong as part of China as
well as an international Asian city” (Curriculum Develop-
ment Council 2000, p. 42).

Interestingly, the promotion of national development
in schools among schoolchildren has not been mentioned
at all by the chief executive of the Hong Kong Govern-
ment in any of his policy addresses from 1998 to 2006.
In his policy address in 2007-2008, he mentioned specifi-
cally that the Government would respond actively to the
appeal by President Hu Jintao of the People’s Republic
of China on June 30", 2007, for a national education for
the youth in Hong Kong to love “our motherland and love
Hong Kong.” He further asserted that the national program
should “foster among young people a sense of affinity with
our motherland and heighten their sense of national pride
and identity” (clause 119). The importance of cultivating a
strong sense of national identity was repeated in his policy
addresses in the years 2008-2009 and 2009-2010. In his
policy address in 20102011, he stated specifically that a
national education should be developed into a school sub-
ject tentatively called “moral and national education” to be
implemented in 2013-2014.

In May 2011, a curriculum guide on Moral and
National Education for primary one to secondary six was
announced and promoted publicly (Curriculum Develop-
ment Council 2011).

The protests reflect the conflicts between the well-
established core values of Hong Kong as a city of diversity
(in which the school systems have radical and different
aims of education based on their governing and manage-
ment bodies) and the urgency on the part of the central
Government to engineer a strong sense of national iden-
tity with Mainland China, including the recognition of the
Communist Party as the legitimate and sole representa-
tive of the Chinese people. The school curriculum in Hong
Kong becomes a battleground between two contrasting ide-
ologies that are deeply rooted in two different cultural and
political traditions. Unification with the motherland has
been identified with the uniformity of thoughts and ideolo-
gies by those who have strong affiliations with the central
Government in Mainland China. However, the majority of
Hong Kong people take for granted that the core values of
Hong Kong as a cosmopolitan city lie in its political and
cultural diversity, which is embedded in its political and
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educational structures. Hong Kong society shares many
characteristics with a postmodern society, such as diver-
sity, openness, and individuality. Currently, the insistence
on the part of the current Government to implement a cur-
riculum that is used for a particular political ideology may
run against the postmodernist values embedded in diverse
lifestyles within the political and social infrastructure in
Hong Kong. Notably, in the 2000 Education Commission
Report, one of the visions of the reform was:

[T]o construct a diverse school system: to inject diversity
in education ideologies, modes of financing and focus of
curriculum, so that learners have more choices and multi-
faceted talents will be nurtured. (Education Commission
2000, p. 5)

Curriculum Research (2003-2012)

I adopted two strategies to survey curriculum research in
Hong Kong. First, I downloaded all papers that have two key
words, “Hong Kong” and “Education,” from the ERIC data-
base. I was able to download 1,835 papers and categorized
the 892 papers published between 2012 and 2009. Second, I
asked my research assistant to download all research papers
from each personal profile of faculty from Hong Kong
University, Chinese University of Hong Kong, Baptist Uni-
versity, and Hong Kong Institute of Education. These may
overlap with the ERIC database. Third, I also downloaded
all the press releases of the biggest and most influential
teachers’ union in Hong Kong from 2002 to 2012. I found
that their major concerns in terms of the educational and
curriculum policies include their implementation from the
perspectives of frontline teachers (http://www.hkptu.org/
mainindex.php?content=wisnew/newsrelease.htm).

Given the number of publications, I will be highly selec-
tive in my choice of research papers and publications that
relate directly to the key concerns and issues that were iden-
tified and discussed in the early part of this chapter (Yeung,
Lam, Leung, and Lo 2012). I start with one written by Pro-
fessor John Lee in 2009 on a comprehensive review of the
research publications in international curriculum journals,
local Hong Kong journals, and from ERIC database from
1980 to 2008 (2009). He found that more papers and pub-
lications related to curriculum practice than those related
to the curriculum theories emerging in the 1990s and the
2000s. He classified them into eight broad categories:

1. Curriculum policy and history

2. Teachers’ curriculum beliefs and conceptions

3. School-based curriculum development and leader-
ship

4. Subject-based curriculum and current curriculum

reforms

Student conceptions of learning and change

Curriculum implementation and evaluation

Special local curriculum issues

Curriculum studies beyond Hong Kong

el IS

Lee observed that not many research publications were
based on postmodernist or re-conceptualist approaches,
although some theoretical work was identified. Second,
studies on school-based curriculum development domi-
nated; scientific studies or experimental approaches were
rarely found. Third, numerous methodological preferences
were found over case studies and historical narratives.
Similarly, few studies employed action research, experi-
mental testing, a critical approach, and an ethnographical
approach in curriculum studies. Fourth, research on core
school subjects such as languages and mathematics was
dominant, whereas cross-curricular issues were very few.
Fifth, theoretical orientations mostly follow Anglo-Saxon
traditions, whereas practical curriculum issues elicit more
research attention other than theoretical explorations (Lee
2009, p. 113).

The lack of theoretical pursuit in curriculum studies
is a complex issue that is related to the orientations of
Government policy in allocating resources for research
studies. The Quality Education Fund, which was estab-
lished by the Government in 1998 to provide competitive
additional funding for enhancement initiatives by schools,
has a strong impact on research activities and collabora-
tion between university faculty and schoolteachers. The
practical and professional relevance of innovations and
curriculum projects have been the key criteria for success-
ful applications for funding. Theoretical explorations do
not interest policy makers or decision makers whenever
funding is concerned. In addition, the quantitative aspect
of curriculum engineering work dominated the 1980s and
1990s, whereas in the twenty-first century, educational
reforms shifted to concerns on quality of learning and
teaching (Cheng 2009).

Gender, inequality, ethnicity, and political issues
emerged only recently as major educational discourses
among stakeholders such as parents, teachers, and the
community at large (Hong Kong Professional Teach-
ers’ Union 2012). In the press release of the Professional
Teachers” Union on its request for Government actions to
solve educational problems, one out of all ten requests was
about the political and sociocultural issues of educational
policy and practice. The requests pertain to the preparation
of modern citizens for autonomy and independence, the
implementation of an authentic education for civic respon-
sibility, and their rejection of any form of indoctrination in
national educational program. The other requests on the
list include the protection of the wellbeing and the quality
of life of teachers in their jobs and careers (Hong Kong
Professional Teachers’ Union 2012).

Compared with the 892 papers between 2012 and 2009
available on the ERIC database, the following is evident:

1. Papers on gender issues, political, colonial, and
reproduction aspects of the school curriculum and
policy account for approximately 22 papers.

2. Papers on teacher beliefs, teacher education, and
teacher development account for 95 papers.
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3. Papers on the secondary curriculum and education
account for approximately 45 papers.

4. Papers on higher education account for approxi-
mately 46 papers.

5. Special education and early childhood education
have more representation than other aspects of the
school curriculum.

In his early review of the research publications, Profes-
sor Lee noted the lack of papers or research studies on
the postmodernist tradition and the re-conceptualist frame-
work that has likely continued since 2008. This may be one
consequence of the deliberate orientation by the funding
agencies in Hong Kong and the policy of the assessment
criteria on the practical relevance of educational research
studies. The priority given to research applications and
proposals, which have clear and direct practical relevance,
affects the research directions of the researchers in the fac-
ulties of education in Hong Kong universities.

Re-Orienting and Consolidating Pedagogical
Principles and Practices (1972-2012)

Western progressive principles such as Dewey’s or the
child-centered approaches to teaching and learning such
as Piaget’s and Bruner’s have been well-received clusters
of educational thoughts and were well-adopted in edu-
cational policies in Hong Kong (Llewellyn et al. 1982).
However, at the operational level in classrooms, progres-
sive approaches have often been diluted and mediated,
which is considered an inauthentic version of its original
philosophical and educational principles: “AA (Activity
Approach) is found to have, to some extent, degenerated
into a form of teaching very similar to the traditional one”
(The Board of Education 1997, p. 45).

Colleges of education taught progressive educational
thought and its implications on pedagogical design and
practices in classrooms. When I was undergoing a read-
ing in-service training course at Northcote College in
1979, I listened to lectures on Piaget, Vygotsky, Dewey,
and other progressive educationalists. My field experience
and practice were all modeled after progressive educa-
tional principles. This progressive tradition in education
courses for teachers continues in other education faculties
in Hong Kong. In my study on the pedagogical strategies
adopted by professors and faculty in a department of the
Hong Kong Institute of Education, I found that progressive
principles had been well infused and used in curriculum
design and pedagogical practices in training and educating
future teachers (Law et. al. 2007, p. 253). The Government
did not only accept in principle the values of “small class
teaching” (Policy Address 2011-2012) but also began
implementing it in primary and secondary schools. How-
ever, the change and the reduction of class size have been
gradual. The acceptance of the policy change also resulted
from great pressure from teachers’ unions (The Hong
Kong Professional Teachers’ Union 2012).

Small Class Teaching (1974-2012)

The promotion of student-centered curriculum began
in 1974. Additional resources were provided to schools
that adopted Activity Approach (AA). Schools that
implemented AA enjoyed smaller class sizes and more
appropriate resources even though evidence on its effec-
tive implementation at the classroom level has not yet
been established (The Board of Education 1997). The
persistence in advocating student-centered approaches
in teaching and learning continues at the policy, teacher
education, and quality assurance mechanism levels. The
reform proposals in 2000 make “student-focused” the first
principle in reform (Education Commission 2000, p. 6).
Furthermore, the role of the students to “construct a core
of basic knowledge and develop their basic abilities and
attitudes to prepare them for the building of a learning and
civilized society” appears to be the only aim for the school
education in the document (primary and junior secondary
education) (Education Commission 2000, p.31). From
2007 to 2008, the Government formally approved “small
class teaching” as a policy. In 2009, the approach was
implemented in primary one level. Students in primary one
to six levels will be taught via AA beginning academic
year 2014 to 2015 (Policy Address 2007-2008, clause
91). From 2009 to 2011, 70% of, or 302, primary schools
in Hong Kong implemented the “small class teaching”
scheme. The Government has reiterated its commitment
to implement the “small class teaching” scheme in year
2011-2012 (Policy Address 2011-2012, clause 113).

Research studies on the effectiveness of “small class
teaching” in Hong Kong were conducted and supported
directly by the Educational Bureau in 2003 and subse-
quently in 2004. A total of 37 primary schools participated
in the pilot studies. The studies aimed to identify the best
pedagogical approaches and the necessary conditions for
effective learning in “small class” environments (Chan
2010). In 2009, the results of the studies were released.
The results showed that the differential student achieve-
ments were not convincing in favor of “small class
teaching” (Chan, 2010). However, the decreasing fertil-
ity rate in Hong Kong made many schools and teachers
adamant in implementing the scheme in 2003. In the fol-
lowing years numerous schools had been “killed” (a local
Chinese terminology used to vividly describe the criti-
cal situation confronted by the teachers and the schools)
(Chan 2005, p. 23) due to a very low enrollment rate. This
crisis caused by the decreasing number of students in the
primary schools has prompted the teachers to strongly
demand smaller classes to save their jobs.

Learning Study (1995-2012) One key strand in research
studies on pedagogy in Hong Kong has been the pio-
neering work of Professor Lo and her colleagues on the
introduction of a theoretical element called Marton’s Vari-
ation Theory into the work of Lesson Study. This theory
has traditionally been used in developing and improving
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pedagogical practices in Japan (Marton 1988; Lo 2009).
Lesson Study has been implemented by many scholars
in the United States and elsewhere as an effective way to
enhance teachers as professional decision makers at the
operational level, as well as an effective way to improve
student-learning achievements (Stigler and Hiebert 1997).
The role of the teachers in Lesson Study is similar to the
conception of teachers as researchers (Stenhouse 1975;
Elliott and Yu 2008). The development of Lesson Study in
Hong Kong has incorporated a systematic and theoretical
approach in the conceptualization of its function and oper-
ation. Hence, Professor Lo initiated the change in name to
“Learning Study” to distinguish it from the other models
of Lesson Study in Japan and other countries.

The basic assumptions and features of Learning Study
in Hong Kong are as follows:

1. Teachers are engaged in cycles of lesson review,
design, enactment, analysis, reflection, and redesign;

2. Teams include subject experts, theory experts, and
classroom subject teachers;

3. Teachers follow a package of procedures and
processes;

4. Data collection methodologies include pre-test,
post-test, and interviews before and after the lesson
enactment;

5. Variation theory provides pedagogical guidance in
designing lessons;

6. Teaching focuses on the critical features of the
object of learning; and

7. Learning indicates a change in one’s way of seeing
or understanding the object of learning.

Learning Study has spawned school-based innovations
as it deliberately injects in the lesson design not only the
theoretical but also the systematic dimension in its plan-
ning, design, and analyses. The project on Learning Study
started with two schools in 1995. From 2005 to 2008, a
project called “Variation for the Improvement of Teach-
ing and Learning” attracted 120 schools in Hong Kong.
The evidence of its effectiveness in enhancing student
achievements, especially among low achievers, has been
significant and well documented in many research papers
published in international journals (Lo et al. 2005; Ko
2007; Lo 2009; Ko 2011; Cheng and Ko 2012).

Assessment for Learning The negative impact of exces-
sive and selection-oriented public examinations as well
as the different forms of assessing students’ learning
achievements and learning approaches has been well
acknowledged by educators and the Government in Hong
Kong (Education Commission 1990, p. 62). Excessive pub-
lic examinations distort the intrinsic motivation of learning
and orient students to adopt surface approaches to learning
at the expense of deep and meaningful learning. Report
Number 4 of the Education Commission revealed that the
positive impact of public examinations and assessments

of student learning should be emphasized and brought to
the best interests of students in terms of effective learn-
ing. Therefore, the formative purpose of assessments and
examinations should be addressed in schools (Education
Commission 1990, p. 64; Biggs and Tang 1998).

Another issue discussed in the report is the lack of
alignment between the attainment targets and the school
curriculum at different grade levels. The clear attain-
ment targets at each grade level would give students clear
learning targets and give teachers clear teaching objec-
tives to plan their lessons and pedagogical strategies. The
achievements are criterion-referenced rather than norm-
referenced. Following this framework, every student can
achieve their targets of learning outcomes at their own
pace and their achievements were well recognized in
their progress reports. The Government and the teachers
implemented this “target related assessment” policy until
its termination in 1999, when new reform proposals were
initiated. However, several key concepts were retained
despite the confirmation of the new curriculum reforms
in 2001.

I think that the most essential concepts are the formative
function of assessing the outcomes of student learning and
the adoption of a wide range of assessment instruments
to measure various types of learning outcomes (Curricu-
Ium Development Council 2001, p. 80). Research studies
that fall in with this line of policy orientations have been
numerous. They investigated whether the aspects of the
new assessment policies and their implementation strat-
egies could be applied in Hong Kong schools. A few of
them explored the theoretical aspects of the new assess-
ment policy (Ngan 2011; Berry 2008; Bryant and Timmins
2002; Falvey et al. 1994).

From Teacher Participation to Distributed
Curriculum Leadership (1982-2012)

The failure of the centralized models of research, develop-
ment, and dissemination in the educational reforms of the
1960s has led to the emergence of a contrasting theory
about social development and human learning. Teacher
participation in professional school activities has been
known to enhance not only teacher professionalism but
also their ability to make pedagogical and curriculum
decisions at operational levels that match the needs of
the learners. Logically, pedagogical decisions enhance
learning effectiveness. These beliefs were disseminated
worldwide, reaching Hong Kong. As a colonial tradition,
educational experts were asked to review the educational
system in Hong Kong.

In 1982, the Llewellyn Report was completed. This
report was a significant milestone in the modernization of
Hong Kong’s educational system and its practices. One of
its recommendations was to institute a policy that would
provide teachers space in making curriculum decisions
(Llewellyn 1982, p. 56). This was positively accepted by a
key decision-making body, the Curriculum Development
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Council. In 1987, a scheme was established to encourage
school-based and teacher-led curriculum innovations until
its termination in 2001. This period of teacher participa-
tion in curriculum decision making was characterized by
its focus on school subjects with a clear goal of producing
suitable materials for teaching and learning from the early
stage to a mature stage. In the context of this scheme, the
teachers were involved in the whole process of reviewing,
planning, designing, experimenting, and evaluating the
innovations (Lam and Yeung 2010, p. 74).

Following Marsh’s conception, teachers engaged
in curriculum deliberation (Marsh 2010, p. 288). This
decentralization of the school curriculum was criticized
for its lack of a clear policy. In particular, people won-
dered about the ultimate aim of SBCD even though the
teachers were involved in curriculum deliberation. Some
people remarked that the curriculum designs were still
individualistic and sporadic. In 2001, the Curriculum
Development Council (CDC) encouraged schools to
adopt a more dynamic and interactive model by set-
ting up “curriculum development teams” in curriculum
deliberation. The CDC policy in 2003 strengthened the
institutionalization of the mechanisms and the practices
of school-based curriculum development by establishing
a senior post in curriculum leadership, a positional lead-
ership that served as the change agencies in the school
administrative structure (Education Bureau 2003). This
policy was significant because curriculum decisions at
the operational sites were well recognized formally
by the authority and teachers were formally rewarded.
Teacher leadership in curriculum deliberations was
considered a career path for active teachers involved in
curriculum innovations. What was even more important
was the alternative strategy recommended by the Gov-
ernment agency. This distributed and collaborative model
of using curriculum development teams was considered
effective and efficient in bringing about innovations and
changes in schools and among teachers (Curriculum
Development Council 2002).

A research question arises regarding which mechanisms
and under what conditions could SBCD function effi-
ciently in effecting changes in school culture and teacher
professionalism. Law and his research team (1999-2012)
embarked on a series of design-based studies on this issue
about the effective mechanisms and processes in teacher
curriculum decision making. Based on the key educational
principles and wisdom generated over the years in Western
literature, he and his research team designed an interven-
tion in an elementary school from 2003 to 2005. This
intervention was replicated in 2008 in another elemen-
tary school. The intervention entailed the establishment
of three curriculum development teams, each of which
focused on one core subject (English, Chinese, or Math-
ematics) in the school curriculum. The teams were formed
and regulated based on the following principles and wis-
dom found in Western literature about effective human
learning. Learners learn more effectively if they learn in

practical situations, in creating new knowledge, in a col-
laborative manner, in achieving clear aims, and in cycles
of learning processes (Lave and Wenger 1991; Shulman
and Sherin,2004; Engestrom 2008).

Their findings show that an elaborate style of leadership
in teams expands spaces for teacher participation and there-
fore enhances teacher ownership and empowerment while
making curriculum decisions. By contrast, a restricted
style of leadership in teams asserts the hierarchical domi-
nation of a positional leader, therefore narrowing the space
for teacher participation. The former model allows quality
teacher learning, whereas the latter restricts opportunities
for teacher ownership and empowerment processes (Law
2011; Law et. al. 2010; Law, Galton, and Wan,2010; Law
and Wan 2008; Law, Galton, and Wan 2007; Law 2006;
Law and Wan 2006). The research studies have also shown
Asiatic cultures and their core features, such as the prior-
ity of social harmony and the preference for a cooperative
mode of communication that mediates the interactive
models in team meetings. Consequently, they influence
the leadership styles realized in the interactions among
team members. A less hierarchical and positional leader-
ship results in more space the teachers have in expanding
their professional sphere of ownership and empowerment.

Trends and Future Directions

In Hong Kong, research studies are closely related to key
policy directions and reform agendas, such as pedagogical
reorientations toward student-focused practices and indi-
vidualization of learning and assessment, decentralization
of decision making among central agencies toward school-
focused innovations, and distributed models of teacher
curriculum deliberation and empowerment. The search for
an effective and quality pedagogy and curriculum began
as early as the 1970s and continues to the present. How-
ever, the search aims at negotiating a curriculum for the
diverse needs of different ethnic and cultural groups within
the infrastructure of Hong Kong society. I believe that the
search for a diverse curriculum is the search for a curricu-
lum that allows for a postmodernist Hong Kong.

In the 2003 version of this chapter, I concluded that
the search for a quality curriculum in Hong Kong has
been a history of finding a compromise between the
Western conceptions of effective learning for personal
autonomy and the Eastern pragmatic approaches to the
practical functions of school learning. I was suspicious
of the domination of Western thought over educational
policy and curricular practices in Hong Kong and other
Asian countries, which have adopted policies of similar
lines. This bias toward Western thought has misled policy
implementations because they conveyed negative images
of the traditional practices in these countries. The replace-
ment model found resistance from teachers (Law 2006).
I have argued that the essence of Confucian thought in
education shares some commonalities with progressivism,
which emphasizes the role of students in learning and the
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experiential aspect of learning and development. Thinking
and reflection are equally valued in traditional Confucian
thought. Policies should be geared toward finding a way to
ensure the harmonious hybridization of two broad educa-
tional ways of thought in Hong Kong and its realization in
the school curriculum and practices.

This search for a quality curriculum has encountered
a new turn toward a curriculum that can accommodate
demands for the cultivation of a stronger national identity
among future generations. This turn for a more politically
oriented curriculum with an explicit intention to “unify”
the consciousness of the younger generations was met
with the strongest resistance from parents, teachers, and
the community that share a set of core values prevalent in
Hong Kong society. These core values, such as liberty and
freedom of speech, have been well developed to the extent
that different religious and political affiliations could set
their school aims and shape their curriculum toward their
own cultural and political bias without being accused of
indoctrination. Unlike their counterparts in France and
other countries with secular school systems, Hong Kong
schools have their own political and religious inclinations
and affiliations such as Catholicism, Protestantism, Tao-
ism, Buddhism, Confucianism, and Islam. Many other
affiliations could have their own preferences in shaping
the school experiences of their students.

These cultural and religious diversities in the school
curriculum practices offer choices for parents and stu-
dents. They also form the core value of a civil and liberal
society that allows the greatest freedom of choice in life-
styles and ways of thinking. The promotion of a national
education program runs against the core values of Hong
Kong. In my observation, Hong Kong has been in the
process of moving toward a postmodernist society, which
accommodates the greatest diversity of lifestyles, choices
in schools for children, and political activities within the
broadest framework of a legal system based on civil liberty
and freedom. The search for a curriculum in the next 10 or
20 years will be a search for a curriculum that offers the
greatest freedom of choices and life preferences for those
who seek the greatest liberty within a civil society.
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