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International Case Studies of Innovative Early Childhood Systems: Hong Kong

Chapter 15—What's Effective and Why?

The data presented in the previous chapters clearly indicate that Hong Kong has
comprehensive medical services to promote good health in all young children and
effective supports for the pre-primary education of children ranging in age from 3 to 6.
It has been argued that this state of affairs has been brought about by the government’s
commitment to supporting all children to become upwardly socially mobile and to
contribute optimally to Hong Kong’s future workforce. Changes in government policy
suggest that it is willing to take responsibility not only for providing high-quality
school education, but also for ensuring that high-quality kindergarten education is
available to all, regardless of parent income. There is now nearly universal enrollment
in formal pre-primary programs (kindergartens, child-care centers and kindergarten-
cum-child care centers), because government financial support has ensured that
children of families from socio-economically or ethnically disadvantaged groups have
equal access to early childhood services. Furthermore, significant milestones in
government policies on ECEC have contributed to raising teacher-child ratios,
instigating sound pre-service and in-service training policies for teachers, providing
support for children from needy families or with diverse learning needs, enhancing
parent engagement, and improving school premises and facilities. Cumulatively, these
policies have brought about positive changes in early childhood policy and practice for
children ranging in age from 3 to 6. While government funding is available to pay for
child care for children below age 3 from low income families, subsidies for child care

services for children below age 3 are not universal.

In this chapter we revisit earlier discussions of the unique and distinctive features of
Hong Kong’s early childhood system. We substantiate our arguments with examples of
the viewpoints presented by our respondents, who represent diverse perspectives on
the ECEC system in Hong Kong. These include senior government officials, heads of
service, influential community members, and academics. First, we reflect on the extent

to which Hong Kong’s ECEC system is effective with regard to the quality of services,
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the emphasis on equity, the efficiency of services, and the financial sustainability of
early childhood services. Second, we consider how and why certain factors have
contributed to the effectiveness of the system. Third, we present a number of paradoxes
in the Hong Kong ECEC system that make it somewhat unique. Fourth, we articulate
the challenges, some of which have been discussed in earlier chapters, for the ongoing
success and development of the ECEC system in Hong Kong. Finally, we review

opportunities for the further development of ECEC in Hong Kong.

Extent to Which ECEC System Is Effective Predicated on our Systemic Outputs

Defining the Effectiveness of an Early Childhood Education System

Before we consider whether or not Hong Kong has an effective early childhood system,
we need to articulate characteristics we believe are hallmarks of an effective system. We
assume that an effective early childhood system has a clearly articulated vision and
objectives that are monitored regularly. In this system, variables specifying input,
output, outcome, and impact are measured regularly, and the system is dynamic and
efficient. Changes in input in the form of newly implemented policies are rapidly
amended if they cause unanticipated problems that compromise the attainment of the
larger goals of early education. We also believe that an effective system has policies
with associated implementation schedules that are implemented efficiently. Further,

policies and processes in this system are clearly and regularly documented.

Additional specific criteria to define the effectiveness of an early childhood system
include enrollment levels, the quality of services, equitable access to high-quality
services, teacher certification, the quality of pre-service and in-service professional
development, and adequate funding to provide a high standard of education. In
addition, an effective system has either a lead ministry that coordinates services for
young children or excellent collaboration among government departments, and
between the government and non-governmental / voluntary organizations. In our view,

an effective system is a dynamic one that has evolving policies that take account of the
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needs of children, parents, society, and the economy, and gives adequate attention to
the cultural context. Above all, an effective system needs to have the best interests of

children in mind at all times.

Quality

Notwithstanding the fact that the definition of preschool quality is contested, the
professional literature discusses preschool quality in terms of structural and process
dimensions (Rao & Li, 2009) and we do the same. The Hong Kong government’s efforts
to promote structural quality are evident in its policies. Over the years, there have been
improvements in the recommended teacher-student ratio (from 1:20 to 1:15 and now, to
1:11) and the requirements for kindergarten teachers (from five passes in the public-
school examination to a Qualified Kindergarten Teacher qualification to a Certificate in
Early Childhood Education) and principals (from a Certificate in Early Childhood
Education to a Bachelor’s of Education in Early Childhood Education). These changes
have greatly increased the percentage of qualified and trained kindergarten teachers
and principals in Hong Kong. Nonetheless, the need to further upgrade the professional
qualifications of kindergarten teachers from a certificate level to a bachelor’s degree has
continually been explored and discussed (Committee on Free Kindergarten Education,
2015). The implementation of the Quality Assurance Framework, which encompasses
school self-evaluation and external review conducted by the EDB, has also ensured the

stringent monitoring of the structural quality of kindergartens in Hong Kong.

In terms of process quality, several government documents have been issued to provide
guidance on pedagogical practices and curriculum planning, including the Operations
Manual, the Dos and Don’ts, and Guide to the Pre-Primary Curriculum (Curriculum
Development Council 1996; 2006; 2017). The Guide promoted child-centeredness and
holistic development as the core values of pre-primary education and promoted a play-
based approach in the design of the curriculum, while covering the six learning areas

(physical fitness and health, language, early mathematics, science and technology, self
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and society, and arts). The government’s emphasis on teaching and learning,
assessment, transition, catering for diversity, and home-school cooperation is also

reflected in the Guide.
Equity

As noted several times in this case study, there is universal access to kindergarten
education in Hong Kong. Equity in access is achieved as evidenced by the enrollment
rate in kindergarten education in Hong Kong, with no child deprived of schooling
because of abilities or financial background. The objectives of the FQKEP, which
replaced the PEVS in September 2017, are to promote equal opportunities by providing
high-quality and highly affordable pre-primary education for all children aged 3-6,
regardless of socioeconomic background. Importantly, however, the policy provides
only 15 hours a week of free kindergarten education, and some children require full-day
center-based care and children attend the 14 percent of kindergartens that are not
eligible for government funding. However, this is not perceived to be a major equity

issue, as the latter typically enroll children from economically advantaged backgrounds.

Equity in participation is reflected in the government’s support for children and
families with diverse needs. Various targeted services and support are provided
through the EDB and other government departments for children from needy families,
children from ethnic minority backgrounds, and children with special educational
needs or at risk of developmental delay. This is done to promote their inclusion in
mainstream education and to facilitate their well-being, learning, and development. As
outlined in previous chapters, such measures include: (i) the Fee Remission Scheme to
defray school fees and school-related expenses for children from low-income families;
(ii) school-based professional support; (iii) grants to schools to cater for the teaching and
learning of Chinese among children from ethnic minority backgrounds; and (iv)
assessment and rehabilitation services for children with special educational needs.

Despite growing efforts from the government to cater to student diversity in
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kindergartens, there remain long waiting lists for identification and assessment services
and support services. There are also a limited number of places available in special child

care centers or residential special child care centers.

While equity in the quality of education is generally ensured through the EDB’s
stringent monitoring and quality assurance mechanisms that are in place for
kindergartens, large variations in quality exist between and within different types of
kindergartens (Chan & Rao, 2014; Ng & Rao, 2013). This is often be linked to factors
such as school funding and resources. For instance, the amount of subsidy calculated
under the former PEVS favored schools that offered two half-day sessions over those
that offered whole-day sessions. Today, under the FQKEP, the calculation of the
subsidy on a per-student unit cost basis may place small-scale kindergartens at a
disadvantage. Further, not all children may have access to high-quality services.
Children from higher-income family backgrounds generally attend more well-
resourced kindergartens that have more qualified and experienced teachers and better
facilities than those from low-income families. This, in turn, has been found to be
related to children’s school readiness skills. Research indicates the children from
socioeconomically disadvantaged districts have a higher risk of developmental
vulnerability than those from socioeconomically advantaged districts (Ip et al., 2015).
Further governmental support and targeted efforts aimed at children and families from
disadvantaged backgrounds may need to be considered in response to initial
differences in school readiness skills that may emerge from varying degrees of

stimulation in home learning environments and kindergartens.
Efficiency

The efficiency of an educational system can presumably be determined as a function of
the inputs and the outcomes/outputs. However, these are hard to specify in the field of
education. An input indicator could be the spending per child and an output indicator

can be children’s outcomes. If we consider children’s readiness for school as the
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outcome variable, Hong Kong has a very efficient early education system. All children
receive three years of kindergarten education. Efforts are exerted by both kindergartens
and primary schools to prepare children for the transition to school in the last year in
kindergarten. In fact, some argue that children in Hong Kong are over-prepared for the
academic demands of primary school, suggesting that kindergarten education is not as

play-based as it should be.
Sustainability

ECEC programs in Hong Kong are very sustainable primarily because of high demand
and high supply. While early childhood provision for 3- to 6-year-olds is provided in
the private sector, recurrent government funding enables sustainable services and

supports durability.

Why Is ECEC Effective in Hong Kong and What Matters?

How have Hong Kong’s historical, demographic, sociocultural, political, socioeconomic,
education, and policy contexts led to its current system of early childhood education?
This section addresses this question and describes Hong Kong's distinguishing
characteristics, particularly as they relate to young children. In doing so, it examines
key historical, geographical, political, socioeconomic, and cultural characteristics that
have contributed to shaping the attitudes, values, and circumstances of services
provided for young children. Specifically, the section addresses the way in which the
Hong Kong government’s responsive policymaking and implementation have led to
equity in its early childhood policy. It illustrates how the government has been
responsive to demographic trends, to global trends in policy and practice, and to the

demands and needs of civil society.
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Context Matters

Return of Sovereignty to China in 1997: As mentioned in Chapter 2, Hong Kong has a
unique culture, formed by both Chinese heritage and 150 years of British rule. One of
the first significant events in the development of ECEC in Hong Kong was an influx of
refugees during the 1940s and 1950s, which led to the establishment of child care
centers as a welfare service for needy families (Ng et al., 2015). The government’s
response to this influx also led to the development, by the 1990s, of financial assistance
for pre-primary services and fee assistance for lower-income families. However, at this
time, early childhood education was left mostly to the free market (Rao & Li, 2009).
Over the years, it continued to be undervalued and excluded from the compulsory
education system. Thus, no public kindergartens were established in Hong Kong, even
following its return to China in 1997 (Rao & Li, 2009). In 2000, however, the new
government introduced a reform of the education system (Chan & Chan, 2003). ECEC
was given status for the first time, as part of this reform, as the foundation for lifelong
learning, and this has led to its maturing towards a comprehensive, well-developed

system in terms of provisions for 3- to 6-year olds.

Demographic Characteristics: As described in Chapter 2, Hong Kong is a small
geographical region, with a high population density and a highly efficient public
transport system. The Mass Transit Railway, for example, moves up to 75,000 people
per hour in each direction on each line (Mass Transit Railway, 2017). With such an
efficient public transport system, kindergartens are easily accessible for all 3- to 6-year-
olds. This is one of the factors that contributes to universal enrollment in preschools in
Hong Kong. The high number of kindergartens in Hong Kong also contributes to the
high level of access. In 2017-18 school-year, there were 1,030 kindergartens in Hong
Kong, of which 881 were local and the remainder were non-local (Education Bureau,
2018). As noted earlier, a local kindergarten follows the Guide to the Kindergarten

Curriculum and uses Chinese as the primary language of instruction.
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A number of changing demographic characteristics, including an aging population,
decreased birth rate, and events including the outbreak of SARS in 2003 and the global
financial crisis in the past decade had some negative consequences for kindergarten
education in Hong Kong and led to the closure of many kindergartens (Yuen, 2008). But
the declining number of children has inadvertently had a positive impact on the quality

of ECEC provision, as the teacher-student ratio has decreased considerably.
Uniqueness of Culture

Hong Kong’s Confucian-heritage Chinese society stresses filial piety, respect for the
teacher as the source of knowledge, and the valuing of education. At the same time, the
territory has embraced Western views of education that prioritize child-centered, play-
based learning for young children. This fusion of traditional Chinese and Western
progressive ideas may have, in some ways, both benefited and challenged its ECEC
system. While Western ideas are evident in the pedagogy, Chinese values play a
significant role in the socialization of young children (Rao, Sun & Zhang, 2014). As
noted earlier, Chinese families typically value education as a path to upward social
mobility. This means that parents put pressure on kindergarten teachers because they
want their children to gain entry to the best primary schools, so they insist on
homework, formal literacy, and numeracy teaching (Fung & Lam, 2008). The system is
highly competitive, with some children having portfolios of skills and certificates
compiled in order to impress when applying for places in the best kindergartens. Up
until the reforms of the 2000s, there was an entrance examination for primary school,
which also contributed to a heavy emphasis on rote learning in kindergartens (Ng et al.,
2015).

Although the entrance examination has now been abandoned, the tendency toward
didactic teaching methods that stress rote learning has remained (Chan & Chan, 2003).
One positive consequence of this belief in the importance of education, however, is the

high rate of school attendance, and the low dropout rate. Confucian values of
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conformity, discipline, behavioral control, and academic achievement are reflected
strongly in Hong Kong kindergartens, and these have been found to have positive

effects on children’s behavioral and emotional self-regulation (Rao, Sun & Zhang, 2014).

An outcome of Hong Kong's unique blend of Chinese and British traditions is the
emphasis on language teaching in kindergartens. With citizens expected to be trilingual
(Cantonese, the mother tongue, and Putonghua and English, the two languages of
business) and biliterate (Chinese and English), both Putonghua and English are taught
from the first year of kindergarten. Hong Kong is a city of migrants, with a diverse
population and relatively large groups of ethnic minorities, and the government has
made it a priority for these groups to learn Chinese in order to integrate into the society
(Leung, 2017). To this end, beginning in the 2017-18 school year, the government has
allocated additional resources to eligible kindergartens with eight or more non-Chinese
speaking students to help them lay the foundation for Chinese language learning
(Leung, 2017). Chinese and English language professional development courses will be

provided to prepare teachers for this purpose.
Values Matter

Government Beliefs about Young Children and Education: As noted in earlier chapters, the
Hong Kong government believes that primary responsibility for the upbringing of
young children rests with the family, and it supports parents so that they can provide
better care to their children. This is reflected in its policies for children under 3. The
Hong Kong government’s strategy of providing strong (legal) infrastructure, allowing
policy debate, and ensuring proper implementation of policy but at the same allowing
market forces to prevail is reflected in its outsourcing of early childhood education for
3- to 6-year-olds to the private sector. Another significant reason why ECEC is effective
in Hong Kong is that the government prioritizes it as an investment in the future
welfare of society and as a way to maximize the potential of the labor force. During the

interviews, senior government officials and influential community members stressed

Page 219 www.ncee.org/EarlyAdvantage



International Case Studies of Innovative Early Childhood Systems: Hong Kong

that investment in education and human capital development should start in the early

years.

A Focus on Equality and Equity: The government’s policies suggest a focus on equality
and equity. For example, the government has made provisions to train teachers in skills
to help children from ethnic minorities become fluent in Cantonese, the medium of
instruction in most kindergartens. Further, through the above-mentioned financial
subsidies for children from socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds, the

government is ensuring that no children will be left behind at the starting gate.

Maintaining Hong Kong's Competitive Edge: As noted in Chapter 2, Hong Kong is a
renowned financial center, and does not want to be left behind in the education field.
Hence, it keenly follows global trends. In fact, one of the strengths of Hong Kong’s
ECEC system lies in the fact that there is a strong awareness of global developments in
ECEC (Academic interview).

Governance Matters

Strong Government Structure, Stability and Responsive Policymaking: There is no doubt that
the policies and incentives of a stable government, with sufficient funds to invest in
ECE, have continually improved the quality of early childhood education in Hong Kong
(Rao & Li, 2009). The government’s structure and stability has also supported cross-
sectoral collaboration that enhances services for young children. It enables
responsibilities to be divided according to expertise. For example, as discussed in
Chapter 11, the Department of Health takes responsibility for health promotion and
disease prevention for the birth-to-5 age group and the Social Welfare oversees child
care centers for children under 3 as well as special and residential child care centers for
children under 6. Kindergartens and kindergartens-cum-child-care centers fall under
the auspices of the EDB. Hence, Hong Kong has a “split” system (Bertram et al., 2016),

as discussed in Chapter 11, with governance and management split among three
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government entities (Department of Health, Department of Social Welfare and the
EDB). It also has a split-phase structure (Bertram et al., 2016), as services for children
under 3 and those above 3 are typically provided in different settings. It has been
argued that having a lead ministry overseeing all prior-to-school services results in
better-coordinated services (Bennett, 2008). On the other hand, many countries have
split systems, and the split systems seem to work in Hong Kong. This may be because of
its strong governance, good coordination across departments, and small geographical
footprint. The close collaboration among the Department of Health, the SWD, the EDB,
the Police, and the Comprehensive Child Development Service ensure timely
identification of the special educational needs of young children and their families, and
appropriate intervention (Senior Government Official interview). Nevertheless, some
key stakeholders have suggested that there is not enough coordination and
collaboration among government departments (Influential Community member

interview).
Durable Financing Matters

Hong Kong has a strong economy; hence the government has been able to invest
heavily in policies related to ECEC, increasing its support for both kindergartens and
child care centers since the 1990s. This includes funding for teacher training,
kindergarten-based educational research, and a voucher scheme and quality assurance
monitoring (Pearson & Rao, 2006). With the implementation of the PEVS from the 2007-
08 school year, a direct fee subsidy to parents and parallel financial support for
teachers’ professional upgrading were provided (Government of the HKSAR, 2017a).
This was a significant move because, prior to that, funding for ECEC was so minimal
that the sector was once depicted as the Cinderella of the Hong Kong education
system—ill-treated and neglected by the government (Rao & Li, 2009). The PEVS
encouraged public funding to be used to support young children’s learning needs in
non-profit kindergartens (Li, Wong & Wang, 2008). This helped to strike a balance

between the free market, parent choices, and government control. In order to control
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quality, schools were required to meet quality benchmarks in order to cash in their
vouchers—a unique feature of Hong Kong's system was to link encashment to quality
(Li, Wong & Wang, 2008). The voucher scheme is also an example of the government’s
responsive policymaking, as is its successor, FQKEP, which came in response to the

criticisms of the PEVS received from stakeholders and the general public.

Increased Government Spending: The government’s commitment to ECEC is illustrated by
the new FQKEP, through which the government is providing additional resources in
the form of recurrent expenditure to help to ensure its sustainability. As noted in
Chapter 4, one of the goals of this new policy is to enhance teacher quality by providing
funding to attract more qualified teachers and by providing ongoing professional
development to improve professional competency (Senior Government Official and

Influential Community member interviews).

As a guarantee of its commitment to this quality enhancement, the government plans
ongoing reviews of the package and support of more local research in kindergarten
education (Influential Community member interview). Similarly, the SWD is investing
heavily in services to support young children. Welfare is the second largest area of
government expenditure, and the amount of spending on family and child services has

increased markedly (Senior Government Official interview).

In the 2017-18 school year, the government's recurrent expenditure on kindergarten
education is expected to increase by about HK$2.7 billion (US350 million) compared to
the previous school year (Leung, 2017; Senior Government Official interview). One
further indicator of the government’'s commitment to investing for the future is to make
grants equivalent to one teacher’s salary for kindergartens admitting eight or more non-
Chinese speaking children (Senior Government Official interview). This is being done to
make ECEC equally accessible to children from all ethnicities. One noteworthy and very
positive trend is that the government has allocated progressively more funding into

improving the teacher:child ratios as well as the quality of teachers, so that today, about
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40 percent of teachers have degrees, and this number is still increasing (Senior

Government Official interview).

It should be noted that, while listening to the stakeholders, the government does adopt
a “no argument” philosophy, particularly when it comes to funding. As a result, despite
the government’s commitment of an increase in spending on kindergarten education, it
is still difficult to get it to commit the “more” that is always going to be needed

(Influential Community member interview).

Kindergarten Education is Outsourced to the Private Sector: Hong Kong has a unique
system of outsourcing kindergarten education to the private sector, meaning that
private organizations provide all the early educational services, though they usually
have government financial support. As one interviewee astutely commented,
marketization of child care is aligned to the government’s vision of ECEC. That is, the
fact that the government believes that responsibility for ECEC rests with the family has
led to reliance on market forces to provide ECEC (Head of Service interview).
Nevertheless, kindergarten education is affordable for all families regardless of their
socioeconomic status, thanks to generous government subsidies through the erstwhile
PEVS and now FQKEP. This distinctive funding model for kindergarten education
helps to bring about a balance of the free market, parental choices, and government
control of the quality of the private-sector kindergartens. Nevertheless, it has been
opined that government should provide more subsidies for full-day services and that
government control over the preschool sector is insufficient (Academic interview). This
is because there is a loophole in that the law: playgroups that children attend with a
caregiver are not regulated by the government. Hence, some entrepreneurs provide
developmentally inappropriate academic learning activities to young children under

the guise of being playgroups (Chapter 11).
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Professional Capacity Matters

The ECEC policy in Hong Kong has evolved around the development of high
expectations and training requirements for pre-service and ongoing in-service
professional development. That every teacher needs to be trained to cater for diversity
illustrates that these policies have evolved in response to local and global needs,
including those expressed by the members of the civil society. Evolving policy measures
have implications for the quality of teacher training. Teachers must be well-trained and
equipped to cope with ethnic diversity and English learning (Academic interview).
Another positive development is increased support for non-Chinese speaking children
(Head of Service interview). It is to the benefit of ECEC in Hong Kong that the
government respects opinions of different stakeholders and gathers their input through
focus groups for teachers, providers, and principals (Academic interview). Another
example of the evolving policy is the trend to move away from the traditional teacher-
led, didactic pedagogy, and as a result, ECEC has improved and is less “primary-school
oriented” (Head of Service interview). Taking note of what the rest of the world is
doing, the government is pushing for a smoother transition between kindergarten and

primary school.
Timing Matters

One criticism by stakeholders is that while the government appears to be supportive of
ECEC, change still occurs slowly. Examples include the halting pace at which the
introduction of degree-level training requirements for teachers (Influential Community
member interview) and of new support measures for continuous professional

development (Head of Service interview) have occurred.

One factor that is critical to the cycle of ECEC policy enhancements is the timing of the
chief executive election in Hong Kong. The former chief executive made a pre-election

promise to move toward 15 years of free education, from age 3 to 17. He fulfilled his
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pledge, and at the end of his five-year term Hong Kong had free kindergarten services
(Senior Government Official and Influential Community member interviews). His
FQKEDP clearly showcases responsiveness to the views of civil society on the
shortcomings of the current PEVS. It also provides an example of responsiveness to the
views of academics, senior EDB officials, and stakeholders on the importance of high-
quality education, as the policy is referred to as the Free Quality Kindergarten
Education Policy.

Innovation Matters

One example of innovation in ECEC in Hong Kong is the hybrid model of subsidization
for families of children with economic needs that acknowledges both market forces and
social engineering. Another example is the way in which the government views ECEC
as a significant stepping stone to Hong Kong’s future welfare. With an aging population
and declining birth rate, the government recognizes that the future lies in maximizing

the potential of the local labor force (Senior Government officials’ interviews).

One way to address this is to give every child the opportunity to develop his/her full
potential starting from the critical early childhood years—hence the support given to
ECEC. The other way is by encouraging women to participate fully in the workforce

and providing affordable child care to facilitate this.
Policy Matters

As mentioned above, ECEC policy in Hong Kong has evolved around responses to the
needs and situations of the times and is moving towards a doctrine of proportionate
universalism. Proportionate universalism refers to actions taken to reduce inequalities
through making provisions such as health and education available universally, but also
by providing financial assistance to families that is proportionate to their level of
disadvantage. The doctrine of proportionate universalism is thought to promote

fairness and social justice (Marmot & Bell, 2012).
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This is particularly relevant to two groups of children who are especially socially
disadvantaged in Hong Kong—those from poor, single-parent families, and those from
poor, non-Chinese-speaking ethnic minorities. Lack of affordable full-day child care
affects the ability of single parents to engage in paid employment. Children from non-
Chinese-speaking ethnic minorities are disadvantaged in an educational system where
Chinese is the main spoken and written language. The basic tenets of proportionate
universalism are to give every child the best start in life as well as opportunities to
maximize their potential and take control of their own lives, as well as to create
opportunities for fair employment and good work for all (Marmot & Bell, 2012). In
ECEC in Hong Kong, the PEVS and its successor, the FQKEP, have evolved in response
to the need to give all children equal access to the same quality of education, regardless
of socioeconomic status or ethnicity. As well as subsidizing fees for children from needy
families, these schemes have created opportunities for these families to access a wider

choice of kindergartens.

Another response to the needs of the disadvantaged is the increased support for non-
Chinese speaking children (Head of Service interview). Policies have been introduced to
train teachers to address ethnic diversity (Academic interview), and fiscal incentives are
provided to kindergartens enrolling eight or more ethnic minority children. This is done
in order to provide extra teaching support to help lay the foundations for strong
Chinese language competence that will allow children to better integrate into school

and society.

Paradoxes in Hong Kong's Early Childhood System

Our analyses uncovered several paradoxes that exist within the ECEC system in Hong
Kong. They relate to Hong Kong’s small size, government policies including funding,

and parental cultural beliefs.

Page 226 www.ncee.org/EarlyAdvantage



International Case Studies of Innovative Early Childhood Systems: Hong Kong

Small Size: One characteristic of Hong Kong that contributes to effective policy
implementation is its small size and high population density. This promotes easy access

to kindergartens for all children.

However, high density can also work against effective kindergarten provision. Space is
at premium, and it is difficult to find suitable premises with sufficient space for
kindergartens (Head of Service and Academic interviews). Many kindergartens do not
have outdoor play areas, and allocation of premises for kindergartens is important in

town planning (Head of Service interview).

An issue related to space constraints is the increased demand for full-day kindergarten
programs by working parents. Half-day kindergarten programs are the norm in Hong
Kong, and bi-sessional programs allow more children to access kindergarten education,
without doubling pressure on already limited space. However, this also means that the
schedule is crammed and rushed, not allowing sufficient time for children’s play

(Influential Community member interview).

Outsourcing of Kindergarten Education: One paradox related to funding arises from the
government’s outsourcing of early childhood education to the private sector, which has
been discussed throughout this document. The government regulates the kindergarten
sector and does it well. Government control in terms of governance (policies and
accountability), legal frameworks (registration and reporting requirements), and fiscal
support complements the NGO sector’s strengths of nurturing vulnerable groups and
attuning to the needs of the public (Clark, 1995).

There is no doubt that there needs to be a balance of professional autonomy and
diversity, with guidance from the government (Head of Service interview), and there
are advantages accrued from not micro-managing the kindergarten sector (Influential

Community member interview).
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At the same time, it has been suggested that the government is leaving far too much to
the private sector, and not doing enough to take the initiative to improve the sector
(Academic interview). The right balance of government intervention and NGO services

can be achieved if both parties share common objectives (Clark, 1995).

The Hong Kong government has a strong culture of quality assurance and inspection
and has set high standards for quality. For example, the Department of Social Welfare
monitors and evaluates programs based on a system of standards (Senior Government
Official interview). As the stringency of operating standards for kindergartens has
increased over the years, structural quality has also improved. But, paradoxically, the
need for kindergartens to meet parental demands for their survival means that many of
the attempts to improve pedagogical quality (or change the nature of pedagogy) are
fraught with difficulties. As discussed earlier, Hong Kong parents have very definite
ideas about how they think kindergarten education should be operated. Kindergartens
that need to cater to market demands in order to survive are likely to end up giving
parents what they want, rather than what is necessarily best for children (Academic

interview). Hence, preschools are often preparatory schools for primary school.

Play-based pedagogical approaches are promoted in ECEC, but the primary school
education system is very demanding, and this has led to kindergarten programs that
promote drilling children in procedures, getting correct answers, and requiring pencil-
and-paper tests. One reason suggested for this in interviews was lack of sufficient early
childhood expertise in the EDB (Influential Community member interview). Another is

the need for a broader theoretical base for teacher preparation (Academic interview).

Distribution of Funding: Another paradox is that the government provides resources to
support ECEC, but these resources are not always distributed as they should be. For
example, while there is support for identifying and assessing students with special
needs, there are not enough resources to implement interventions, which add to

schools” workloads (Head of Service and Influential Community member interviews).
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The Pilot Scheme on On-Site Pre-School Rehabilitation Services, mentioned in Chapter
13, is ongoing (Senior Government Official interview), but there seems to be a passing
of the baton from the EDB to the SWD when it comes to meeting the needs of children

with special educational needs (Academic interview).

Unintended Consequences of Government Funding: The FQKEP has markedly increased
funding to the sector to improve kindergarten quality, but unintended consequences
may inhibit further quality enhancement. This paradox was illustrated by one
respondent, who stated, “If there is free lunch, how can we ask for quality?” For
example, under the new policy, some kindergartens may face deficits because they are
unable to charge extra fees due to the government’s policy of free education (Academic
interview). The inability to charge fees may adversely affect the educational resources
available for the kindergartens. The increased funding may also inadvertently harm
teacher quality. While greater funding may allow centers to pay kindergarten teachers
higher salaries, principals may use their flexibility to hire cheaper, more junior, and less

experienced teachers to avoid paying the increased salaries (Academic interview).

Teacher Quality: Another paradox also relates to teacher quality. The government places
a high value on teacher preparation and continuous professional development, yet
existing plans do not give priority to increasing the salaries of kindergarten teachers.
Kindergarten teachers’ salaries are lower than their counterparts in primary and
secondary schools, and this affects the quality of teachers who are attracted to this
profession (Influential Community member interview). It should be noted that primary
and secondary school teachers require a Bachelor’s degree, while kindergarten teachers

only require the equivalent of an Associate degree (see Table 10.2).

Paradoxes Related to Cultural Values: While Chinese parents value education highly and
send their children to kindergartens, their concept of “what is the best” may not
necessarily be in the best interest of the child. Hong Kong parents” mentality of

“winning at the starting line” was mentioned by three respondents (Heads of Service
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and Influential Community member interviews). Several respondents also mentioned
the clear need for parent support and education (Heads of Service and Influential

Community member interviews).

The PEVS backfired when parents placed too many demands on young children. For
example, one inadvertent outcome that arose from the voucher system—which was
intended to support low-income families—was that middle-class parents enrolled their
children in two kindergartens (one half-day using the voucher, and the other half-day
paying fees) in order to get more hours of kindergarten for their children (Head of
Service interview). Respondents stressed the need for the government to engage in
public education/communication efforts to change the mindsets of parents (Head of

Service and Influential Community member interviews).

The paradoxes mentioned above are to a large extent a function of the Hong Kong
government’s strategy of providing strong infrastructure, allowing policy debate and
ensuring proper implementation of policy, but ultimately allowing market forces to
prevail (see Chapter 15). Hong Kong's limited natural resources, and relatively high

poverty rate and Gini coefficient also contribute to the existence of these paradoxes.

Challenges

Our respondents identified a number of concerns within Hong Kong's early childhood
education system. These included issues related to (i) the government’s vision and
strategy for the development of early childhood education; (ii) the mode of the funding
for the new Free Quality Kindergarten Educational Policy; (iii) the attraction and
retention of teachers; (iv) the lack of strong government intervention to educate parents
on early years development and education; and (v) the changing demographic structure

of the population.
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Vision and Strategy

Respondents expressed concern that there was a lack of a coherent vision and a lack of
clear and consistent strategy for children under 6 (Influential Community member and
Heads of Service interviews). Problems were identified with the split-phase and split-
governance system, and the separation of care and education (Influential Community
member and Heads of Service interviews). While respondents were very positive about
the high level of government commitment to support children from 3 to 6 years of age,
they felt that not enough was being done to support the under-3s. The birth-to-3 age
group was considered to be the responsibility of the family, and the government was
faulted for not doing enough for children in this age group (Academic and Heads of

Service interviews).

Key stakeholders claimed in interviews that the progress of ECEC in Hong Kong is very
slow, seemingly “two steps forward and then we take one step back” (Head of Service
interview). This has been attributed to the lack of a clear position on ECEC
development; the lack of a forward-thinking plan for educating the stakeholders,
especially teachers and parents; and a tendency to take a piecemeal view rather than
look at the whole picture of population policies and the different departments” roles in

ECEC (Influential Community member and Head of Service interviews).

There were many challenges identified by ECEC leaders relating to cross-sectoral
collaboration (Influential Community member and Heads of Service interviews). There
is a need for collaboration between the Town Planning Board and the EDB so that every
newly built government housing estate not only has a kindergarten but has adequate
facilities for young children’s outdoor play (Head of Service interview). More
collaboration is also needed between the Department of Health and the EDB on the
medical needs of children up to the age of 6, including provisions for their care if they
are sick and unable to attend school while their parents have to be at work (Head of

Service interview).
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One further challenge relates to support for research in ECEC in Hong Kong. It was felt
that more local research was needed (Influential Community member and Head of
Service interviews) and that research should be systematic and longitudinal (Head of

Service interview), and ultimately used to inform policies (Head of Service interview).
Mode of Funding

There are some challenges associated with the outsourcing of ECEC to the private
sector, which means service providers must be responsive to market conditions. Since
service providers are profit-driven, there are concerns about the instability brought
about by supply and demand forces. Support from NGOs can enhance quality, but it is
not feasible to depend on NGOs to sustain equity and equality in education (Academic
interview). Further, only children enrolled in half-day programs are entitled to free
kindergarten education; needy families may require additional subsidies to enroll in

whole-day programs (Influential Community member interview).
High Rental Costs in Hong Kong

Another challenge for the government’s mode of funding is the high cost of property in
Hong Kong. As a result of this problem, the costs associated with renting kindergarten
premises can impact ECEC settings’ sustainability (Academic interview). Many half-day
kindergartens are located in non-government-owned premises, which mean that they
have to pay rent and are susceptible to market conditions. The government has plans to
address this issue to some extent, by increasing government-owned premises in order
to reduce the need for kindergartens to pay rent in the open market (Senior

Government Official interview). However, this promises to be a long-term initiative.
Attracting and Retaining Teachers

There is insufficient funding to attract, retain, and develop good teachers (Influential

Community member interview). As noted earlier, however, increasing the salary scales
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might cause schools to employ less-qualified teachers or dismiss their more senior staff
(Influential Community member interview). Teacher professional development is also a
challenge. Currently this is left primarily to the kindergartens, which means either that
teachers do not get sufficient opportunities for professional development and pick up
bad practices, or they become fearful about their qualifications and try to juggle their
work with top-up degree study. The latter may have an adverse impact upon the
quality of their pedagogy (Academic interview). Further, the lack of a coordinated
system for in-service professional development that will develop teachers’ mindsets as
well as their skills (Influential Community member and Head of Service interviews)
was identified as a weakness. Clearly, this area of teacher support and development is a

key challenge that needs to be addressed.
Parent Education

Parent education has been described as a particular challenge in view of the paradox
described above. Simply stated, parents want the best education for their children, but
their traditional views and beliefs about what education should be may in fact be
hampering the delivery of the best provisions. To some extent, the EDB is attempting to
address the problem by offering seminars for parents to help them to understand the
developmental needs and age-appropriate expectations for children aged 3 to 6. It is
also producing and distributing booklets about appropriate experiences to meet
children’s developmental needs (Senior Government Official interview). It may be
necessary to look at alternative ways of delivering parent education, such as in the

schools, or even through liberal studies in secondary school (Academic interview).

While the government regulates registered kindergartens, some operators offer what
may be considered developmentally inappropriate services for children under the guise
of playgroups. The government introduced the PEVS to decrease the financial burden
on parents, and perhaps hoped that their extra disposable income would be used for

child-appropriate holistic development. But some parents used this extra income to
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enroll their children in two kindergartens or to send them to academic institutions
(which may be disguised as “playgroups”). Indeed, the government may not do enough
at the system level to prevent some entrepreneurs in this free market economy from
providing developmentally inappropriate “educational” services to young children and

to stop the “hot-housing” of preschool children.
Demographic Factors

One of the challenges facing Hong Kong is its population decline, due to the aging
population and decreasing birth rates. This highlights the importance of developing
every child’s full potential for contribution in the future (Senior Government Official
interview). The falling population and the decline of cross-border children coming to
kindergarten in Hong Kong as the result of a changed policy to restrict cross-border
births may lead to the government considering providing more subsidies to encourage

more whole-day kindergartens in the future (Academic interview).

Cross-border marriages and relatively high divorce rates have led to large numbers of
single-parent families. These families have been unable to find adequate
accommodations due to Hong Kong’s high cost of housing. Efforts are being made to
address the financial issues faced by single parents, but the families continue to face

financial and accommodation challenges (Senior Governmental Official interview).

Opportunities

The implementation of a new Free Quality Kindergarten Education Policy is a
watershed moment in Hong Kong's early education policy and has the potential to have
a very positive impact on the center-based learning experiences of young children in
Hong Kong. The specific strategies that will be used to drive kindergarten quality can
be mapped as a Theory of Change. The government of the HKSAR will enhance
funding to the kindergarten sector. This financial support will allow schools to improve

the teacher-student ratio, improve school premises and facilities, and provide better
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support for students with diverse needs. The funding will also allow principals and

teachers to participate in more professional development activities. In turn, there will be

an increased need for increased monitoring and quality assurance by the Kindergarten

Inspectorate. It is ultimately believed that these outputs will lead to the following

outcomes: improved resources and support for kindergartens, improved teacher quality

and learning environments for children, increased job satisfaction for teachers, and

better home-school cooperation. The impact of this policy is to ultimately have a

positive impact on children’s development and learning outcomes.

Figure 15.1 Mapping the new Free Quality Education Policy on Theory of Change
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Conclusions

This chapter has described “what matters” in contributing to the effectiveness of ECEC
in Hong Kong, illustrating how governance, demographics, and the unique cultural
context have combined to contribute to an effective ECEC system. Hong Kong’s ECEC
system is effective in terms of strong government financial support, evolving policies
and documents providing guidance on pedagogy and curriculum, support for
professional development of teachers, and enhanced teacher:child ratios. Extra support
is provided for children from low-income families and those from ethnic minority
backgrounds. Children with special educational needs are also provided extra learning

support.

While these distinctive characteristics pertaining to Hong Kong have undoubtedly
contributed to an effective system, some have also led to paradoxes, which form further
challenges for the ongoing development of ECEC. It is promising that the Hong Kong
government has demonstrated the commitment to address these challenges in the

future.

Earlier in this document, reference was made to the story of ECEC in Hong Kong
having been compared to that of Cinderella (Rao, 2013; Wong & Rao, 2015). In response
to the Education Commission Report No. 5 (Education Commission, 1992), Opper
(1993) had written that kindergarten education was the Cinderella of the education
system, neglected and living on scraps in the kitchen while the two sisters, the primary
and secondary school sectors, enjoyed the riches handed to them by the Education
Commission. In 2002, Rao (2002) continued this metaphor to indicate that there had
been some improvements in the status, with Cinderella dressed and ready for the ball
but still waiting to meet the prince. By 2009, the situation had become even more
positive, with the evolution of policies to ensure that all children would have access to
high-quality early education, which Rao and Li (2009) described as Cinderella now
ready, hopefully soon, to meet the prince. By 2013 she had finally met the prince (the
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Committee on Free Kindergarten Education) (Rao, 2013) and the stakeholders were all
hoping for a positive outcome. Now the fairy tale has evolved even further; Cinderella
has married the prince and is preparing, we hope, to live happily ever after. One of the
respondents in this study used the analogy of another rags-to-riches story. “ECEC is
turning from a frog to a prince; it is the heir to the country, the new generation, and the
future of society” (Head of Service respondent). Clearly, thanks to the combination of
factors described in this chapter, the time has arrived for ECEC in Hong Kong to take its

place as royalty in its own right, and to flourish.
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Chapter 16—Implications and Options

This chapter addresses the implications and options that may be considered to advance
the quality, equity, efficiency, and sustainability of ECEC in Hong Kong. Consideration
is accorded to the implications for practice, policy, research, and other contexts. Given
competition from other world class cities and limited (to non-existent) natural
resources, Hong Kong has had to exert considerable effort to maintain its position as
Asia’s World City.

Main Findings

The main findings from the systematic analysis of government documents, review of
relevant research, and interviews with 12 key respondents are that (i) responsive
policymaking; (ii) good governance; and (iii) an educated and entrepreneurial

population have markedly influenced the landscape of Hong Kong’s ECEC system.
Challenges and Opportunities

Some challenges that Hong Kong has faced over the last 80 years, including the influx of
immigrants, SARS, and the Asian financial crises, were considered in Chapter 2. Hong
Kong has not only weathered these difficulties, but has emerged stronger from dealing

with them, because of responsive (both proactive and reactive) policymaking.

Further, some of these issues have had an important impact on the ECEC system.
Nevertheless, Hong Kong still faces many challenges. These include maintaining its
status as a world-class city; making the most of its small geographical footprint; and

dealing with dissatisfaction among youth, issues related to promoting innovation, and

inequity.

Remaining Asia’s World City: With increasing wealth has come—at least from a financial
standpoint—an increasing amount to lose. The government is aware that for Hong

Kong to remain “Asia’s World Class City” it must be proactive in policymaking. It has
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also realized that strategic plans must include its youngest citizens. As discussed
throughout the case study, the evolving policy development and the sharp increase in
ECEC investment in recent years reflects the government’s emphasis on investing in the
early years to promote human capital formation and maximize the potential of the labor
force. The government provides extra financial support for low-income families and
children with special needs in order to promote equity and social justice, which are

considered hallmarks of developed countries.

Geographical Footprint: Given Hong Kong’s population density and small physical size,
scale is not nearly as much an issue as innovation, given that supply has been meeting
the demand. Rather, the challenge is that there are limited options given the physical
constraints of ECEC facilities (e.g., in terms of play areas). Two possible methods of
reducing such constraints are (i) to have fewer, larger ECEC facilities but use them more
frequently; or (ii) to have large common facilities used by a larger number of children
on a less regular (weekly) basis. The former is not feasible, as bi-sessional programs are
the norm and there is a need and demand for full-day services. The latter is an option
that, anecdotal evidence suggests, is being explored. For example, a large ECEC facility
in a district can be frequented on different days of the week by children from different
kindergartens in that district. It will continue to be of great challenge for the field to
ensure that the quality of ECEC is not adversely influenced by the lack of physical

space.

Dissatisfaction Among Youth: Hong Kong has provided a high-quality education for its
youth, as shown by the territory’s performance on cross-national studies of
achievement (OECD, 2016b). One consequence of this is that well-educated youth need
to be provided appropriate career opportunities and have some prospects of home
ownership, or else they grow dissatisfied. One incident from 2015 that illustrates the
dissatisfaction among youth is the “Occupy Central” protest. At its core, the protest had
very much to do with the younger generation’s feeling frustrated (in terms of job and

earning prospects) and disenfranchised. There are already discussions and proposals as
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to how to better prospects for youth in Hong Kong, and the Chief Executive of Hong
Kong will have to address this very challenge. This issue is of relevance to ECEC
because the government controls the school curriculum and the openness of Hong
Kong. These two factors have been faulted for contributing to the “Occupy Central”

protest.

Intervention and Innovation in the Context of Capitalism: Hong Kong has to manage the
tension that exists between wanting to be an innovation hub for technology (Innovation
and Technology Bureau, 2017) and a free market economy. Unlike the governments of
South Korea, Taiwan, or Singapore, which take a more proactive role in promoting
innovation, the Hong Kong government tries to set a level playing field, with clear
boundaries, and lets the best win. Few governments in the world do this, and there is
increasing pressure on the Hong Kong government to become more interventionist,
because being interventionist clearly does not imply a lack of innovation, as is evident
from the achievements of Korea, Taiwan, and Singapore. In the realm of ECEC, notably,
Hong Kong government has clearly moved from laissez-faire to interventionist over the
past decade (Lau & Rao, 2017). ECEC policy in Hong Kong has to strike the right
balance between allowing market forces to prevail and exerting enough government

control to promote quality and equity.

Inequity and Innovation: The extent of income inequity in Hong Kong has been discussed
in Chapters 2 and 3. Some kindergartens and child care centers in Hong Kong, which
are attended by about 20 percent of 3- to 6-year-olds, have not joined the FQKEP and as
a result will be able to charge higher fees because they are better-resourced and have
good reputations. But will allowing market forces to prevail contribute to inequity
among the remaining kindergartens under the remit of the FQKEP? Parents will have a
choice of kindergartens and they will possibly choose those that are innovative and
have demonstrably better outcomes (as defined by the parents, and which may be at
odds with ECEC objectives). In Hong Kong's free market, competitive advantages tend

to be temporary. This is because any innovations that are deemed to be profitable will
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be adopted by the broader market. Not allowing higher comparative prices could well
dampen innovation, and result in the government taking on the burden of the

innovation.

The key is to make the base level of equity sufficiently high without dampening the
reward aspects of the few that have a better product. It is important to bear in mind that
the product that may be valued by the market (i.e., academically focused kindergarten
education) may not be in consistent with what is recommended by the professional

community (i.e., developmentally appropriate kindergarten education).

Given its history and the types of challenges described above, the HKSAR government
has realized that Hong Kong needs an educated and adaptable workforce in order to
continue to have unique advantages over cities in the PRC. This realization by Hong
Kong perhaps helps explain why the US’s National Center on Education and the
Economy (NCEE) rated Hong Kong as having one of the top education systems in the
world (Craw, 2017). While there is room for improvement, as noted throughout this
report, Hong Kong also has in place what is considered to be the nine building blocks

for a world-class education system (Tucker, 2016).
These nine building blocks are as follows:

1. “Provide strong supports for children and their families before students arrive at
school
Provide more resources for at-risk students than for others

3. Develop world-class, highly coherent instructional systems

4. Create clear gateways for students through the system set to global standards,
with no dead ends

5. Assure an abundant supply of highly qualified teachers
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6. Redesign schools to be places in which teachers will be treated as professionals,
with incentives and support to continuously improve their professional practice
and the performance of their students

7. Create an effective system of career and technical education and training
Create a leadership development system that develops leaders at all levels to
manage such systems effectively

9. Institute a governance system that has the authority and legitimacy to develop
coherent, powerful policies and is capable of implementing them at scale”

(NCEE, 2015)

Hong Kong has to be “outward looking and inward correcting” to overcome stumbling
blocks and maintain its competitive advantage. It must by extension have a population
that can interact with multiple cultures and be educated to deal with the ever-increasing
speed of change in the world. The government has realized that the foundation of this
type of education must be laid at an early age, which may in part have motivated it to
provide tuition-free ECEC beginning in 2017-18. As a result of this policy change,
participating private kindergarten operators will have to follow government guidelines
more closely (e.g., implement more play-based learning). It is possible that the increased
government control over the ECEC curriculum may indeed result in a “globally
relevant, but locally responsive” workforce. It appears that the government wants this
workforce to contain the best administrators and the best entrepreneurs who, will in

turn innovate to stay relevant in an increasingly competitive world.

Implications for Practice

As noted earlier, documents including the Operations Manual, the Dos and Don’ts, and
the Guide to the Pre-Primary Curriculum and its successor, Guide to the Kindergarten
Education Curriculum (Curriculum Development Institute, 1996; Curriculum
Development Institute, 2006, 2017) already promote child-centeredness and holistic

development as the core value of pre-primary education. They endorse a play-based
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approach in the design of the curriculum, while covering the six learning areas
(physical fitness and health, language, early mathematics, science and technology, self
and society, and arts). The government’s emphases on teaching and learning,
assessment, transition, catering for diversity, and home-school cooperation are also
reflected in the Guide. Close monitoring of the implementation of the pedagogical
approaches suggested in the Guide will be needed. Further, active communication of the
benefits of the recommended approaches to learning to the general population is

needed for all stakeholders to buy into these recommendations more whole-heartedly.

As noted earlier, one area that needs to be developed in order to ensure adequate
facilities for young children’s play is town planning. The government has plans to
address this issue to some extent by increasing the number of government-owned large
premises. This will reduce the need for kindergartens to pay rent on the open market.
However, this will take a long time and feasible short term strategies should be

considered.

Another implication of the findings is that more collaboration between the Department
of Health and the EDB is needed to deal with the medical needs of a young child who is
sick and unable to attend school and his/her parents have to be at work. An alternative
to deal with this issue is to mandate employers to allow parental leave when children
are too sick to go to school, though there are clearly other issues associated with

implementing this.
Recommendations for Scaling Up

It is recommended that parents’ requests for extended hours of service are met and that
early intervention services for children with special educational needs are scaled-up.
One of the respondents pointed out the lack of resources in schools dedicated to helping

children with special needs adds onto the school’s administration work. It was also
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noted that even though Special Educational Needs assessments are provided, the

amount of support and services are not at all adequate (Head of Service interview).

We need to take into account school space and needs. For instance, how many
children are in need of such support? Would this add more pressure on schools?
Is there an environment for extra support? How do we cater to individual
learning? For the new policy, the different sectors need to work together. We
will need senior officials to help guide and sustain these supports.” (Head of

Service respondent)

Recommendations for Innovation

Hong Kong as a city represents a unique blend not only of traditions of Confucianism
and Western cultures but also of social welfare and capitalist traditions. This blend has
provided an interesting platform for innovation, with a number of innovative schemes
implemented in the ECEC sector specifically. The erstwhile PEVS (and now the FQKEP)
are distinctive, as is the On-Site Pre-School Rehabilitation Services (Social Welfare
Department, 2017a), discussed in Chapter 5. These unique schemes are context-
sensitive, and the government needs to continue to foster the conditions that allow

stakeholder-driven innovations to flourish.
Implications for Policy

To achieve equity, it is imperative that government financial support continues. This is
needed to ensure that children of families from socioeconomically or ethnically
disadvantaged groups have equal access to early childhood services. Policies to do so
may include making parental education and kindergarten education more accessible for
non-native Chinese speakers who at present may not fully participate in the ECEC

system because of linguistic barriers.
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Teachers: The government has enhanced structural quality through policies addressing
issues such as teacher-student ratio, teacher qualifications, and professional
development, and these must continue. In this realm, the government needs to upgrade
the professional qualification requirements of kindergarten teachers to a degree level.
At the same time, the government has the responsibility to raise the social status of
ECEC professionals, by at least ensuring that the salary ranges of kindergarten teachers
are on par with those in primary schools. This is necessary for attracting and retaining
high-quality professionals, which in turn promotes the quality of ECEC services
provided to the children.

Quality Assurance: The Quality Assurance Framework, which encompasses the school
self-evaluation and the external review conducted by the EDB, has not only ensured the
stringent monitoring of the structural quality of kindergartens in Hong Kong but also
has promoted equitable access to high-quality education. This should be further
strengthened by empowering kindergartens to be more reflective in their self-
evaluations and increasing the number of external reviews/inspections conducted by
the EDB. The latter will entail the employment of more staff in the Kindergarten
Education Inspectorate of the EDB.

Funding: The amount of subsidy calculated under the erstwhile PEVS and the new
FQKEP may favor schools that offer two half-day sessions rather than those that offer
whole-day sessions. Further, under the FQKEP, the subsidy is calculated on a per-
student unit cost basis. This may place kindergartens that have a relatively small
number of students at a disadvantage. With substantially less funding available, the
resources available for these small-scale kindergartens, particularly for those that do not
have the support of affiliated organizations, may be greatly affected. These policy issues
must be addressed by considering the number of students enrolled in the kindergarten

in the funding formula.
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Lack of Coherent Vision: Respondents expressed concerns that there was a lack of a
coherent vision and consistent strategy for children under 6. Problems were identified
with the split-phase and split-governance system and the separation of care and
education. For example, despite the efforts to harmonize education and care services for
children under 6, the new FQKEP only provide subsidies for children from 3 to 6. The
government should revisit the split-phase/split-governance system and enhance the
integration between the two phases (0-2 years old and 3-6 years old) and among the
different governmental departments (EDB, Department of Health, and Social and

Welfare Department).

Give More Attention to the Under-3s: While respondents were positive about the high
level of government commitment to support children from 3 to 6 years of age, they felt
that not enough was being done to support the under-3s. In the government’s view, the
birth to 3 group is still considered to be the responsibility of the family. This feedback

also indicates need for further policy-relevant studies to address the issues noted.
Recommendations for Scaling Up

First, it is recommended that the government increase funding for ECEC in order to
promote its equity agenda. Particular attention should be given to enhancing
professional development opportunities for teachers and providing high-quality

services for children under 3.

Second, it is recommended that free full-day services be provided for parents who
require them. Currently, Hong Kong lacks affordable whole-day child-care programs
for needy families. More support for full-day programs would therefore help alleviate

the financial burden and other difficulties faced by low-income families.

Third, the government should continue its efforts to enhance pedagogical quality. This

not only includes improving teacher-pupil ratios and enhancing teacher qualification,
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but also being able to sustain the quality of pedagogy and teaching while maintaining

the demands of market forces.

The third sector (non-governmental organizations) also has an important role to play in
the provision of early childhood services. The efforts of NGOs should be encouraged
and the current partnership between the government and the third sector should be
scaled up. That stated, the government should continue to monitor the quality of all

services.
Recommendations for Innovation

The government now funds kindergarten education and limits the fees that can be
charged to parents. This financial restriction may dampen curriculum innovations from
kindergartens, which is concerning as innovation is the cornerstone of producing
effective systemic outcomes. The government, therefore, must take on the burden of
fostering and scaling up innovation. It is recommended that the government provide
incentives to kindergartens to develop noteworthy practices and take responsibility for

scaling up innovations that have been shown to be effective.

Implications for Research

In the era of evidence-based policy making, rigorous research should be conducted to
evaluate the impact of policy on children. Further, as noted earlier, policy-relevant
research to improve ECEC services, particularly for the under-3s, should be undertaken.

The findings should be replicated by other, independent groups of researchers.
Recommendations for Scaling Up

Similarly, the government’s continued financial support for further research in early
childhood services is very important. In order to make a durable commitment to equal
access and quality education for children, basic research as well as longitudinal and

large-scale research on early childhood development is needed.
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Recommendations for Innovation

The government has provided various guides, including the Operations Manual, the Dos
and Don'ts, and the Guide to the Kindergarten Curriculum, to promote contextually
relevant pedagogical practices. On top of the current existing research projects
contributed by various universities in Hong Kong, the development of tools to measure
learning outcomes, including direct assessments of child outcomes and teacher reports,
should be addressed. Similarly, there also needs to be further development of a system

for reviewing and enhancing ECEC quality.

Analysis of Hong Kong’s ECEC System using the Building Blocks
Building Blocks

Kagan (2017) has articulated 15 Building Blocks relevant to analyses of ECEC systems.
These Building Blocks consider: (i) ECEC policy priorities, policy documents, and
mechanisms to monitor adherence to policies; (ii) the comprehensiveness of ECEC
services; (iii) the characteristics and support of the ECEC workforce; (iv) parent and
community engagement; (v) the collection and use of data on the ECEC to drive
improvement; and (vi) curriculum and pedagogical issues. Based on ratings from a
Likert scale, a country’s position on these Building Blocks can be determined and these
ratings can be used to evaluate the effectiveness of a country’s ECEC system. Although
there may be variations in ratings reflecting the evaluators’ biases, use of the Building

Blocks may suggest policies and strategies to improve the country’s ECEC system.

Hong Kong received a high ranking for building strong policy foundations, including
supporting and aligning with the social context as well as incrementally implementing
policy strategies and documents. The Hong Kong ECEC context also scored highly on
comprehensive services and coordinating mechanisms, where there are diverse and
comprehensive services as well as sufficient funding for baseline services. However,

there are three main aspects which could be scaled up.
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First, Hong Kong could improve on supporting teachers and families. Hong Kong is
falling behind on engaging and enhancing knowledge to families and communities. It is
recommended that the ECEC system support family and community engagement in
multiple ways. This can be in the form of parental education and support, parental

involvement in kindergarten program activities, and collaborative decision-making.

Second, Hong Kong lacks the pool of data to drive for further improvement of the
system. Hong Kong scored rather low for effective production and use of child data, an
effective monitoring system that collects and uses program data, and an effective
production and use of research. It is recommended that more data are collected to drive
program improvement and more funding is provided to enhance academic research to

guide future policies and practices.

Third, Hong Kong ranks low on informed, individualized, and continuous pedagogy.
This implies the need for clearer articulation and implementation of child-centered
pedagogy and more continuity in children’s experiences, which includes better support
in transitioning from home to care environments and from pre-primary to primary

settings.
Stumbling Blocks

In addition to Building Blocks, it is necessary to be aware of stumbling blocks that may

compromise the implementation and effectiveness of a well-intentioned new ECEC

policy.

It is important to consider cultural beliefs and context and do beta testing before the
formal launch of a policy that is relatively different from existing practices. The PEVS
backfired when some middle-class parents sent their children to two half-day
programs, and enrolled their children in more academic extracurricular activities. This
was an unanticipated outcome. Another lesson from Hong Kong is that we should be

careful about adopting, rather than adapting, pedagogical practices/approaches from
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other systems, as these may have unintended consequences. For example, inquiry-based
approaches are typically child-centered, but in a Hong Kong context they are often
practiced as teacher-led approaches. Context is paramount and must be considered

when implementing any new approach in the classroom.

Conclusions

Set amid a small geographical footprint, Confucian-heritage beliefs, robust quality
assurance processes, and hybrid models of subsidization, Hong Kong’s ECEC policy is
thriving. It is characterized by continuity in its sustained emphasis on quality, and

change in its newfound focus on equity.

Accompanying this ethos, Hong Kong’s dynamic ECEC system has supported a
responsive policy strategy that takes account of the needs of children, parents, society,
and the economy. With these efforts has come an increased, and still maturing, focus on
the ECEC infrastructure. The government is aware that, for Hong Kong to remain
“Asia’s World Class City,” strategic planning must include its youngest citizens. This
explains the emphasis on ECEC and the move to Free Quality Kindergarten Education,
which requires that private kindergarten operators follow government guidelines more

closely (e.g., implement more play-based learning) in ECEC.

Hong Kong does not have an integrated ECEC system and formal mechanisms to
coordinate services, as recommended by the pundits. Further, there are no plans for it to
move in that direction. Findings from the case study suggest that an integrated system
and formal coordinating mechanisms are not essential if the government has robust

quality control mechanisms and if it is able to use market forces effectively.

Despite the universal enrollment of children aged 3-6 in pre-primary services, there
remains a great need for subsidized care and education services for the birth-to-3 age
group. Such services will enable mothers to engage in paid employment, aligning with

both Hong Kong's historic values that emphasize work and its population policy. The
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government has recently commissioned a consultancy to advise on the long-term
development of child care services. Depending on the findings, the government may
provide universal free child care for children ages 2 to 3, which would represent

advancement in Hong Kong ECEC.

To remain a highly responsive system, government benchmarks for quality should
grow increasingly stringent. Moreover, continuing responsive policymaking and policy
implementation, coupled with increased investment, will ensure that all children in

Hong Kong benefit from high-quality early education.
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Appendix 1: Organization Chart of the Government of the
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Appendix 2: List of Laws and Ordinances Related to Children

Adoption Ordinance

Child Abduction and Custody Ordinance

Child Care Ordinance

Crimes Ordinance

Criminal Procedure Ordinance

Education Ordinance

Employment of Children Regulations

Offences Against the Person Ordinance

Prevention of Child Pornography Ordinance

Protection of Children and Juveniles Ordinance
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Appendix 3: List of Respondents

Name Position Organization Quoted as
Professor Sophia Under Secretary for Senior Government
CHAN, JP vl gl Bl VI ol SIEAI Official
Mr Matthew Secretary for Labour Senior G ¢
CHEUNG Kin- and Welfare Government of HKSAR enloro f;).v.erlnmen
chung, GBS, JP Department 1cia
Child Care Service and Influential
Mrs CHU TANG Former Coordinator, Preschool Education C uentia
: : : : ommunity
Lai-kuen (Retired) Service, Caritas — Hong
member
Kong
Legislative Council Influential
Hon. IP Kin Yuen & M (Education Sector) Community
ember
member

Dr. Sanly KAM

Dr. Amelia LEE
Nam-yuk

Ms. Gloria LEUNG
Chi-kin
Dr. Hui LI

Mr. Tim LUI Tim-
leung, BBS, JP

Ms. NG Yin-kam

Dr. Gail YUEN Wai-
kwan
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General Manager

President, OMEP -
Hong Kong
Head, (Early

Childhood and
Elementary
Education)

Service Head

Associate Professor,
Faculty of Education

Chairman of the
Education
Commission

Coordinator for
Preschool Education

Assistant Professor

Child Development &
Education Core Business,

Hong Kong Christian
Service

School of Continuing
Education,

Hong Kong Baptist
University

Preschool Education &
Child Care Service,
Caritas — Hong Kong

The University of Hong
Kong

Government of HKSAR

Salvation Army

Department of Education
Policy and Leadership,

The Education
University of Hong Kong

Head of Service

Academic

Head of Service

Academic

Senior Government
Official

Head of Service

Academic
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Appendix 4 List of Policy Tables

Table 1: Stated policy aims for children aged 0-3 years (0.1) and children aged 3 to the
start of primary school (0.2)

Policy aims Level 0.1 | Level 0.2
Support parental employment o o
Support parental education and training ° °
Support parental work/life balance o o
Encourage the development of socioemotional skills . .
Develop positive attitudes and dispositions to learning ° °
Introduce language and literacy skills ° °
Introduce basic mathematical skills ° °
Encourage healthy physical development . .
Prepare young children for school . °

Introduce young children to citizenship - -
Remediate special needs, e.g., language delay / physical disability . .
Support/safeguard vulnerable young children . .

Support young children where the language use at home is different

from the national language y y
Reduce inequality and social disadvantage ° °
Fosters health and mental health for children . .
Protect children from abuse and violence ° °
Key:

e  Highly ranked policy aim

o Policy aim

- No policy aim
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Table 2: Key policy changes for services for children aged 0-3 years (0.1) and children

aged 3 to the start of primary school (0.2)

Policy changes

Policy changes in ECEC expenditure

Policy changes in statutory entitlements to ECEC
Policy changes in ECEC child: staff ratios

Policy changes in ECEC staff qualifications
Policy changes in national ECEC curriculum
Policy changes in ECEC regulation and quality
Policy changes in child assessment

Policy changes in child protection

Policy changes in health

Other

Key:

o No changes in the past five years, and none currently
e  Changes in the last five years that have taken place

+  Planned changes in the next five years

n/a Not applicable or no data supplied
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Level 0.1

o+

(o]

o+

Level 0.2

o+

o+

o+

+

o+

o+

o+
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Figure 1: Entitlement for Maternity and Paternity Leave in Hong Kong

40
35
30
25
20 Maternity leave
15 m Paternity leave
H Parental leave

10

United Australia England Finland Hong Singapore

States Kong

Source: Labor Department (2014)
Table 3: Bodies or ministries responsible for children aged 0-3 years (0.1) and children

aged 3 to the start of primary schooling (0.2)

Responsible body or ministry
Education

Health

Work and Employment

Social Protection/Welfare
Families and Children
Integrated Body

Cross-cutting departmental structures with specific
responsibility to children

Other
Key:
e  Responsible body

Perinatal | Level 0.1 | Level 0.2

Sources: Education Bureau (2012c); Social Welfare Department (2017e); Department of Health (2017b)
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Figure 2: Overview of ISCED Level O in participating countries

Age of children

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Kindergartens-cum-mixed Child Care Centers

Child Care Centers,
Residential Child Care Kindergartens

Centres
Kindergartens-cum-child care
centers

Source: Ng, Sun, Lau, & Rao (2017)

I [SCED level 0
I ISCED level 1

Table 4: Main setting types and characteristics of services for children aged 0-3 years
(0.1) and children aged 3 to the start of primary school (0.2) in Hong Kong

Serving 1Typlli:alf Funding type
. hildren ength o . .
Setting type cal day Publicly Privately
aged... (hours) | subsidized funded
. _ |
Center-based 0-3 years 10 °
0.1 Home-based, non-

relative day care (not .

child’s own home)

Center-based 3 to 6 years fl_ 10 o o
ours
Home-based, non-
relative (not child’s °
0.2 own home)
Kindergarten, public 3-7
school 3 to 6 years hours
Kindergarten, 3-10
private school 2 b & e hours *

Key:
e TFunding type exists

Source: Education Bureau (2017a); Social Welfare Department (2017e)
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Table 5: Percentage enrollment in formal care and preschool by age phase in study
countries

Enrollment in formal care and preschool by age phase (%)
Under 3 years 3 to start of primary school
n/a 92.5%

* This figure is for 3 to 5 year age group. As noted by the Census Department, data on attendance
were collected with reference to the first six months of the calendar year. Children typically have to
be 3 years at the beginning of the school year in September. Hence, those who turned 3 in the last
few months of the calendar year may not have been in pre-primary education in the first half of the

year. The enrollment rate for 6-year-olds is 100%.

Source: Census and Statistics Department (2017a)

Table 6: Enroliment rates for children aged from 0-3 years (0.1) and from 3 years to
the starting of primary schooling (0.2) at different ages

Enrollment rates as a percent for age groups 0-7 Hong Kong
Enrollment rate as percent <1 years
Enrollment rate as percent 1 <2 years n/a

Enrollment rate as percent 2 <3 years

Enrollment rate as percent 3 <4 years
Enrollment rate as percent 4 <5 years 92.5%

Enrollment rate as percent 5 <6 years

Enrollment rate as percent 6 <7 years 100%

Source: Census and Statistics Department (2017a)
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Table 7: Enroliment in Formal Care and Education by SES

Enrollment in formal care and education by socioeconomic status (%)

Below federal poverty

level (FPL) 100-199% of FPL

200% of FPL and above

Unavailable, but all children aged 3-6 attend kindergarten

Table 8: Areas of learning included in curriculum guidance for children aged 0-3 years
(0.1) and children aged 3 to the start of primary school (0.2)

Areas of learning in prescribed curriculum guidance Level 0.1 | Level 0.2
Personal and emotional development . .
Social development including citizenship, values . .
Attitudes and dispositions to learning o °
Physical development and health education . .
Language development and communication skills o .
Reading and literacy skills o °
Mathematical skills o .
Understanding the natural world o .
Science o °
Technology and the digital world o .
Expressive arts music, and creativity o .
Second /foreign language o o
Religious and spiritual o o
Key:

° Yes, national guidance includes this area of learning
o No, national guidance does not include this area of learning
n/a Not applicable, as no national curriculum guidance exists
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Table 9: Expectations for child outcomes in different areas of learning and
development for children aged 0-3 years (0.1) and children aged 3 to the start
of primary school

Explicit expectations for child outcomes in areas of learning Level 0.1 | Level 0.2
Personal and emotional development . .
Social development including citizenship, values . .
Attitudes and dispositions to learning o )
Physical development and health education . .
Language development and communication skills . .
Reading and literacy skills o °
Mathematical skills o .
Understanding the natural world o .
Science o .
Technology and the digital world o .
Expressive arts music, and creativity o .
Second /foreign language o o
Religious and spiritual o o
Key:

®  Yes, there are expectations for child outcomes
o No, there are not expectations for child outcomes in this area

n/a There are no stated expectations for child outcomes during this phase
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Table 10:  Use of child outcomes data for children aged 0-3 years (0.1) and children aged
3 to the start of primary school (0.2)

Use of results of national or typical subnational child

assessments to inform the development of ECEC policy and

practice nationally Level 0.1 | Level 0.2
For accountability and performance management of settings n/a n/a
For commissioning of providers n/a n/a
By central body to inform strategic planning of ECEC n/a n/a
By regional body to inform strategic planning of ECEC n/a n/a
By local body to inform strategic planning of ECEC n/a n/a
By providers to inform strategic planning of ECEC n/a n/a
By settings to inform planning of ECEC programs n/a n/a
By ECEC practitioner-groups to inform planning of ECEC n/a n/a
programs

By parent bodies to inform parental choice of ECEC n/a n/a
Key:

®  Yes, outcomes data are used for this purpose

o  No, outcomes data are not used for this purpose

n/a There are no national child assessments during this phase
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Table 11: Regulated group size for children aged 0-3 years (0.1) and children aged 3 to
the start of primary school (0.2)

Maximum group size for children Hong
Kong

Under 1 year old 14

1 year old 14

2 years old 14

3 years old 30

4 years old 30

5 years old 30

6 years old o

Key:

e  Not applicable as there are not national or typical subnational regulated group sizes
o Age phase is not applicable, as children are enrolled in school

Table 12: Regulated staff: child ratios for children aged 0-3 years (0.1) and children aged 3
to the start of primary school (0.2)

Recommended staff: child ratio for children Hong
Kong
Under 1 year old 1:5
1 year old 1:5
2 years old 1:5
3 years old 1:11
4 years old 1:11
5 years old 1:11
6 years old o
Key:

e  Notapplicable as there are not national or typical subnational regulated
staff : child ratios
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o Age phase is not applicable, as children are enrolled in school
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Table 13:  Aspects of quality assurance processes covered by inspection for children
aged 0-3 years (0.1) and children aged 3 to the start of primary school (0.2)

Aspects of quality assurance covered by inspection Level 0.1 | Level 0.2
Regulation compliance ° °
Staff performance o °
Leadership and management o °
Children’s learning outcomes ° °
Curriculum program o °
Children’s well-being ° °
Parental satisfaction o o
Financial stability ) °
Value for money o o
Key:

° Yes, aspect covered
o No, aspect not covered

n/a Not applicable, as no accreditation exists
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Table 14: Reporting of inspection results of settings for children aged 0-3 years (0.1) and

children aged 3 to the start of primary school (0.2)

Reporting process of inspection Level 0.1 | Level 0.2
Report to setting ° °
Report to parents ° °
Report to providers ° °
Report to local body with responsibility for ECEC ° o
Report to regional body with responsibility for ECEC n/a n/a
Report to national body with responsibility for ECEC n/a n/a
Report published in local media o o
Report published on internet ) °

Key:
®  Yes, reporting does occur
o No, reporting does not occur

n/a Not applicable, as no inspection exists
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Table 15: Use of inspection results of settings to inform the development of policy and
practice in settings for children aged 0-3 years (0.1) and children aged 3 to the
start of primary school (0.2)

Use of inspection reports Level 0.1 | Level 0.2
Reports used for accountability and performance management of o o
ECEC providers and setting

Reports used for commissioning providers o o
Reports used by central body to inform strategic planning of ECEC o o
Reports used by regional body to inform strategic planning of ECEC o o
Reports used by local body to inform strategic planning of ECEC o o
Reports used by provider bodies to inform strategic planning of

ECEC © *
Reports used by settings to inform planning of ECEC services ° °
Reports used by ECEC practitioner groups to inform planning of

ECEC services © *
Reports used by parent bodies to inform parental choice of ECEC o °
Key:

° Yes, results are used

o No, results are not used

n/a Not applicable, as no inspection exists

Table 16: Level of government responsible for setting ECEC policy for children aged 0-3
years (0.1) and children aged 3 to the start of primary schooling (0.2)

Level at which responsibility for ECEC resides Level 0.1 | Level 0.2
Responsibility for ECEC policy lies mostly at national level ° ]
Responsibility for ECEC policy lies at national and subnational

levels

Key:

e Level at which responsibility for ECEC resides
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Table 17:

children aged from 3 to the start of primary schooling (0.2)

Types of supply-side funding

Funded places subsidy

Staff salary subsidy

Capital grants for acquisition and improvement physical plant
Resource grants

Key:

e  Supply-side funding is available

n/a Funding from central funds does not exist

Table 18:

Level 0.1

children aged from 3 to the start of primary schooling (0.2)

Types of demand-side funding
Tax credits/relief

Vouchers

Reduced fees

Family allowances

Key:
e  Demand-side funding is available

n/a Demand-side funding does not exist
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Level 0.1

Supply-side funding from central funds for children aged from 0-3 (0.1) and

Level 0.2

(one-off)

Demand-side funding from central funds for children aged from 0-3 (0.1) and

Level 0.2
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