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 Introduction 

 The Asia-Pacific region, consisting of nearly half of the total human population 
and heterogeneity of people, nations and communities from East and Southeast Asia, 
Oceania and neighboring islands in the Pacific Ocean, is recognized as the world’s most 
dynamic and fastest-growing region in global economy and education development. The 
region is far from monolithic as nations and societies display an enormous variety of 
differences in terms of socio-political orientation, level of economic prosperity, and 
scientific and technological development. In addition, a vast diversity of languages, 
cultures, religions, as well as legal and educational systems exist among countries, states 
and territories. In the UNESCO book on Celebrating Diversity, Cultivating Development, 
Creating Our Future Together, Federico Mayor, Director-General of UNESCO describes 
this part of the world as follows: 

The Asia-Pacific region is one of enormous diversity. This vast area comprises the most 
populous countries (i.e., China and India) in the world and some of the smallest (i.e., 
Nauru and the Maldives). A number of countries like Japan and Australia have attained 
very high levels of development – economic and human – while others remain among the 
least developed such as Cambodia and Bangladesh. This wide spectrum of diversity 
constitutes both a rich endowment and a challenge – the region continues to face major 
problems of illiteracy, poverty and inequality. Through fostering global partnerships, 
UNESCO will strive to assist the Asia-Pacific region to achieve development that is 
sustainable and equitable, and societies where human rights and democracy can flourish. 
(UNESCO 1996, p. i) 

Over the past two decades, advances in science and technology, rapid economic and 
cultural development and socio-political transformation have drastically changed the 
education landscape in the Asia-Pacific region. The 1991 UNESCO Report on the New 
Training Strategies in Educational Planning and Management noted the new approaches 
and trends in the educational changes in the Asia-Pacific region. 
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While there may be some differences in modalities and approaches, the countries of the 
Asia-Pacific region have clearly placed special emphasis on strategies and action plans 
for the implementation of educational reforms. Experience has shown that without such 
emphasis, the intended outcomes of new educational policies and reform initiative will 
not be realized. In recent reform initiatives, unprecedented attention was directed at 
implementation strategies and measures with a view to ensuring that the objectives of 
reforms are achieved. Such strategies and infrastructural development, institutional 
realignment, content and curriculum renewal, pedagogical innovations including the 
application of modern communications technology, and the mobilization, upgrading and 
better utilization of manpower. (UNESCO, 1991, p. 1) 

Above all, new educational demands for the new era, the dynamic nature of the socio-
political and economic contexts, and the increasing global competition for quality 
workforce have added new dimensions to the search for new policy strategies and 
directions for educational innovations and school reforms in the Asia-Pacific region. 

Education in the Context of Change, Reform, and Innovation 

Education has always been considered as a process of change and innovation in 
the human society. Confucius regards education as means for changing the moral conduct 
of people. Dewey (2001) in Education and Social Change asserts that societal change is a 
spontaneous and ongoing process, and that education reflects, initiates, and guides social 
change. Paulo Freire (1970) in Pedagogy of the Oppressed interprets education as a 
political and ideological activity, a scheme for cultural action and social change. 
According to UNESCO (1990), educational change refers to “any noticeable moves from 
established practice; it may be large or small, lengthy or brief” (p. 12). While education is 
influenced by various shaping forces, Windham (1996) asserts that education must adapt 
to changing situations and new environments, including adaptation to internal and 
external changes. He notes that: 

[M]anagement science describes the situation of education as one of dynamic 
‘homeostasis’. All this means, in fact, is that education must change even if it wants only 
to remain where it is. Education, in both developed and developing nations, exists in an 
environment of continual change. Even if its mission is constant, education must innovate 
to adapt to change in its internal and external contexts. Obviously, if education’s mission 
changes, as is happening in many societies, then innovation is even more crucial and 
probably will need to be engaged in on an even broader scale. (See Inbar, p. 10) 

Change, on the other hand, may be described as the adoption of innovation, where 
the ultimate goal is to improve outcomes through an alteration of practices (Credaro, 
2001). Nonetheless, Bray and Koo (2004), maintain that continuity in many respects 
could be more important than change because it is a desirable form of stability in the 
post-colonial context, whereas on other occasions it may be considered as an undesirable 
resistance to change. Their remarks focusing on education and society in Hong Kong and 
Macao carry much wider application.  

Inbar (1996) points out that the various undesirable characters of schools and the 
education system including unclear means-ends connections; loose coupling among 
individuals, units and organization; the existence of multiple and even conflicting 
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educational goals; the loose connection between planning and implementation; and the 
lack of clear instructional technologies (p. 27) set the stage for the discussion of the 
complex process of planning towards educational innovation. Nonetheless, despite the 
nature of educational problems which are often complex, uncertain and difficult to define, 
the character of the problems confronting educational innovation has many important 
implications for policymakers, planners, teachers and stakeholders in education (pp. 28-
31):

1) To what degree can an innovative idea be definitively formulated? 

2) To what degree is there a criterion which tells us what an innovative ideas has really 
brought about a solution? 

3) Is the solution that may be reached by the innovative idea based on a true/false or 
good/bad scale? 

4) Are there immediate and ultimate tests to evaluate the outcomes of innovative 
solutions? 

5) Is the solution a one-shot operation, or an ongoing learning process of trial and error? 

6) Is there an exhaustive set of potential solutions or a set of well-described, permissible 
operations to solve a complex problem? 

7) To what degree is the innovative idea unique? 

8) To what degree are the problems to be dealt with innovatively a symptom of other 
problems? 

9) To what degree can the problems to be dealt with be explained in different ways? 

10)  Does the educational innovator have the right to be wrong?        

Undoubtedly, the implementation of reform and innovation is a complex and difficult 
process which involves common vision, collaboration, shared decision-making, risk-
taking, developing support structures, and mutual commitment from stakeholders. 
Reforms and innovations in education are often hard to conceive and even harder to put 
into practice partly because changes in a system could have different meanings, effects, 
and implications to different groups of people. Inbar (1996) maintains that change is 
difficult to achieve without the use of managerial power and establishing meaningful 
legitimacy. He adds:  

Implementation assumes the activation of people along a direct course of action. Such 
activation is typically based on managerial power. Managerial power may be looked upon 
as the ability to carry out a proposed change. Therefore, the process of translating 
innovative ideas into action is conceived as a series of actions which are a consequence of 
managerial power. Implementation focuses on the level of power embodied in the 
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organization, on the extent to which formal administrators are ceded substantial authority 
to bring about change (p. 60) … However, an unlimited ‘imported’ attitude towards 
innovation should be avoided. Innovation should grow largely from local initiative, 
receiving support and legitimization from above. Experience shows that, time and time 
again, innovations which were intended to grow into reforms began with high hopes, only 
to falter and fade (Adams & Chen, 1981). (See Inbar, p. 47) 

Furthermore, it is interesting to note that in understanding and analyzing the phenomena 
of change in education, educators and policymakers across the globe often find it hard to 
have unanimous agreement with the definition of the terms on innovation, reform, and 
development. As revealed by the UNESCO Report on Innovations and Initiatives in 
Teacher Education in Asia and the Pacific Region (1990, p. 1): 

There is sometimes a wide variation between Member Countries with regard to what they 
believe constitutes an innovation, reform or development; this should be kept in mind 
when interpreting the information presented. For example, the use of coloured chalk and 
basic audio-visual materials may be regarded as being an educational innovation in some 
developing countries in the region, while in other more affluent countries innovations 
may largely refer to the development and use of sophisticated computer facilities. When 
reference is made in the report to educational innovations, developments and initiatives, it 
is mainly on the basis of how these are defined in the country or countries in question.  

Bearing this in mind, it is appropriate to note some salient features of educational reform 
and innovations in the Asia-Pacific contexts. Moreover, despite some discrepancies exist 
among educators on the nature of innovation, specific characteristics of an innovation 
should include the following (UNESCO 1990, p. 2): 

It introduces a new or novel element which deviates from existing structures and / 
or procedures and is oriented towards the values of the society. 

Its specific objective and/or purpose is relevant to the needs of the community and 
related to national development. 

It has potential for diffusion on a large scale and is renewable from time to time 
based on appropriate feedback and the context for adoption and adaptation. 

The innovative process should involve a scientific approach before being either 
accepted or discarded. 

During the experimental stage, an innovation should permit flexibility on the basis   
of monitoring and evaluation. 

It should be both cost and time effective, and communicable to and able to be 
implemented in other parallel situations. Reliability, with or without adaptation, 
should be a criterion for innovativeness.

         Apart from the above, many lessons and experience can be drawn from the process 
of education innovations and reform. Berger and Whisler (1994) in What’s Noteworthy 
on School Reform highlight some of the important lessons that can be learned by 
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educators and policymakers in the United States; however, their observations and 
comments also have significant implications for school reform in the Asia-Pacific region: 

1) Reforming the American educational system is a long-term proposition. What 
many people thought can be accomplished in a relatively short time (from one 
legislative session to the next) is now understand to take years to accomplish. 

2) There is no one approach that can be taken to improve the performance of all 
school systems. Each system has enough unique characteristics and variables that 
the adoption of a single model that fits all districts is not possible. 

3) There is not one single, simple, fail-safe intervention that can be introduced into 
the life of a school system that will result in long-term, substantial, sustainable 
increases in student achievement. Systemic change will come only as a result of a 
combination of effective interventions, skillfully implemented, in the proper 
sequence, at the right time in the life of the school district. 

4) There is a combination of interventions that must be considered in any significant 
reform effort which includes use of learner-centered principles; content standards 
for student learning; school- or district-wide assessment and accountability 
systems; and the design and use of integrated, interdisciplinary curriculum. 

5) There is a need for organizational and leadership development, management of 
the personal transitions that school district employees experience in times of 
significant organizational change, and the building of public support for reform if 
quality technical work is to have any long-term positive impact on leaning and 
achievement. (Berger & Whisler, 1994, p. 3) 

On the whole, educational change may be viewed as adoption of innovation with the 
ultimate goal to improve quality and outcomes of the education system through various 
means of adaptation, modification, and revitalization of ideas and practices. More 
importantly, all educational reforms and innovations require participants to take different 
perspectives, visions, orientations, or approaches for fulfilling new educational goals, 
missions, and responsibilities.  

Education Policy, Reform, and School Innovations in the Asia-Pacific Region

Education has been rapidly changing in the Asia-Pacific region for the last two 
decades. Despite education is regarded as an essential tool for national development and 
modernization, the educational systems in the region have been criticized as primarily 
oriented towards coping with the ‘here and now’ issues and solving current problems and 
issues (UNESCO, 1990), and education policy and planning also tend to be more pre-
occupied with inadequacies and shortfalls of the past than exploring the needs of the 
future (Roy Singh, 1991). A vast number of education documents, project reports, 
statistics and research studies have revealed that some of the major problems and 
challenges that are related to policy formulation and implementation of educational 
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reform, particularly for developing nations in this region, include (Bray & Packer, 1993; 
Cheng, 2003; Cheng & Townsend, 2000; EFA, 2008a; EFA, 2008d; Fien, Abe, & 
Bhandari, 2000; Keeves & Watanabe, 2003; Lee & Bray, 1997; Maclean, 2003; Maclean 
& Vine, 2003; Postlethwaite, 2003; Townsend & Cheng, 2000; UNESCO 1989; 
UNESCO, 1990;  UNESCO, 1997; UNESCO, 2007; World Bank, 2006):  

Government bureaucracy and lack of long-term utilization planning for maximum 
benefits

Curriculum and schooling do not correspond to the needs of society in relation to 
its present stage of national development, hence school leavers could not utilize 
their knowledge and skills in the workplace 

Lack of support, motivation, and commitment at school levels regarding 
education planning and policies initiated by local or central government 

Lack of  programs of study in schools that focus on early childhood and senior 
secondary education 

Insufficient public spending on basic education, teacher education, professional 
development of teachers and administrators 

Teaching is considered as an occupation rather than a profession. In addition, 
average earnings of teachers are far behind the cost of living 

Non-use and low allocations to non-formal and other delivery systems of 
education

Low priority for development of technical and vocational education as well as for 
adult and non-formal education 

Over-crowed classrooms (over 1:40 teacher-pupil ratio) with unqualified teachers 
conducting specialized subjects (e.g. English and other foreign languages, 
mathematics, science, art and civic education, etc.) 

Low internal efficiency and wastage in terms of repetition and drop-out rates 

Ineffective educational management, administration and planning in the public 
school systems 

Despite the many difficulties and pitfalls mentioned above, over the years numerous 
efforts have been attempted to enhance the education systems and conditions of schooling 
among various countries and territories in the Asia-Pacific region. To a greater extent, 
rapid economic prosperity coupled with political stability during the 1970s and 1980s has 
allowed many countries and territories in the region to consider education as a priority for 
future development and undertake in-depth and extensive reviews of educational 
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planning, policies, and development that have led to reforms and innovations. More 
recently, in order to cope with the impact and challenges of the knowledge-based 
economy, increasingly rapid globalization, information and technology, and cultivating 
people for a sustainable development and future global workforce, tremendous amount of 
resources and efforts have been allocated at various levels towards educational reform 
and school innovation in many developing nations in the region (Nagata, 2007; EFA, 
2008; Ng & Renshaw, 2009; World Bank, 2005). Below are some of the major trends and 
development strategies, identified from findings, observations and information from 
educational research, country reports, cross-national studies, and policy documents 
(Baker & Wiseman, 2007; Bjork, 2006; Cheng, 2005; Cheng, Chow, & Mok, 2004; EFA, 
2008b; EFA, 2008c; Grossman, Kennedy, Fairbrother, & Lee (2004); Guo, 2005; Hughes, 
2006; Keeves & Watanabe, 2003; Maclean, 2002; Mason, Hershock, & Hawkings, 2007; 
Ng & Renshaw, 2009; Postiglione & Tan, 2007; Schubert, 2008; UNESCO, 1994; 
UNESCO, 2007; World Bank, 2005): 

reconstructing national and global visions and aims of education  
reengineering the education systems at different levels 
reviewing the school curriculum with greater flexibility for student choice 
setting new academic standards and competence benchmark  
increasing educational expenditure for early childhood and higher education 
improving the quality of teaching and learning across various disciplines 
increasing the investment in information technology and applying a wide diversity 
of equipment, tools and techniques involved in teaching and learning 
allowing greater flexibility in school choice for parents 
promoting school-parent-community partnerships  
enhancing the development of teacher education and providing continuous 
professional development and other supports for school teachers and 
administrators 
strengthening educational leadership and school management through 
decentralization and accountability measures 
increasing the resources and support for inclusive, vocational and adult education 
at various levels 
utilizing alternative education as other means of schooling 
adopting the school voucher and direct subsidy scheme 
enhancing educational opportunities of under-privileged groups including ethnic 
minorities, immigrants, migrant workers, indigenous peoples and children with 
special needs 
allocating more educational resources to improve educational productivity and 
school effectiveness 

  In addition to the above, recent reports and documents have shown that almost all 
countries in the Asia Pacific region have experienced substantial growth and development 
in education over the past decade (e.g. EFA Global Monitoring Report, 2008a; 
Postiglione & Tan, 2007; UNESCO, 2008 Statistics; World Bank, 2006). In April 2000 at 
the World Education Forum in Dakar, Republic of Senegal in west Africa, 164 
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governments together with partner institutions adopted a Framework for Action focusing 
on the achievement of six Education for All (EFA) goals pertaining to the expansion of 
early childhood care and education, the achievement of universal primary education, the 
development of learning opportunities for youth and adults, the spread of literacy, the 
achievement of gender parity and gender equality in education, and improvements in 
education quality (EFA Global Monitoring Report, 2008d). The details of the EFA 
Report will not be discussed here; however, a review summary of the current EPA Report 
on the Asia and the Pacific could provide meaningful insights and greater perspectives for 
our understanding of the current education trends and situations in the region. According 
to 2009 Education for All Global Monitoring Report regarding East Asia and the Pacific 
(EFA Report, 2009): 

There are stark variations between countries in East Asia and the Pacific: while several 
countries have reached EFA goals, others lag behind in key education areas. 

EFA progress and challenges 

Child mortality rates in East Asia and the Pacific have improved in the last decade, 
with under-5 mortality rates now at 31 per 1,000 births (31%). While rates are 
below 10% in seven countries including Brunei Darussalam, Japan and Singapore, 
they are over 85% in Cambodia, Myanmar and Timor-Leste. 

Under-five malnutrition rates in the region as a whole are below the world 
average. However, among the few countries with data available, high moderate 
and severe underweight rates are reported in Cambodia, Myanmar and Lao 
People’s Democratic Republic, ranging from 32% and 40%, and about or more 
than one-third of children suffer from moderate and severe stunting. 

Participation in pre-primary schools in East Asia and the Pacific increased from 
40% to 45% between 1999 and 2006. Within the region, the pre-primary gross 
enrolment ratio ranges from 44% in East Asia to 74% in the Pacific in 2006. 

The average net enrolment ratio (NER) in primary education decreased from 96% 
in 1999 to 93% in 2006. Some countries lag behind the region average, with 
primary NERs below 80% in the Cook Islands, the Marshall Islands, the Solomon 
Islands and Timor-Leste. 

There were 9.5 million out-of-school children in 2006, 3.5 million more since 
1999. Cambodia, Myanmar and the Republic of Korea made extraordinary 
progress in reducing the number of children not enrolled. 

In 2006, 51% of out-of-school children in the region were boys, although in 
specific countries such as Cambodia, Lao People’s Democratic Republic, Macao 
(China) and Timor-Leste, the majority of ‘missing’ school children were girls. 
The possibility that out-of-school children might eventually attend school is also 
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gender-skewed in the region, with of 88% of boys expected to enroll late, as 
compared with 67% of girls. 

In 2006, some 162 million students were enrolled in secondary education in East 
Asia and the Pacific, an increase of nearly 29 million since Dakar. Total 
secondary NER also grew, averaging 69% in 2006, compared to 61% in 1999. 

About 30%, or 44 million, of the world’s students in tertiary education were 
enrolled in East Asia and the Pacific in 2006. Even so, with a GER of 25%, 
participation in tertiary education in the region remained low, with great variation 
among countries. 

An estimated 113 million adults in the region were considered illiterate between 
2000 - 2006, nearly two-thirds of these were in China and 13% in Indonesia. 
Between 1985 - 1994 and 2000 - 2006, the average adult literacy rate increased 
from 82% to 93% mainly due to the reduction of illiteracy in China. The rise was 
more pronounced among women whose literacy rate climbed from 75% to just 
over 90%. 

Nearly two-thirds of the countries in this region have achieved gender parity in 
primary education, but gender gaps in secondary schools exist in almost three-
quarters of the countries. Only five countries have achieved gender parity at both 
levels (China, Japan, the Marshall Islands, Myanmar and the Republic of Korea). 

Teaching staff in primary education for the whole region fell by 4% between 1999 
and 2006, but slower than total enrolment. Malaysia and Vanuatu increased the 
number of teachers by at least 30% during this period which lead to a decrease in 
pupil/teacher ratios by 4 percentage points. The decline of PTRs were particularly 
marked in Macao (China) and Viet Nam. 

The EFA Development Index (EDI) for the school year ending in 2006 is 
available for 13 of the 33 countries in East Asia and the Pacific. Of these, two 
developed (Japan, New Zealand) and four developing countries (Brunei 
Darussalam, Malaysia, the Maldives, Republic of Korea, Tonga) have achieved or 
are very close to achieving the four quantifiable EFA goals included in the index. 
Five other countries are in an intermediate position, while Cambodia and Lao 
People’s Democratic Republic are furthest from achieving the EFA goals. 

National education finance 

Nine of the fourteen countries with data spent less than 5% of GNP on education 
in 2006, with large variation within the region (minimum of 1.8% in Cambodia 
and maximum of 10% in Vanuatu).  

With about 16% in 2006 East Asia was slightly higher than the world median in 
terms of its total public expenditure which is allocated to education (no data is 
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available for the Pacific). Of the twelve countries with available data, only two 
(Malaysia and Thailand) allocated about 25% of their total public expenditure to 
education in 2006. 

International aid 

Total official development assistance (ODA) commitments towards East Asia and 
the Pacific remained relatively constant around US$13.5 billion in 1999-2000 and 
2005, and dropped to US$11.7 billion in 2006. More than half that drop was 
experienced solely in Indonesia (nearly US$1 billion less in 2005 than in 2006). 

Total aid to education for the region increased since 1999 by US$ 835 million. 
Moreover, the share of aid for education in total ODA more than doubled from 
8% in 1999-2000 to 17% in 2005-2006 

Aid to basic education in the region increased from US$ 300 million in 1999-2000 
to US$ 634 million 2006. The share of aid to basic education in total aid to 
education went from 27% in 1999-2000 to 33% in 2005-2006. (EFA Global 
Monitoring Report 2009. Regional Fact Sheet: East Asia and the Pacific) 

Organization and Contents of this Book

This book focuses on educational policy, reform, and school innovations in the 
Asia-Pacific region and examines some relevant trends, patterns, issues and challenges, 
and theoretical and practical applications arising from the process and outcomes of 
education and schooling. Many authors also seek to share their educational beliefs and 
effective practices within the domains of curriculum reform and educational development, 
teaching and learning, language education, information technology, and professional 
development of teachers. The 30 articles contributed by a variety of educators, 
researchers, school leaders, educational planners, and school administrators are from 
selected countries and territories of the broader Asia-Pacific region, including Hong 
Kong, Macao, mainland China, the Philippines, India, Guam, Australia, and the United 
States. The USA as the most economically and technologically developed nation in the 
Asia-Pacific rim has been selected to illustrate the varying approaches and strategies 
undertaken in response to educational reform and innovations in contrast to the other 
countries and territories in the Asia-Pacific region. 

The twenty-nine articles (excluding this introductory chapter) in this book are 
grouped into five parts: (i) education policy, reform, and school innovations, (ii) teaching 
and learning and effective educational practices, (iii) language education, (iv) educational 
technologies and e-learning, and (v) teacher education and professional growth. Part I 
which includes a total of eight articles deals with some of the major problems and 
challenges in educational policy, planning, and reform confronted by countries and 
territories in the Asia-Pacific region. A total of seven articles in Part II examine 
innovations in teaching and learning and provide some cases of effective educational 
practices within or outside the traditional classroom setting and examples for program 
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design and evaluation purpose. The integration of educational practices linking family, 
school, and the community is also addressed. Part III comprising five articles focuses on 
language education and related issues in the Asia-Pacific at various grade levels including 
pre-school children. The use of English immersion and teacher evaluation and feedback 
approaches are also expounded. The six articles in Part IV deal with educational 
technology and web-based learning including the development of educational technology 
in China, sociological context for computers in India, and using Moodle to support on-
line learning in university courses in the Philippines and USA. Part V comprising three 
articles provides detailed discussions and insights into teacher education and the 
professional growth of teachers. Authors from Singapore, USA, and the Philippines 
present ideas on changing teacher images and explore aspects of effective professional 
development in the larger context of teacher education and critically examine how job-
embedded professional development programs and bottom-up innovation will result in 
highly qualified teachers capable of improving the teaching and learning environment as 
well as reflecting on a new vision of educational change and professional growth.

Part I: Education Policy, Reform, and School Innovations 

  These are eight articles in Part I. The first two articles address education policy 
and reform in Hong Kong in the context of early childhood education. In recent years, 
many developing countries around the globe have made considerable progress toward the 
attainment of universalizing primary education. The scenario is somewhat disturbing in 
the Asia-Pacific region because in many countries their pre-primary education (including 
early childhood sector) still remains outside the domain of public funding or compulsory 
schooling. The article by Choi examines the policy change and development of early 
childhood teacher education in Hong Kong, with particular reference to the policy 
documents and reform initiatives implemented since the early 1980s. With an aim to 
provide a general outlook of teacher education development in the Special Administrative 
Region, related policy papers including the Llewellyn Report and Education Commission 
Reports (ECR1- ECR7) are presented successively. As policy brings about different 
changes, the intended and unintended effects of policy implementation on early 
childhood teacher education in light of quality education are discussed. A future 
development path of early childhood teacher education in Hong Kong is also delineated 
under the notion of policy changes.

Wong and Lai examine the development of early childhood education reform in 
Hong Kong from a historical perspective. The authors noted that early childhood 
education had long been neglected by the colonial government for the past one hundred 
years. After the change of sovereignty, the government with the intention to improve the 
quality of early childhood education has started to pay more attention to early childhood 
education, as reflected by increasing resources and establishing timeline for training of 
childcare teachers. Through their research and expertise in early childhood education, 
Wong and Lai provide most meaningful feedback to the different stages of early 
childhood education development and their significance to improvement. Most valuable 
to readers are the directions they furnished in guiding the future development of pre-
primary education in Hong Kong.   
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Kwok focuses on the current reform in vocational education and re-
conceptualizing of lifelong learning in higher education through a postsecondary school 
case in Hong Kong. Based on practical experiences of having launched two innovative 
on-the-job programs for training youth aged between 15 and 24 (below the level of 
university education) as information technology assistants of primary (including 
kindergarten) and secondary schools at a continuing education centre since 2002, the 
author aims to challenge conceptual dichotomy between formal and informal education, 
and pinpoint confusing identity notions of traditional and non-traditional students. 

Reorientation of the school curriculum has been a critical issue in the education 
reform in Macao even since the return of sovereignty to China in 1999. Li draws our 
attention to the slow development of a standardized mathematics curriculum in this 
former Portuguese enclave which has a population of only half a million. Through 
historical lenses and review of education policy documents, the author presents the 
complex issues and challenges that Macao educators have been facing in making their 
standardized mathematics curriculum a reality. The author concluded his article by 
encouraging all stakeholders to work collaboratively for a common goal in this small 
territory. 

The article by Chan accounts for the major educational development in China for 
the last thirty years from the end of the Cultural Revolution because almost all the 
educational initiatives during this period have become the basis for strategic planning and 
innovations for education in the 21st century.  Educational challenges in the new century 
were projected based on trends of educational development in the last three decades. 
Then, planning strategies of Chinese educators were analyzed by tracing specific 
measures to address educational problems. Educational planning strategies were 
compared with the 1993 Blueprint of Educational Development to ascertain if the 
planning strategies really reflect items on the Blueprint. Through in-depth discussion, the 
author assesses each of the planning strategies in terms of their practicality of realization. 
The article concludes by highlighting sustainability of strategic planning as a key to 
building a harmonious society in the future. 

Wang, Richardson, Chan, and Koo address the merit pay system at a university in 
mainland China as it continues to be a sensitive and increasingly common practice in 
many developing countries and territories in the Asia Pacific region. The authors point 
out that merit pay is a powerful tool in motivating faculty members to take an active role 
in working with student performance and class participation, but rewarding teaching staff 
by monetary means alone is far from satisfactory. On the other hand, a complete 
rewarding system and corporate management strategies including incentive-based pay 
and other means of intrinsic rewards, such as giving the instructor distinguished status, 
recognitions, or a personal stake in realizing that their efforts result in overall 
productivity and success for the department or institution, should be developed in order to 
cope with the increasingly competing global economy and rapidly changing educational 
climate in mainland China. 
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Across the other side of the Asia Pacific in the United States, the No Child Left 
Behind (NCLB) legislature has stirred up the greatest upheaval in American education in 
recent years. Numerous efforts have also been made at all levels of education to enhance 
the school curriculum, standardized testing, teaching and learning environments, 
professional development of teachers, parent and school and community collaboration, 
educational leadership and overall performance of schools. The next two articles provide 
excellent insights into the connections between innovative strategies, effects of policy 
implementation, and challenges of current education reform in the US. In the first article 
entitled No Child Left Behind Act: A Reform Debate in the United States of America,
Thirumurthy presents a critical analysis of the controversial legislature by reviewing both 
successes and failures as seen in the consequences after implementation. Specific 
examples were quoted from the State of Washington and State of Florida as to how they 
attempted to comply to the federal mandate and at the same time had to strengthen the 
alignment with their curricula throughout the entire states. This is a must-read article on 
No Child Left Behind issues. 

The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) has great impact on many aspects of 
teacher education as well. Currently, teacher education programs across the United States 
need to meet the NCLB demands through program revision and curricular reorientation in 
order to prepare competent teachers and leaders in education. Jiang, Patterson & Chan 
review the background of the redesign initiative and focus on reporting the redesign 
criteria and how one university in the State of Georgia meets these criteria with positive 
change and innovative strategies which include involvement of program graduates and 
field administrators in the redesign process. Through their investigation of innovative 
teacher education curriculum, effective practices of today’s leadership program were 
detected. As a result, the newly designed educational leadership program is 30% field 
based, with practicum and portfolio activities embedded in regular classes. The entire 
program is now enriched with research and technology orientations with the focus to 
prepare effective leaders to make best use of all university, school and community 
resources to enhance student achievement. This report offers practical and effective 
innovative strategies that can be learned by all higher education program developers in 
the Asia-Pacific region. 

Part II: Innovations in Teaching and Learning & Effective Educational Practices 

Teaching and learning is another important area which continually faces the 
thrusts and challenges of the knowledge-based economy, technological transformation, 
socio-cultural and other changes. There are seven articles in Part II which deal with 
innovations in teaching and learning and effective educational practices. The prevalent 
use of didactic methods in Hong Kong higher education has failed to prepare university 
graduates to become effective problem-solvers and life-long learners to face future 
challenges. In response to this approach, Chan presents a study of formative evaluation of 
an innovative teaching strategy in which various groups of Chinese students were 
assigned to non-traditional learning tasks through various roles of presentation, enquiry 
of information, and critical thinking. This new teaching strategy traces the research on 
constructivist views of learning and De Corte’s concept of powerful learning 



~ 1� ~

Education Policy, Reform, & School Innovations in the Asia-Pacific

environments to ensure that student learning would be more adaptive to the increasingly 
keen global competition and local demands. In addition, Tessmer’s framework on 
formative evaluation was adopted as an innovative approach to module teaching at the 
Hong Kong Institute of Education. Findings revealed that the three-way approach is 
highly favorable by the academic staff and is also perceived as a better teaching method 
by the students involved. This study offers an exemplar of good practice for those who 
are interested in improving instructional design and evaluation of innovative teaching 
strategies in post-secondary institutions. 

As an innovative approach to enhance teaching and learning, classroom rituals 
can infuse a sense of community and enrich classroom culture, allowing a sense of 
familiarity, safety, and connection to others, helping the child to become a productive 
learner. The article by Fite, Backor, and Brown examine perceptions of ritual with the 
following questions in mind: How do early childhood educators define ritual, use it in 
their classrooms, and reflect on its value for promoting a sense of community? The study 
was conducted over a three-year period.  Seven classroom teachers were studied in the 
first year. Throughout the course of study, information was collected from teachers 
enrolled in early childhood education and human development graduate courses through 
interviews, questionnaires, focus groups, and journaling. The conclusions have shown 
that classroom rituals help children develop a sense of knowing, safety, and community 
that strengthens their sense of belongingness.  This article highlights the fact that being 
aware of ritual and routine empowers the educator to create a sense of community 
especially with culturally and linguistically diverse student populations. 

Turning to stress management and learning, the next two articles discuss the 
challenges that children from disadvantaged backgrounds often encounter and provide 
frameworks and strategies for teachers and parents. The article by Oja addresses an 
existing educational problem among educators which is the inability to recognize the 
signs of stress, trauma, or violence as it relates to the capacity to learn at all age levels. 
According to the author, research to design a program to assist learners affected by stress, 
trauma, or violence should be explored with appropriate materials for educators to 
encourage all learners to succeed, especially individuals with challenges and learning 
disabilities.  Identifying the needs of learners affected by stress, trauma, or violence and 
providing a successful learning format not only promotes learning and retention, it also 
produces a productive society, builds self-esteem and tolerance and acceptance of all 
individuals reducing conflict. Also, additional resources and opportunities must be 
offered to protect teachers and children engaged in making a positive change in the life 
they encounter. 

Jackson expounds on bibliotherapy as a valuable intervention technique for   
childhood stress and trauma. The author describes the key elements of the bibliotherapy 
process and includes a teaching framework that clearly illustrates how this can be 
implemented in the classroom. This article will help the classroom teacher of young 
children come to an understanding of stress and childhood traumas, and how to 
effectively control and plan for stress management in classroom situations.   
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Laidlaw, Jin and Low offer a comprehensive presentation of workplace for 
learning for senior secondary school students in Australia as it impacts self-esteem and 
intrinsic motivation. The findings of this study have educational implications in the 
context of increased focus on contextual workplace learning across educational 
institutions, and the rapidly increasing proportion of Australian students undertaking 
structured vocational placements as a component of senior studies. The authors also 
provide incisive analysis and recommendations for formulation of guidelines, curriculum 
development and further research. 

Reyes-Galang focuses on the sociological development, self-concept and parental 
involvement of preschool super-achievers at a private preschool in the Philippines.  A 
multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) with repeated measures was conducted to 
determine differences between the parents’ and the teachers’ perceptions of children’s 
socio-emotional behavior and self-concept.  This article has important implications to 
teachers, parents, and policymakers working in the field of child development. Teachers 
and parents need to share information and ideas with regard to development of children in 
school. They should also be aware of children’s socio-emotional behavior, peer 
communication patterns and school adjustment, and provide opportunities and channels 
to facilitate their learning and socio-emotional development.  

The final article in this part explores one relatively overlooked learning approach 
for measuring knowledge acquisition in school mathematics. Although schema 
acquisition is a critical factor in problem solving expertise, current procedures used to 
determine acquisition of a particular problem-solving schema tend to be clumsy and 
inaccurate. Low delves into editing procedures as an alternative method for measuring 
schema acquisition in mathematics. The study highlights the usefulness of text editing  
procedures in problem solving by first focusing on knowledge of problem structure rather 
than simply working on a solution. In addition, the editing procedure has offered useful 
results on gender differences in the solution of algebraic word problems. 

 Part III: Language Education 

There are five articles in Part III. The first two articles in this part examine 
teaching and learning of English as a second language in Hong Kong and Xi’an, 
respectively. The other two deal with verbal interaction and letter identification skills as 
well as early writing development of children in the Philippines. The last piece ascertains 
the effects of task relevancy on second language production.

Yuen discusses a unique medium of instruction issue in the schools of Hong Kong. 
After the political handover in 1997, the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region 
Government released the Medium of Instruction Guidance (MOI Guidance) which aims 
at promoting the use of mother tongue (i.e., the Cantonese dialect in verbal language and 
Modern Standard Chinese in written language) in secondary schools and reducing the use 
of mixed code (a mixture of Chinese and English known as “Chingusi”). In reality, using 
Chinese, English, or a mix of Chinese and English as the medium of instruction relate 
more closely with student academic achievement. The author argues that language policy 
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change, just like any other elements of education reform, should be grounded on careful 
examinations of social landscape and realities, especially on how the vested interests of 
stakeholders will be affected. Also, judging from the social perspective he recommended 
that the mixed language approach should be promoted to meet the current demands of 
students, parents, and schools in Hong Kong. 

Providing quality language teacher training and teaching for students’ success are 
particularly challenging for educational planners working with English language teachers 
in many developing countries and territories in the Asia-Pacific region. Trube and Huang 
provide a nuanced and in-depth exploration of the process of developing an instrument 
for English immersion teacher evaluation. The English language immersion project was 
created in 1997 for X’ian, in western part of China, as an experimental language teaching 
innovation program. In response to the increasingly urgent need of improving English 
language learning by students, especially their oral communication skills, education 
researchers in Xi’an were teamed with academics from Canada to study, and later adopt, 
the “Canadian model” of English language immersion. ESL teachers and course planners 
will find this article particularly interesting and relevant in terms of improving 
instructional planning and teacher evaluation in language immersion programs.     

Ada investigates the effects of using pictures of television cartoon characters and 
traditional pictures on the verbal interaction and letter identification skills of 3 to 4-year-
old children from the Miriam Child Study Center in the Philippines. Comparisons of the 
cartoon group and the traditional group show that both methods were effective in 
improving letter identification skills of children. Students who were shown pictures of 
television cartoon characters verbally interacted more than those who were shown 
traditional pictures.  Also, the correlation analysis indicates that students who verbally 
interacted in class exhibited better letter identification ability. The findings of this study 
present a possible approach for encouraging verbal interaction and improving letter 
identification skills of preschoolers.

Deomampo-Sanchez focuses on young children’s writing skill development.  The 
author looks into the stages of development of featural writing skills in children in the 
Philippines as they relate to knowledge of conventions, manner of reading, cognitive 
level and process of writing. Findings of this study highlight the importance of looking 
into early writing development as a holistic process. Moreover, results may serve as basis 
for redirecting school’s writing programs and writing assessment and for encouraging 
parent-child literacy interactions. 

The purpose of the study by Pekoz, Low, and Jin is to ascertain the effects of task 
relevancy on second language production and interaction between task types and task 
relevancy in the learning processes. The results revealed that a task type that produced 
more quantity of language did not necessarily produce better quality of language, and that 
students would benefit from language learning if teachers could identify through analysis 
the sort of content their students wish to learn and the kind of tasks relevant to their needs 
and interests. The findings of this study are both amazing and contributing to our 
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understanding of the importance of curriculum contents and task relevancy in the second 
language acquisition process. 

Part IV: Educational Technologies and e-Learning 

Educational technology and web-based learning is another important domain 
which continually affects the process and outcomes of education and schooling at all 
levels. There are six articles in Part IV. The first two articles examine development of 
education technology in China and India, respectively. The first focuses mainly on policy 
and implementation, while the latter deals with school participation in information and 
technology reform and computer use in the context of socio-cultural change. The other 
two articles highlight the use of Moodle as an effective tool to support on-line learning 
and enhance student reflection in the self-assessment process.   

Koo, Chan, and Richardson provide a comprehensive outline of educational 
technology development from early 1960s to present in mainland China. Focusing first on 
information technology in education and specifically on the use of educational television 
in the country, the authors discuss the role and effort of the government in educational 
technology advancement, and offer a deliberation on overcoming challenges and 
enhancing innovations. In response to rapid globalization and the knowledge-based 
economy, in recent years great effort has been put forward in facilitating the use of 
information technology across the country and linking regional and national network 
systems for schools and universities. The innovations and development strategies 
described in this article have important implications for educational planning and school 
reform in many other Asia-Pacific countries that encapsulate new learning with new 
pedagogies and modern educational technologies.  

The objectives of the article by Thirumurthy is four-fold: (i) to discuss the 
Government of India’s broad and specific initiatives/schemes, (ii) to introduce 
Information & Communication Technology in Schools to bridge the digital divide and 
level the playing field so that all children will have access to computer education, (iii) to 
provide evidences from the field to show how schools have adapted technology to suit 
their socio-cultural circumstances, and (iv) to ascertain how computer lessons are being 
taught in India. Through data analysis and documentation research the author concluded 
that government policies and educational thought and practices of schools reflect and 
perpetuate the socio-cultural values of the Indian society and how these values are being 
reinforced by teachers and parents acculturating children to respect and revere computers. 

Baylen, Lucas, and Santiago describe an interesting cross-national learning 
project which involved two separate groups of undergraduate students (Philippines and 
USA) completing similar tasks in a university course through online activities involving 
communication, connection and collaboration. The authors provide in-depth discussions 
about learner characteristics, personality factors, and some useful aspects that may 
enhance online learning. Implications of supporting student learning with virtual work 
spaces using a Learning Management System (LMS) like Moodle as well as designing 
effective online learning environments are also examined. 
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The study by Inoue provides critical inquiry as to why student self-assessment and 
classroom assessment are essentially linked. The highlight of this article is the discussion 
of student self-assessment methods implemented in blended online learning at an 
American Pacific Island university. Although online education is becoming an important 
“long term” strategy for many institutions of higher education, “blended” online learning 
will be a more significant growth area than fully online learning in the future. Using a 
case study approach, data were collected from self-ratings for quantitative analysis and 
narrative self-evaluations for qualitative analysis. The author also provides detailed 
discussion of educational implications of the findings and future research directions to 
promote the linkage of learning quality and teaching effectiveness. 

Low and Jin look at self-regulated learning and applications of cognitive 
principles in multimedia environments. The authors explore various aspects of learning 
and basic cognitive principles in the context of multimedia instruction, delve into the 
importance of utilizing basic cognitive principles in instructional design and delivery, and 
examine four cognitive principles (i.e., modality, split attention, redundancy and learner 
expertise), and provide conceptual framework, strategies and implications for course 
designers and instructors. Furthermore, they investigate a number of innovative practices 
incorporated with those principles in multimedia instruction and learning, and urge 
course designers and instructors to scrutinize the crucial variables associated with 
cognitive principles before and during delivery so that optimal learning outcomes can be 
achieved.

Jin and Low dispute in their article on technology and effective learning that 
motivation is an indispensable effect of learning outcomes in multimedia environments, 
other than the traditional focus on cognitive aspects of instructional design and delivery. 
The authors suggest applying motivational strategies, including the use of instrument for 
motivational analysis and motivational training programs, to make multimedia 
technologies a more powerful ‘motivator’ to learners.  

Part V: Teacher Education and Professional Growth 

There are three articles in Part V. The first one by Chen conveys a picture of the 
teachers’ self-image transformation in the context of supervised practicum and mentoring 
relationships in Singapore. The author provides a review of pre-school teacher education 
and introduction of the birth and growth of two pioneering pre-school teachers 
associations (PSTA and ACCE/AECES) in the country. Using AECES tutors and 
mentors, a strategic plan based on a four-phased mentor development model was 
implemented and followed through to improve different aspects of supervision of 
curriculum, mentoring relationships, and teacher image. Analysis of the mentoring 
relationships that ensued focuses on the change, i.e., from that of practicum supervision 
to one of collaborative supervision. This article provides meaningful insights and 
reflection on teacher education and professional growth in Singapore from historical and 
developmental perspectives. 
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Foster’s study entitled From One time Stand-up Comedian Workshops to Year 
Long Professional Growth of Teachers provides insights and reviews on how school 
districts could provide effective in-service sessions for their teachers. The author argues 
that educators should encourage job-embedded in-service projects that involving 
coaching over time in lieu of the one time stand-up comedian workshops which have 
proven to be ineffective. Thus, to ensure ongoing professional growth of thoughtful and 
empowered teachers (not technicians), alternative approaches to the formal lecture 
workshop must be sought. A literature review setting criteria for effective job-embedded 
in-service sessions is highlighted. The article provides meaningful discussion of three 
exemplary workshop designs including (i) Research Lead Teacher (RLT) Model, (ii) 
Professional Development School (PDS) Model, and (iii) Outside Consultant (OC) Model 
as effective means toward ongoing professional development for teachers.    

  The final article by De Torres and Saada presents a comprehensive report on the 
Accelerated Teacher Education Program (ATEP) in the Philippines. The Accelerated 
Teacher Education Program is an innovative project aimed at answering the needs for 
teachers (asatidz) with Islamic educational background who meet the competency 
requirements of the Department of Education. The authors noted that among the pressing 
educational issues in the country are the lack of access to education of the poor people, 
increased number of school-age population dropping out, poor quality teacher training, a 
shortage of teachers, and poor learning conditions due to overcrowded classes and under-
equipped facilities. The situation is most acute in the poorest and conflict-affected areas 
of the country such as in Mindanao, and in particular, within the Autonomous Region in 
Muslim Mindanao (ARMM). The authors argued that teacher education has long been 
neglected in some of the ethnic minority and conflicted-affected areas. However, with the 
availability of foreign aid, more worthwhile and innovative projects like ATEP to 
improve education in under-developed regions should be drawn and implemented by the 
government, NGOs, and other communities of international aids.

                                                        Conclusion

The authors of this book address problems and challenges arising from the 
process and outcomes of education planning, reform and school innovation, as well as 
response to the needs to enhance teaching and learning through innovative and effective 
practices. Some of the common themes that emerge are identified as follows: 

1.   Educational changes and innovations can be translated into sustaining actions and 
effective practices at the school level if the objectives and needs of all stakeholders, such 
as government teachers, parents, planners, administrators, business, media, etc. are 
recognized and fulfilled. 

2.  Education planning, policymaking, and practice should address the whole child since 
the success of students is dependent not solely on academic achievement but also on 
various aspects of social, psychological and physical development, communication and 
emotional health, and other personal qualities. 
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3.   Students would benefit from language learning if teachers could identify through 
analysis the sort of contents their students wish to learn and the kind of tasks relevant to 
their needs and interests. Educators must be aware of the needs of their students as well 
as their social and cultural backgrounds and encourage them to use pluralistic approaches 
in the teaching and learning process. 

4.  While schools around the world have delved heavily into educational technology and 
web-based learning to enhance the effectiveness and quality of education, some critical 
aspects of teaching  and learning that involve active inquiry, exchange of ideas, problem 
solving in the collaborative contexts, cross-cultural sensitivity, association to real world 
experts and other affective behaviors are not to be neglected. 

5.  In the era of rapid globalization and lifelong education, societies call for greater 
professionalization of all the teaching profession through a variety of means – by 
redefining the role and responsibility of teachers, and by providing incentives, continuing 
education, certification, district or community resources, and job-embedded training 
activities to enrich professional development of teachers, and by integrating educational 
research and digital technologies to ensure teachers will keep up with best practices and 
continue to grow as professionals and lifelong learners. 

Overall, the articles in this volume make considerable progress in pushing 
forward our understanding of some important aspects of educational planning, reform, 
and school innovations and providing insights and perspectives for readers who are 
interested in improving the quality of education and schooling and effective educational 
practices in the Asia-Pacific region. Reform and innovation in education is a complex and 
ongoing process undertaken in many parts of the world. In recent years, research on 
education and development in the Asia-Pacific region has expanded rapidly as countries 
in this region have developed economically and have sought to participate more fully in 
the globalizing market for knowledge-workers (Cheng, 2005; Keeves & Watanabe, 2003; 
Ng & Renshaw, 2009). Nonetheless, despite the general consensus on the need for reform 
and innovation, accomplishing it will be a difficult and lengthy endeavor, particularly 
when a country does not have the adequate human or material resources and other means 
of support, or when that country does not tie the importance of the education to its future 
development. The many problems and challenges the region faces in the new millennium, 
such as global warming, population explosion, hunger, social inequity, ethnic and 
religious conflict, and technological revolution, demand that education systems in the 
Asia-Pacific region must prepare students to participate as informed, productive citizens 
for a sustainable future. Schools should be viewed not only as a learning community, but 
also as the effective and trusted source that helps link research-based practice to informed 
policymaking, reform initiatives, and innovations. 

Educators today are wholly aware of the problems and bewilderment that result 
when the objectives of change or modes of innovation, either at classroom, school or 
government level, are not widely shared or recognized. In order to initiate meaningful 
changes or innovations in the education system, teachers, principals, and policymakers in 
the region must understand the nature, meaning, and contexts of reform policy and 
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planning while working in collaboration with each other in various phases of   
implementation and development. At the same time, they must have the knowledge, skills, 
and confidence to empower themselves as an agent of educational change and committed 
in self-enrichment, rather than simply a reactor in reference to changes that have already 
occurred in schools and society (Thirumurthy, Szecsi, Hardin, & Koo, 2007). Fullan 
(2007) in his book entitled Leading in a Culture of Change reminds that by integrating 
the five core competencies - attending to a broader moral purpose, keeping on top of the 
change process, cultivating relationships, sharing knowledge, and setting a vision and 
context for creating coherence in organizations - school teachers, educational planners, 
policy makers, and community leaders will be able to empower themselves to face future 
challenges and deal with complex issues in educational innovations and societal changes. 

The globalization of educational policy has become a popular, if not ubiquitous, 
phenomenon among educational policymakers across the world (Steiner-Khamsi, 2004). 
Underlying this reality is the new role of governments as well as the educated mass which 
must continue to generate new ideas and dynamics for change and enhance effort for 
international collaboration in research and development. In light of the emerging change 
in social, economic and political conditions, there is a strong need to improve the existing 
educational environment and the intellectual capital of the peoples in the region. 
Educators, school administrators, and policymakers must be susceptible to the 
phenomena of change, reform, and innovation as it relates to all aspects and levels of 
education and schooling. Comprehensive and in-depth understanding of many of the 
complex nature of the education process in the Asia-Pacific region could be enhanced 
through research utilizing comparative analysis and multidisciplinary interpretation, as 
well as through regional exchange and international collaboration at all levels (Bray & 
Koo, 2004). In spite of their venerable and deep-rooted cultural legacy and traditions in 
education, teachers, administrators, and policymakers in the Asia-Pacific region should 
be sensitive to different educational practices and innovative approaches in global 
educational reforms and also be aware of how they may play out in local, regional and 
cross-national contexts.  
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Appendix : Education Statistics for East Asia and the Pacific (Source: UNESCO Institute 
for Statistics; EFA Global Monitoring Report 2006, Statistical Annex)
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Notes

Appendix 1 is taken from Education for All Global Monitoring Report 2006. Regional 
Overview: East Asia and the Pacific. http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/ 0014/001497 
/149781E.pdf. The data can also be found in UNESCO Institute for Statistics; EFA 
Global Monitoring Report 2006, Statistical Annex.
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Introduction

Early childhood education in Hong Kong includes kindergarten and child-care 
centre services. The former provides education to children aged from three to six, while 
the child-care centres provide day-care service to those from birth to three. Following the 
government’s terminology, early childhood education in Hong Kong is to provide 
children with a relaxing and pleasurable learning environment to promote a balanced 
development of different aspects necessary to the development of a child, such as the 
physical, intellectual, language, social, emotional and aesthetic aspects (Education 
Bureau, 2007). Early childhood education in Hong Kong has undergone a period of 
signified policy change since mid-90s. A core reason for the change can be attributed to 
the public concerns over quality of education or a need of educational reform in recent 
years, which has gradually down-shifted from secondary to primary and to the early 
childhood education sector. 

Hong Kong places firmly on human resources for her sustainable development, 
and development of human resources needs public money.  Education spending in Hong 
Kong accounted for 23.3% of the total annual government expenditure in 2006/2007 
fiscal year. The government spending, however, is not balanced in every sector of 
education. Early childhood education, which is the foundation of lifelong learning and 
all-round development of an individual (Opper, 1996), has constantly received the less 
share of the funding. In 2005/2006 school year, as an illustration, the secondary sector 
took up 34.7% of the total public expenditure on education, primary accounted for 
22.3%, and early childhood a mere 2.3%. (Education & Manpower Bureau, HKSAR, 
2007). Before this, an International Panel commissioned by the colonial government in 
1982 was aware of the daunting situation and reported that “in the longer term, 
kindergartens should become part of the aided sector within the government having a role 
similar to that which it undertakes in respect of primary and secondary education” (Hong 
Kong government, 1982, p. 46). The imbalance in financial support to early childhood 
education had negative effects on teachers who were mainly a group with the minimum 
level of qualification and training (Lai & Wong, 2007; Pearson & Rao, 2006). The
imbalance funding situation has begun to change in mid-90s when approaching the hand-
over of sovereignty to Mainland China, concomitant with a growing cry for quality 
improvement on education from various sectors in the society. The recent 
implementation of voucher scheme in early childhood education is but one of the 
examples of policy change in government support to the sector in general, and to the 
teaching force in particular. 
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There are different views on early childhood education development in Hong 
Kong. Some authors suggested that the development before 1980s in Hong Kong was a 
“response-to-crisis, ad-hoc” or “piece-meal” practice (Lai & Wong, 2007). Wong, who 
viewed the 1981 White Paper on Kindergarten Education, the 1994 Policy Address and 
the education reform launched in 2000 as important milestones on preschool education 
policy in Hong Kong, divided preschool education development into four time periods: 
before 1981, 1981 to 1994, 1994 to 2000, and after 2000 (Wong & Rao, 2004, p. 21). Ho, 
on the other hand, broadly classified three phases of policy process in her analysis of 
changes in the preschool sector in Hong Kong (Ho, 2007, p. 498-499). She called it the 
“phase of minimal intervention” when the government gave only a little support in the 
areas of legislation, finance, inspection, teacher training and curriculum. In the “phase of 
administrative alignment”, the Government adopted a strategy to cope with the urgent 
needs of global and local changes in early childhood education. This, for example, 
included a fast pace of upgrading teacher qualifications. The last phase, a “phase of 
legitimized control”, came after the implementation of quality assurance inspection in the 
schools. Ho viewed this as a paradigm change from a laissez-faire philosophy to a 
centralization-decentralization dichotomy (Ho, 2007, p.500). Following views from both 
authors, this paper will also employ official reports as a frame of reference to illustrate 
policy development on early childhood teacher education in Hong Kong. 

Early childhood teacher education in Hong Kong was inactive in the 80s under a 
“non-interventionist” approach of operation.  The government at that time did little to 
develop the sector. In 1981, four international panels were commissioned by the authority 
to embark on a thorough study of Hong Kong education system. They gave the people of 
Hong Kong a more subtle picture of the education system in the territory.  In 1982 the 
Panels published a report on the findings which led to a series of follow-up investigations 
on different areas in education. Following the suggestions from the International Panel’s 
Report, an Educational Commission (EC) was established in 1984. The Commission is a 
permanent body advising the Government on education policies and strategies.  It has the 
following terms of reference: (a) to define overall educational objectives, formulate 
education policy, and recommend priorities for implementation having regard to 
resources available; (b) to co-ordinate and monitor the planning and development of 
education at all levels, and (c) to initiate educational research.  The EC has published 
seven Educational Commission Reports (ECRs) since its establishment. 

Education Reports & the Early Childhood Teacher Education in Hong Kong 

The following sections examine government reports which were published by the 
International Panels and the Education Commission. Discussions would focus upon the 
related topics on early childhood teacher education. 
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Table 1: Selected Education Reports in Hong Kong Since 1980 

Title of Report Main Theme Date of 
Publication

No. of 
Chapters & 
Appendixes

Total
pages

A Perspective on 
Education in 
Hong Kong 

Not Applicable November 
1982

Four Chapters 
& Ten 
Appendixes

139

Education
Commission 
Report No. 1 

Not Applicable October 1984 Nine Chapters 
& Six Annexes 

142

Education
Commission 
Report No. 2 

Not Applicable August 1986 Twelve 
Chapters & 
Eight Annexes 

205

Education
Commission 
Report No. 3 

The Structure of Tertiary 
Education & The Future 
of Private Schools 

June 1988 Seven Chapters 
& Ten  Annexes 

115

Education
Commission 
Report No. 4 

The Curriculum & 
Behavioural Problems in 
Schools

November 
1990

Nine Chapters 
& Seven 
Annexes

195

Education
Commission 
Report No. 5 

The Teaching Profession June 1992 Ten Chapters 133 

Education
Commission 
Report No. 6 

Enhancing Language 
Proficiency: A 
Comprehensive Strategy

December 
1995

Part I : Five 
Chapters
Part II : Four 
Annexes

I: 73 
II: 87 

Education
Commission 
Report No. 7 

Pursuing Quality 
Education in Schools 

November 
1996

Nine Chapters 
& Five Annexes 

65

The Llewellyn Report 

An international panel was invited to undertake an overall review of education 
system of Hong Kong in the summer 1981.  The Panel, which made up of four invited 
scholars, consisted of Sir John Llewellyn, who was formally the Director-General of the 
British Council and the vice-chancellor of the Exeter University, UK; Dr. Greg Hancock, 
Chief Education Officer of the Australian Capital Territory Schools Authority; Professor 
Michael Kirst, Professor of Education and Business Administration, Stanford University; 
and Dr. Karl Roeloffs, Secretary General of German Academic Exchange Service.  The 
Panel produced a report entitled “A Perspective on Education in Hong Kong” (hereafter 
named Llewellyn Report) in November 1982.  The Report is a cornerstone to Hong Kong 
for her educational reforms in the years to come. 
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 The Llewellyn Report consisted of nine sections, with the first two focused on a 
review of the education context of the thriving metropolis and a discussion of her policy 
and planning.  Section three was the main body of concerns, if judged by its expatiated 
length, to most policy makers and educators.  They are, Section 1: Languages in 
Classroom; Section 2: Sorting & Sifting; Section 3: The Kindergarten; Section 4: The 
Schools; Section 5: Beyond the Schools; Section 6: Continuing Education; Section 7: 
Special Groups; Section 8: The Teaching Service; and Section 9: Labour Market 
Implications. Section 3 of the Report is devoted to pre-primary education. Section four 
was on prospects and priorities. 

 The Report provided a directional framework for future development in education 
for different stakes-holders. For example, the Report, in its last section, summed up the 
prospects and priorities for policy makers to re-engineer the future education in Hong 
Kong.  Among others, the report did mention the significance of teacher education in 
early childhood sector, as it stated, “…that very high priority be given to the training of 
the teachers of early childhood teachers.”  It further suggested that “an amalgamated 
college of education, a teacher education faculty specializing in the pre-service 
preparation and continuing development of early childhood professional and ancillary 
staff.” should be considered. The panel also observed that “in 1981, there were 5300 
kindergarten teachers but only one in every seven had received some type of professional 
training (Hong Kong government, 1982, p. 42, 45). Most suggestions in the Report, 
however, were not realized until late nineties. The Report further touched the points on 
early childhood teacher education in her “Section IV: Prospects and Priorities” and 
mentioned that teacher improvement was the second of all five priorities. The panel noted 
that “… there are also quantitative problems particularly as a new policy initiative in the 
involvement of Government in kindergarten and the education of disabled children” (p. 
112).  The Report pointed to a need of “…. A policy initiative concerning leadership 
training in the form of an intensive in-service programme for head teachers in 
kindergartens who can then assume greater responsibility for both the performance and 
development needs of their own staff” (p. 45). More, the Report urged the Government 
that “…. Kindergartens should become part of the aided sector with the Government 
having a role similar to that which it undertakes in respect of primary and secondary 
education” (p.46, III. 3.18). In reality, possibly under the influence of a non-
interventionist mindset within the government, the society has waited for many years 
until late 90s for a substantial government participation and financial support in early 
childhood teacher education. 

 One substantial effect of the Llewellyn Report was the establishment of the 
Education Commission, which has pioneered a framework of educational development in 
Hong Kong on one hand, and promoted sequential changes to the ecosystem of 
education, including early childhood teacher education on the other. Seven Education 
Commission Reports (ECRs) have been published as an attempt to prompt responses to 
the Llewellyn Report. The following discussions illustrate topics pertaining to early 
childhood teacher education from the Reports. 
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Education Commission Report No. 1 (ECR1) 

 Report No. 1 (1984) dealt with the immediate questions raised by the Llewellyn 
Report in 1982.  These included the Junior Secondary Education Assessment System; 
Language Teaching; Teacher Preparation; Open Education; Educational Research; and 
the Financing of Education. 
    

Coverage directly related to early childhood education in this report was scant.  
One particular point worth mentioning which was in relation to the topic would be the 
planning of a new Institute of Education, which was finally realized in 1996. The new 
institute, the Hong Kong Institute of Education, has thereafter played a unique and 
significant role in early childhood teacher training and education in Hong Kong. 

Education Commission Report No. 2 (ECR2) 

Report No. 2 (1986) looked into the aspects of language in education; pre-primary 
education; sixth form education; teacher preparation; open education; and financing of 
education.  ECR2 could be viewed as a sequel of the ECR1.  The nature, however, was 
different.  ECR1 was meant to provide a general and prompt response to the Llewellyn 
Report after public consultations.  ECR2, on the other hand, revisited the topics in a more 
in-depth perspective. 

 In pre-primary services, the Report moved a significant step toward professional 
development of early childhood teacher education in Hong Kong. They advocated that:  

“…..very high priority should be given to the training of early childhood professional and 
ancillary staff….. In conclusion the Panel was of the view that ‘there is no alternative [for the 
Government] but to become more interventionist in policy determination’ that ‘in the long term, 
kindergartens should become part of the aided sector’ ” (ECR2, v.2.1, p. 32). 

 Unfortunately, the advocacy was not powerful enough and the non-interventionist 
approach by the then policy makers on early childhood teacher education was still in 
forceful practice for many years. 

 A non-interventionist approach could reflect a fact that the authority perceived 
early childhood education or early childhood teacher education as non-essential. The 
Report, on the contrary, proposed that, “….. (early childhood education) is so widespread 
and clearly perceived as beneficial that no child should be denied access to such 
education” (ECR2, v.6, p. 38). And in terms of teacher training, the Report came to a 
view that qualifications of staff in particular needed to be improved (p. 40). Following 
this and to ensure the quality of teaching at kindergartens, it is recommended in the 
Report that, in a standard six-classroom kindergarten operating bi-sessionally, there 
should be one head teacher who was a qualified kindergarten teacher and 12 teachers, 
with two qualified kindergarten teachers and eight qualified assistant kindergarten 
teachers. In the long run, the Report recommended all kindergarten staff should be 
qualified (ECR2, v. 8.3, p.41). 
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The Report also examined the then situation of kindergarten teaching staff and 
made further recommended policy changes. As an illustration of the examination, the 
report estimated only 23% of kindergarten staff were trained, and teacher preparation was 
operated in two main forms: a twelve week part-time course run by the Advisory 
Inspectorate of the Education Department to produce Qualified Assistant Kindergarten 
Teachers (QAKTs); and two year part-time course run by the Grantham College of 
Education to produce Qualified Kindergarten Teachers (QKTs) (ECR2, v.10, p.44). It 
proposed to accelerate and expand the courses and these additional efforts should bring 
the trained kindergarten teaching staff to 66% by 1990 and 84% by 1994 (v.10.2, p. 44). 
In order to retain experienced staff and to encourage them to seek training, the Report 
proposed an introduction of normative salary scales, which were not obligatory but 
served as a guideline for operators. Again, the suggested scale was barely adopted as a 
reference to the kindergartens in remunerating teachers and it was again abolished by the 
Education authority after the introduction of the voucher scheme in 2007. 

Table 2: Normative Salary Scales 

Grade of kindergarten teaching staff Proposed  normative 
salary scale 

Qualified kindergarten teacher (with Hong Kong 
Certificate of Education Examination five subjects at 
Grade E or above plus two years’ training) 

Master Point Scale 14-22 
(HK$4880-$7425) + 

$500 allowance for head 
teacher

Qualified assistant kindergarten teacher (Form 3 or 
above plus twelve week’s training) 

Master Point Scale 5 – 15
($2760-$5190)

Unqualified kindergarten teacher Master Point Scale 4 
($2645)

US$1 = HK$7.8 

While training to in-service teachers was an immediate need, the Report viewed 
full-time pre-service training courses as an option. This could have affected policy-
making and in-service kindergarten teachers are still on the front row to receive training 
until today. Besides kindergarten teachers, the Report also paid attention to the training 
of college lecturing staff. It revealed a fact that only 14 out of the existing 25 lecturers 
and inspectors for the QKT and QAKT courses had received substantial specialist 
training in kindergarten education. It suggested that an additional 40 lecturers, two 
principal lecturers and a vice principal would be required by 1993 to support the 
proposed training programmes for the kindergarten teachers (ECR2, v.12, p. 47). 
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Education Commission Report No. 3 (ECR3) 

 Structure of Tertiary Education and the Future of Private Schools were two 
focuses in Report 3 (1988).  For pre-primary services, the report outlined the progress of 
a government working group in examining the practical aspects of implementing the 
proposals related to topics on unification of pre-primary services, improvement to 
teachers, pupil ratios and to teacher training, the introduction of normative salary scales, 
improvement to the fee assistance scheme and curriculum development. The group was 
to make recommendations to the Executive Council in the summer of 1988 (ECR3, v.2.5 
& 2.7, p. 5). 

Education Commission Report No. 4 (ECR4) 

 The Commission paid more attention to issues relating to quality improvements in 
education beginning Report No. 4.  The Report carried a theme about Curriculum and 
Behavioural Problems in Schools.  On policy considerations, the report covered five key 
areas: Curriculum Development; Counselling and Guidance; Enhancement 
Measurements for Children with Special Educational Needs; Attainment Targets and 
Target-related Assessments; and Language in Education. The Report, however, did not 
touch on issues directly related to early childhood education or teacher training. 

Education Commission Report No. 5 (ECR5) 

 Report No. 5 (1992) aimed at Teacher Education Development and School 
Environment.  One significant change after the Report was the establishment of a new 
Teacher Training Institute.  The former four Colleges of Education in Hong Kong were 
merged to form the Hong Kong Institute of Education in 1994.  The Institute has started 
to offer degree programmes in 1998 after moving into the centrally planned new campus 
in late 1997.  Another principal recommendation regarding teacher education was the 
establishment of the Advisory Committee on Teacher Education & Qualifications 
(ACTEQ).  The new establishment would assess demand and supply, and teaching 
qualifications (ECR5, p. 80-86). 

 The main concern on kindergarten level in the report was on improvements of 
education quality. A number of recommendations were made in the Report, including 
improvements to kindergarten teacher training; better salaries for kindergarten teachers; 
legislation for minimum proportions of trained teachers in each kindergarten; an increase 
in funding for fee assistance scheme; and a working group to develop plans for unifying 
pre-primary services (ECR5, p.106). While quality of education depended much on 
teacher qualification, the report noticed that inadequate pay would discourage teachers to 
come forward for training. As all kindergarten education in Hong Kong was in private 
sector, the government in 1989 approved a package of measures to upgrade the quality of 
kindergarten teaching. The aim was to encourage operators to employ a larger proportion 
of trained teachers, and pay them according to recommended salary scales. A working 
party on kindergarten education was also formed to monitor the progress and to initiate 
measures. 
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According to the Report, the policy had a positive effect. Average teacher salaries 
in the first two years of the new package rose in real terms by 19.5% for the senior rank 
of Qualified Kindergarten Teachers and 14% for the Qualified Assistant Kindergarten 
Teachers. The wastage rate of trained teachers dropped from 19.4% in 1988/89 to 12% in 
1990/91 (ECR5, v. 3.13-3.15, p. 37). To maintain the impetus of improvement of 
kindergarten education, the working party recommended two proposals. One of them was 
to legislate required minimum proportions of trained staff in each kindergarten, and the 
other was to increase in funding for the fee remission scheme to the school. The working 
party projected that a minimum proportion of 60% trained teachers in each kindergarten 
should be achieved by 1996/97. The figure was 40% in 1993/94 (ECR5, v.3.19, p. 37). 
After the Report, the government declared that at least 40% of the teachers in each 
kindergarten should have obtained Qualified Kindergarten Teacher (QKT) status by 1997 
(Wong & Rao, 2004, p. 24). After these, it was evident that policy mode changed 
gradually from a non-interventionist to an administrative alignment perspective, the 
changes still showed the conservancy of the government and a lack of a full adoption of a 
practical, step-by-step approach towards developing early childhood teacher education. 
The conservancy and the lack of full development strategy could be one of the main 
reasons of slowing down the progress on upgrading early childhood teacher 
qualifications in Hong Kong. 

Education Commission Report No. 6 (ECR6) 

 There were recommendations for a comprehensive approach to enhancing 
language proficiency in Chinese and English in Report No. 6 (1995).  In brief, the Report 
was concerned with Language Proficiency in Schools.  One of the recommendations 
worth particular mentioning was the introduction of Putonghua/Mandarin into the core 
curriculum of all primary and secondary schools.  It was planned to include the language 
as an independent subject in the Hong Kong Certificate of Education Examination 
(HKCEE) in year 2000.  This initiative could be understood as a move to meet the future 
social, economic and political demands after the handover of sovereignty to the People 
Republic of China in 1997. The Report did not touch issues on early childhood education. 
Nevertheless, the teaching of Putonghua has become so prominent in recent years after 
1997; most kindergartens in Hong Kong have also implemented the language, besides 
English, as their core curriculum.  This poses the question of teacher training in the 
languages. The demand of Putonghua or English teachers in kindergartens should be 
looked into seriously, together with their low-level of training and qualifications.

Education Commission Report No. 7 (ECR7) 

  Report No.7 (1996) carried a main theme on Quality of Education and Financing 
of Primary and Secondary Education.  One of the controversial topics in the Report was 
the introduction of Quality School concept with; inter alia, the adoptions of Quality Index 
measurements.  The Quality School is a concept after a new wave of educational change 
which centred on a new paradigm for change in a triplization model involving 
globalization, localization and individualization of education and school (Cheng, 2005). 
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The Report launched a new era of quality education in the territory and affected the 
practices of education in the years to come. Provided that the preceding six reports were 
on directions of improving education standards in Hong Kong, the ECR 7 could be 
viewed as a summing up of all endeavours with an attempt to relate suggestions in the 
individual Reports to a single performance issue - whether schools are offering quality 
education to students.  After ECR7, education ecosystem in Hong Kong has experienced 
tremendous changes. The introduction of Quality Assurance Inspection (QAI), School 
self- and external- evaluation schemes, and the Key Performance Indicators (KPI) 
system, adopted by the secondary and primary schools for school appraisal also came to 
early childhood education in 2006. 

The Policy Effects on Early Childhood Teacher Education 

A policy is a deliberate plan of action to guide decisions and achieve rational 
outcome(s). Policies may have two distinctive effects on targeted issues, either an 
intended or an unintended one. Intended effects in general can be referred to those as 
outlined in the aims or objectives of the policy, or the changes the policy is intended to 
bring about. In short, intended effects can be seen as the goals of policy. Unintended 
effects, on the other hand, can be understood as side effects, unintended consequences or 
counterintuitive results. Policy or measures will bring about intended or unintended 
effects. As an illustration, late pick-up of young children by parents or caretakers after 
school hours will draw a penalty of certain amount of money, which is the aim to stop 
parents or caretakers from arriving late to school. An unintended effect of this new 
school policy could be a result of more and more late pick-ups because of busy parents. 
Similarly, as we all know, raising tobacco tax will certainly stop some from smoking but 
can also increase the likelihood of black market business on cigarette trading. On the 
other hand, policy can produce educational and policy outcomes. As Cheng has stated, 
some policies may just aim at solving an administrative or political problem, but not 
necessary target on educational outcomes. He cited the example of half-day schooling in 
Hong Kong as an example of administrative policy on resolving the insufficient school 
places (Cheng, 2005, p. 161). It is, however, impossible to assess all possible impacts of 
a given policy, or their results of unintended or unexpected consequence because of the 
nature of complex adaptive systems such as those in societies and governments.  

To simplify the discussions, a policy is thus conceptually viewed in four 
dimensions under the consideration of two types of effects (intended and unintended) and 
two types of outcomes (policy and education).  

The major intended effects of policies on early childhood teacher education 
stipulated in the abovementioned reports are on “quality” or “quality assurance”. As the 
“quality” discourse has been moved up to the top part of many government’s public 
service agenda since the 1980s (Ho, 2007, p.494), Hong Kong began to pay special 
attention to quality education in the late 1990s. The rapid popularization of the views on 
quality education has a strong force on reforms which carry different strategic aims, inter 
alia, including raising teachers’ qualification and their professionalism. 
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A policy carries various goals. In early childhood teacher education, the intended 
goals of the Llewellyn Report could be understood as a call to improve the standard of 
the practitioners. The Report called for a substantial increase of training to the early 
childhood teachers through the “amalgamation of a college of education, a teacher 
education faculty specializing in pre-service preparation and continuing development of 
early childhood professional and ancillary staff” (Hong Kong Government, 1982, p. 42, 
45).  Pearson and Rao, on the other hand, called for a financial commitment to teacher 
training (Pearson & Rao, 2006), while Ho, in her policy analysis paper on quality 
assurance in Hong Kong preschools, also advocated to pay special attention to the 
significant role of teachers in shaping the performance of learning and teaching (Ho, 
2007, p. 496). Earlier, Opper cited the minimal and inappropriate training in the 
profession as a crucial contributing factor to the problems of service quality, such as 
those exampled in Wong’s study that early childhood teachers were stressed when asked 
to use teaching strategies which they were unfamiliar (Opper, 1992; Wong, 2003). There 
is a substantial and urgent need to enhance the standard of teachers if a quality early 
childhood education is to be realized. Needless to say, government policy plays an 
unequivocal role in this provision. 

Intended policy effects can be further analyzed in three different levels. They are 
the student, the school or the society level. Taking this into account, a success or positive 
early childhood teacher education policy shall derive “good” intended policy outcomes 
(Cheng, 2005, p.162).  These include a fact that teachers will benefit from the policy and 
develop professionally and academically, that schools are more capable of providing the 
needed education to the pupils (Mingat & Tan, 2003, p. 108) and cope with parents’ 
needs as a result of having employed a more capable teaching team.  Better trained early 
childhood teachers also help primary and secondary education in a way that teachers of 
the different sectors are now more capable and sensitive to an understanding of the 
characteristics of education in each sector (Ho, 2007, p. 502). With improved teacher 
cooperation in different sector, a “completed” education from early childhood to 
secondary education can now be “holistically” established. The three levels correspond to 
a micro to macro level of analysis. 

The unintended policy effects of various policies on early childhood teacher 
education could be argued in two distinctive perspectives. The positive perspective of the 
unintended effects tends to include those which bring about inherent interest to the 
practice. One of them is the improvement of social status of the teaching force. 

With more trained and more graduate teachers in the early childhood education 
sector, the practitioners shall be able to enjoy an esteem not prescribed before. A better 
qualified early childhood education teacher with higher social status can gain more 
respect and trust from parents and community. A change of social status of the job would 
also attract more capable and talented individuals to join the career, including males. An 
unintended effect of policy change on better support to the sector is therefore a more 
diversified teaching force, as well as a more monopolized force.  It is a monopolized 
force because only teachers who are with strong motivation to teach will stay behind, and 
those with weaker teaching incentive will gradually leave the job when higher and higher 
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qualification is required in order to be qualified in the profession. A higher social 
mobility, for example, horizontal change of jobs among teachers, could also be 
experienced as a result of higher academic qualification gained by the group. 
Kindergarten teachers with high qualifications may find it easier to look for new jobs in 
the teaching profession.

On the negative side of the effect, education is a kind of empowerment (Lee, 
2007). It enables teachers to gain momentum to group together to seek for their rights and 
effect changes. However, teachers empowered in this regard may not be a change 
welcome by the policymakers. Another negative perspective of an unintended policy 
effect would be problems facing kindergartens to employ enough trained teachers if 
teacher training/education fails to cope with the market demand or a relative high teacher 
attrition rate is experienced.  An unlikely planned policy effect of the early childhood 
teacher education over the years is about the influence to the children. Untrained or less 
trained teachers, inevitably, leave the children to receive early childhood education 
provided by a group not that professionally educated. As figures showed, only 38.4 
percent of serving kindergarten teachers by 1998 had obtained the Qualified 
Kindergarten Teacher (QKT) status, while the figures rose to 54.1% and 79.5% in 
2002/03 (Wong, & Rao, 2004, p. 25-26). Most, if not all, early childhood teachers in 
Hong Kong are still holders of Diploma in Education or QKT qualification in 2007 
(Education Bureau, 2007). A graduate profession is still a plan to realize after 2012.

 The intended educational effects of the different policies since 1982 on early 
childhood teacher education can be clustered into the following areas for discussion. 
First, the policies are intended to improve progressively the education or educational 
qualifications of the practitioners.  Specifically, the policies will improve teacher and 
school leader performance in the following domains reiterated by Cheng in his empirical 
papers on school performance. Teacher education, accordingly, helps the teachers to 
develop both group-level and individual level performance, which includes in the former 
“intimacy, esprit, disengagement, hindrance, and professionalism”.  And in the individual 
level, “extrinsic satisfaction, intrinsic satisfaction, influence satisfaction, social 
satisfaction, job commitment, feeling of fair role loading, feeling of job meaning.” And 
for school leadership performance, there are five dimensions covering from human 
leadership, structural leadership, political leadership, cultural leadership, to educational 
leadership (Cheng, 2005, p. 283-286; Ho, 2007, p. 502). It goes without saying that a 
trained professional teacher is more prepared and capable of implementing educational 
change or reform, in terms of his/her knowledge, attitudes and skills. A prepared and 
capable teacher is what Fullan has described as a satisfying instead of stressful teacher 
(Fullan, 1995, 124, Fig 7.1). Hong Kong is in desperate need of satisfying early 
childhood teachers, for the sake of good education to children or welfare of the team. The 
present education reform or quality school perspective in early childhood education, 
unfortunately, has begun to produce stressful teachers instead. 

 Second, the underlying aim of teacher education is on student performance. 
Teacher education and training has positive impacts on student learning. A better trained 
teacher is more capable of practising theory and practice link; he/she is a reflective 
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practitioner (Hoyle, 1998, p. 78; Mingat & Tan, 2003, p. 108; Lai & Wong, 2007, p.10; 
Pearson & Rao, 2006, p. 367: Rao & Koong, 2000, p. 8). A better trained teacher can also 
be a leader in curriculum reform. This is especially important when the government has 
just released a new version of pre-primary curriculum and invited kindergartens to better 
adapt it to their school-based context (Curriculum Development Council, 2006). 

Increasing early childhood teacher education could bring about an unintended 
educational effect on an eradication of education inequalities in the practitioners (Lee, 
2007). For many years, early childhood teachers in Hong Kong have been denied to 
enjoy a formal and subsidized teacher training because of government’s education 
policies. The low qualification of the practitioners exemplifies the inequalities and 
dilemmas experienced by the group. On the other hand, while education empowered the 
practitioners, it also increases the education needs and training demand of the group in 
different subject disciplines, such as language in Putonghua and English. The needs and 
demands could also impede a role change in the teacher training institutes (Hoyle, 1998, 
p. 75). In the long run, the increased education of early childhood teachers may also 
facilitate a structural reform in Hong Kong education, such as a new teacher’s role model 
(Bernstein, 1967). According to Benne and Chin, there were three major strategies to 
follow in a reform. They are (1) the power-coercive type which made use of force to ask 
the practitioners to follow; (2) the rational-empirical type which assumed practitioners to 
be rational beings and would therefore supported innovations which they could see 
clearly to offer benefits; and (3) the normative-re-educative type which the practitioners 
possess the necessary skills and motivation to engage regularly in self-evaluation and 
self-improvement (Benne & Chin, 1976). For a satisfying change in early childhood 
teacher education, it would better be a change which is different from the traditional type 
of policy reform that emphasizes on power-coercive, top-down control, or administrative 
alignment which places great emphasis on administrative rather than educational effects. 
Policies which encourage more rational empirical or normative-re-educative type of 
changes shall be applied to the early childhood teachers. Hong Kong shall have more 
trained early childhood teachers in five or ten years. When there are more trained 
teachers, other unintended educational effects would become explicit.  This could include 
effects on early childhood education on children’s learning and development. It is a 
dream to be realized when a highly trained early childhood teaching force could facilitate 
a paradigm change of early childhood education from teaching primary school contents 
to contents related more to children’s developmental needs. In other words, early 
childhood education in Hong Kong can truly shift away from parents’ individual quest of 
primary curriculum taught in pre-primary classes to teaching genuinely related to 
children’s developmental characteristics. It is to the children’s ultimate interest if 
“Primarilization” of early childhood education is not a dominant practice in the schools. 

The Voucher Scheme in Hong Kong Early Childhood Education 

Hong Kong implemented six years of free and compulsory education in 1971, 
which was extended to nine-years in 1978. The free-education scheme covers six-year of 
primary to first three years of secondary until today, and students under the scheme 
receive government’s full-fee subsidy. Regrettably, the free-education scheme has never 



~ �� ~

Early Childhood Teacher Education Policy in Hong Kong: Developments and Challenges

extended to early childhood education sector. While pupils of the three years of early 
childhood education in Hong Kong pay their own school fee, early childhood education 
is divided into nursery and kindergarten in Hong Kong. They are further sub-divided into 
private and non-profit making schools which charge an array of differentiated fees. 

 With substantial financial surplus after the SARS (Sudden Acute Respiratory 
Syndrome) crisis, the government of Hong Kong eventually announced a 5-year 
education voucher scheme (Thereafter “the scheme”) in 2006 to subsidize early 
childhood education. A total of HK$ 2.0 billions (US$0.26 billion) would be allocated to 
fund all kindergartens from 2007-2012 academic years. A glance of the government 
policy address of 2006/2007 shows the aims of the scheme.  It is intended to alleviate 
financial burden of parents; sponsor teacher training in order to enhance teachers’ 
credentials; assist parents’ choice of kindergarten by having kindergartens provided their 
school information; assure education quality by conducting classroom inspection to 
kindergartens under the scheme; implement the basic academic requirements of 
kindergarten teachers. As the policy address has revealed, the scheme is on one hand 
“….. to support the family by easing their financial burden” while on the other hand, 
“….. to gradual upgrading of teachers’ academic qualifications and corresponding 
increase in salaries” (2006-2007 Policy Address, para. 44). Under such notion, parents of 
children aged three to six are eligible to receive a voucher subsidy. The maximum 
subsidy shall be HK$13,000 (US$1667) per student in 2007/2008, and this will be 
increased ultimately to HK$16,000 (US$2051).  Of the annual subsidy of HK$13,000, 
the authority requires HK$10,000 to be used on fee subsidy, and the remaining 
HK$3,000 on teacher training. According to the plan, the full subsidy amount of 
HK$16,000 in 2011-2012 shall be entirely on fee subsidy when teacher qualifications 
have been substantially increased.

All government policies have aims and expectations. Following the aims, the 
scheme has expectations on teacher training. It requires all kindergarten teachers to have 
obtained a Diploma in Early Childhood Education, and all kindergarten principals to 
have pursued a degree by 2011-2012 (2006-2007 Policy Address, para. 45). Although it 
is to be reviewed, the scheme is likely to make use of the five-year period to trail-run a 
mini-innovation in the early childhood education sector. It is planned by the government 
that kindergartens which failed to comply with the school inspection requirements and 
practitioners who failed to obtain the required qualifications are likely to be disqualified 
from the profession after the five years. 

As all other policies, the scheme is target oriented, with policy and education 
aims. In terms of policy consideration, the adoption of the scheme is a clear approach on 
marketizing the early childhood education sector. It is a marketization practice of the 
education arena since the quality education discourse began in ECR7 in 1996. One aim of 
the practice is to provide a choice to parents to choose a “suitable school” for their 
children. Nevertheless, this is not a comprehensive subsidy to all because “Only ninety 
percent of students aged three to six will be benefited from the scheme, while more than 
80% of kindergartens will be eligible” (2006-2007 Policy Address, para. 45). Ineligible 
kindergartens include private or profit-making schools, or kindergartens adopting 
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curriculum not approved by the authority. The restriction to non-profit making 
kindergartens has given rise to a social discord and forced the authority to include profit-
making kindergartens into the scheme until the end of academic year 2008-2009. This 
practice will restrict parents’ choice of profit making kindergartens. Some profit-making 
kindergartens will thus experience financial hardship in the future when they are less 
attractive to students because of their high school fee. Another restriction of the scheme 
is on school fee threshold.  Under the scheme, only kindergartens which charge a 
maximum half-day school fee of HK$24,000 (US$3077) or whole-day of HK$48,000 
(US$6154) are eligible. Parents cannot choose kindergartens that charge higher fee even 
the school offer “good” education. In short, the scheme is not a full “education voucher” 
scheme as that initiated by Milton Friedman (1912-2006) in his controversial book 
“Capitalism and Freedom” (1962). In chapter VI of the book: The Role of Government in 
Education, Friedman has advocated a voucher policy in which students may use for 
education at a private school of their choice.

In terms of educational considerations, the scheme could bring about an 
upgrading of early childhood education as well as teacher qualification in the sector. The 
requirement of passing the quality assurance assessment is a push on the kindergartens if 
they are to continue receiving the subsidy from the scheme. 

Table 4: Yearly Distribution of Subsidy on Voucher Scheme (HK$) 

School Year Total Voucher 
Subsidy

For School 
Fee Subsidy 

For Teacher 
Development 

2007-2008 13,000 10,000 3,000 
2008-2009 14,000 11,000 3,000 
2009-2010 14,000 12,000 2,000 
2010-2011 16,000 14,000 2,000 
2011-2012 16,000 16,000 0 

Source: Education & Manpower Bureau, 2007  

The scheme also stipulates the requirements of teacher qualifications in the sector 
after the period. The minimum professional qualification of a kindergarten teacher is a 
Diploma in Early Childhood Education, while kindergarten principals a degree by 2011-
2012 (Education & Manpower Bureau, 2007). 

Official figures showed that total number of kindergarten and nursery teachers in 
Hong Kong in 2007 was 10,384, 96.3% of whom have obtained a Diploma in Education 
or above. The overall attrition rate was 11.5%, with the highest on untrained teachers 
which was 32.2%. The Qualified Assistant Kindergarten Teachers (QAKT) came second 
as 26.8%, while the Qualified Kindergarten Teachers (QKT) as 10.5% (Education 
Bureau, 2007). Judging from previous reports and policy on early childhood teacher 
education, it is time to expedite the practitioners’ job entry qualification to degree level. 
Taking the official figures into account, entry qualification of early childhood teachers 
should gear towards undergraduate, instead of Diploma level. 
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The scheme shall bring about a positive result in early childhood teacher 
education. It helps to enhance the teacher qualification by imposing a threshold to 
teachers to obtain a Diploma of Education within the five-year period. One controversial 
decision follows, however.  The authority delinks the early childhood teacher salary with 
the government salary scale after the introduction of the scheme. In other words, schools 
are now free to pay whatever they think appropriate to teachers. The effect of adoption of 
a market economy on teacher salary will need to be seen. Lai and Wong have argued that 
this would affect the committed and trained teachers to remain in the field. They pointed 
out that early childhood teachers have long been paid in a salary far below than their 
counterparts in primary and secondary education. The delink is likely to further 
jeopardize the situation when kindergartens are permitted to determine the teacher salary 
on a market economy basis (Lai & Wong, 2007, p. 37). In a nutshell, new primary or 
secondary teachers in Hong Kong with a Diploma of Education are remunerated at point 
12, i.e. HK$16,165 (US$2,072) per month, while new early childhood teachers with the 
same qualification at point 7, i.e. HK$11,905 (US$1,526) per month (The Hong Kong 
Professional Teachers’ Union, 2007). It will certainly affect the quality of early 
childhood education if myriad experienced teachers leave the field because of a change of 
the salary links. This is indeed not a wise attempt educationally, despite a positive policy 
effect to achieve the aim of marketization on early childhood education. 

It goes without saying that the current voucher scheme in Hong Kong is a test 
scheme. It could be changed after five years in 2012. Either it will be terminated because 
of various financial or political reasons, or will remain as it is for another fix term, or will 
be modified to deviate more from the Friedman’s model or move closer to it. As far as 
teacher development is concerned, the following points are suggested after a 
consideration of planning, doing and review process (Fullan, 1995, p. 94; Cheng, 2005, 
section 3). 

A Path of Development on Early Childhood Teacher Education 

 Taking the voucher scheme as a point of concern and together with the effects 
discussed in previous paragraphs, a path of development on early childhood teacher 
education is stipulated under the two notions of policy and educational term. 

A.     In Policy Term 

(1) Bearing in mind that teacher shall be empowered and full of self-efficacy 
(Wong, 2003; Fullan, 1995, p.77; Pearson & Rao, 2006, p. 367) in order to have a 
successful education, future early childhood teacher education policy shall take into prior 
and leading consideration of their needs on upgrading of qualification. 

(2) A stable development of the professional team very much depends upon a 
reasonable salary scale to the teachers and school staff (Lai & Wong, 2007, p. 38). The 
government shall study further the adoption of the voucher scheme and the effects of 
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delinks of salary scale on teachers, and the possible re-adoption of a salary scale 
resemble to the primary and secondary sector. 

(3) A long term and comprehensive review of the early childhood teacher 
education shall be conducted to provide not only a five-year but a longer term of 
development plan for the practitioners and the school. As Ho stated, more efforts shall be 
put into enhancing the capacity of teaching profession which is the first step for a long 
term development of preschool education (Ho, 2007, p. 503). 

(4) A study of the mode of partnership in the formulation of the policies on 
teacher training shall be critically reviewed. Whether the top-down approach or power-
coercive type of strategy is effective to the education shall be thoroughly examined (Ho, 
2007, p.501). The review can include themes on number of teachers to be trained and 
their basic qualification. 

B.     In Educational Term 

(1) The voucher scheme will be considered as one of the long term inputs/awards 
for teachers’ educational/professional development. It will not be viewed as a short-term 
plan with a yearly decrease of training subsidy. The scheme will be used to facilitate a 
learning culture among the practitioners with an aim to continuously upgrading their 
education capability towards professionalism. In other words, the scheme should adopt 
an aim which encompasses a main theme of a sustainable development in early childhood 
teacher education. Pearson and Rao echoed this when they called for a financial 
commitment to teacher training and a promotion of sensitivity to their needs (Pearson & 
Rao, 2006, p. 367). 

(2) Teacher education alone cannot promote education quality. Parents’ 
collaboration is also important. The scheme will fulfill its main objective to assist parents 
in making their best choice to choose the most appropriate education for their children. In 
other words, the scheme will follow a path to facilitate education to parents and the 
community. After all, home-school link is one of the five areas identified in the 
Education Commission’s blueprint for education reform. The other four focused areas 
are: enhancing professional competency of early childhood educators, improving quality 
assurance, unifying monitoring mechanism for kindergarten and child care sectors, 
enhancing links between early childhood and primary education (Education Commission, 
2000). Besides, teacher education will also follow a path to include more understanding 
of home-school cooperation issues as suggested by Epstein (2001). 

(3) There needs to be a policy in leading an investigation on the effect of the 
voucher scheme on early childhood education and early childhood teacher education. The 
investigation can serve as a reference for continuation of appropriate strategic planning, 
doing and coping with the change (Fullan, 1995, p.65). A long term planning on an 
investigation of the effect of voucher scheme as well as on all policies on early childhood 
teacher education is warranted. 
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(4)  Early childhood teacher education needs to follow a well-planned path to 
include training of not only teachers, but mid-level teachers such as head teachers. 
Despite the training opportunity offered to principals by the Education Bureau, such as 
the requirements of obtaining a Degree qualification by 2012, attention to the need of 
mid-level practitioners is scant. Moreover, the training of other professional support staff 
with an aim to promote the education quality of early childhood education shall also be 
timely considered. The support staff could involve child counsellors, child psychologists, 
or family workers, computing technicians or librarian. Some kindergartens may also be in 
great need of office administrators who are both skillful and experienced in their 
expertise such as accounting, and in early childhood education. 

On the whole, it can be said that the importance of early childhood education has 
long been neglected. In essence, an educationally viable policy is urgently needed to 
facilitate a sustainable development of early childhood teacher education in the context of 
globalization and collaboration. 

Conclusion

 The development of early childhood teacher education in Hong Kong has long 
been under the substantial influence of government policy and control, both financially 
and educationally. In the first part of this paper we have briefly reviewed the Llewellyn 
Report and the seven Reports from the Education Commission since 1984.  Focus has 
been made to the teacher education in the early childhood sector.  It has taken the Hong 
Kong society over twenty years to search for a sensible and rational path to embark on a 
much-needed development journey on early childhood education. Whether the voucher 
scheme is the right answer to the need is still a question to be  answered. It will remain a 
policy enquiry in the coming years whether the legitimized control over early childhood 
education and the teachers in current practice is conducive to the quality assurance in the 
kindergartens under the voucher scheme (Ho, 2007, p. 503). According to Lee, education 
bears a creative function in society.  More specifically, educational reforms will 
contribute as a leading force of social change (Lee, 1992, p.249).  Hong Kong should 
make intelligent use of the suggested changes in early childhood education so as to be 
well prepared for a change at the foundation of education in the era of individualization, 
localization, and globalization (Cheng, 2005). While Hong Kong has undergone a 
different path of early childhood teacher education policy development, future policy 
making should adopt an approach which keeps a distance from the non-intervention, 
lassies-faire, or legitimized control model (Ho, 2007, p. 500; Cheng, 1997, 69-76), and 
genuinely move towards a rational empirical or normative-re-educative model with full 
support and participation of the front-line practitioners. 
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Introduction 

 Early childhood education is the foundation for lifelong learning and all-round 
development of a child.  Despite its significant role in children's development, early 
childhood education in Hong Kong is not regarded as a part of the ‘Nine-Year Free Basic 
Education’ system, leaving all kindergartens and child care centers in Hong Kong to 
operate as private undertakings.  Regretfully, the government of Hong Kong has not 
supported early childhood education to the same extent as it has regarding primary and 
secondary education.  The unfairness can be seen in the heavily imbalanced education 
expenditure allocated to the different levels of education in the 2005-06 school year.  
Secondary education took up 34.7% of the total expenditure, primary education 22.3%, 
but early childhood education only 2.7% (The Education Bureau HKSAR, 2008a).  The 
very small amount of resource spent on early childhood education will likely impair the 
foundation on which an all-round education can be developed.  Due partly to the 
negligence of early childhood education by the colonial government up to 1997, the 
qualifications of teachers in pre-primary schools in the territory are widely varied. 
According to the latest data, at present about 540 kindergarten principals (around 60% of 
the total principal population) and about 7200 serving kindergarten teachers (around 74% 
of the total teacher population) have certified in Kindergarten Education (Hong Kong 
Government Information Center, 2007).  On the other hand, 25410 secondary school 
teachers (around 93% of the secondary teacher population) (The Education Bureau 
HKSAR, 2008b) and 17513 primary school teachers (around 75% of the primary teacher 
population) (The Education Bureau HKSAR, 2008c) are degree holders.  Statistics have 
shown visible differences in qualifications held by pre-primary, primary, and secondary 
teachers. If professional competency of educational practitioners is the key to quality 
education, the Government of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (HKSAR)  
needs to commit to providing more opportunities for professional development for early 
childhood practitioners.    

Brief History of Early Childhood Education in Hong Kong 

Up to the early 1980’s, little attention was paid to early childhood education by the 
government. In 1982, the government invited a team of experts headed by Sir John 
Llewellyn to serve on an education panel to review the education system in Hong Kong 
and to offer recommendations. In the same year, the panel completed a report, known as 
‘A Perspective on Education in Hong Kong’, revealing the absence of government 
concern on pre-primary education.  The report recommended ‘the government to place 
priority to developing early childhood education and to pursue a more vigorous and 
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innovative approach to curriculum and methods for pre-primary education’ (Llewellyn, 
1982, p. 47).  Overall, long-term commitments to early childhood education and priority 
to training early childhood specialists were proposed.  The report also was positive 
towards ‘a policy initiative concerning leadership training for kindergarten principals 
who could then assume greater responsibility for both the performance and 
developmental needs of their own staff’ (Llewellyn, 1982, p. 47).  The release of the 
report constructively impacted the status of early childhood education in Hong Kong.  In 
the following year, the government decided to provide the Qualified Kindergarten 
Teacher QKT and Quality Assurance Kindergarten Teacher (QAKT) programs, followed 
by compilation of ‘Guide to Kindergarten Curriculum’ and ‘Manual of Kindergarten 
Practice’ in 1984 as models of curriculum materials and information for reference. Those 
moves gave hope to the industry that the government was starting to emphasize the 
development of early childhood education.   

Development of early childhood education was slow, until in 1994, when the Policy 
Address was released to announce a fund of HK$11.3 billion to be appropriated to Hong 
Kong Institute of Education in the following 4 years for early childhood professional 
training.  In 1995, the ‘Kindergarten Subsidy Scheme’ (Working Party on 
Harmonization of Pre-primary Services, 1995) was launched to subsidize all 
non-profit-making kindergartens in Hong Kong.  In the same year, the government 
further enhanced training opportunities for QKT teachers by developing ‘Certificate in 
Kindergarten Education’ (CE-KG) in-Service. On top of offering professional training, 
the government also raised the minimum academic entry qualifications for kindergarten 
teachers, from 3 to 5 subject passes, including both Chinese and Mathematics, in the 
Hong Kong Certificate of Education Examination (HKCEE).  All those moves marked 
visible progress in the development of early childhood education in Hong Kong.  The 
entry requirements for teachers were also raised, but were still lower than those for 
primary and secondary teachers. The qualification gap leads to lower-than-standard 
remunerations of early childhood teachers. This is a discouragement to competent and 
able individuals from entering the profession.   

Since China took over Hong Kong in 1997, the HKSAR government had made 
important changes in early childhood education development by first providing the 
government-aided ‘Certificate in Early Childhood Education’ (CE-ECE) pre-service 
program (The Hong Kong Institute of Education, 1998).  The whole-day three-year 
program, offered by Hong Kong Institute of Education (HKIEd) to pre-service early 
childhood teachers, had an annual intake of about 50 students, who were required to 
possess six passes, including Chinese, English and Mathematics, in HKCEE to qualify 
for admission.  Provision of pre-service training and tightened program admission 
requirements were clear signs that early childhood education was opening up to a higher 
status of recognition in society.   

In the first Policy Address (The Chief Executive, 1997), the government required all 
kindergartens to employ a minimum of 50% QKT teachers starting in September 1999 
and 60% by the end of September 2000. The qualification of newly appointed 
kindergarten principals was raised to the certificate level starting September 2004. To 
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prepare kindergarten staff to satisfy the requirements, the government was committed to 
expanding intakes of the in-service training programs for the period 1998-2000, and 
developing professional training for kindergarten principals and teachers. The 
commitments, however, were not supported by specific guidelines regarding whether 
newly-appointed childcare supervisors were required to attain the equivalent 
qualifications as kindergarten principals were. 

 In the 21st century, early childhood education in Hong Kong has entered its golden 
age with the government’s constant efforts in launching education reforms and 
establishing a solid timeline for strengthening professional training for early childhood 
practitioners (Hong Kong Education Commission, 2000). Under the new timeline, all 
new kindergarten teachers are required to complete the pre-service training program 
starting from the 2003-04 school year. On top of the epoch-making policies, the 
government was also committed to expanding the number of intakes of the certificate 
program, so as to speed up the process for early childhood practitioners to receive the 
required qualification.  Another step taken in line with the policy is to approve a grant to 
Hong Kong Institute of Vocational Education (Lee Wai Lee) to provide a two-year early 
childhood education diploma program that mainly targets early childhood practitioners at 
the supervisory level.  Graduates of the program are recognized as having equivalent 
qualification as those who have finished the CE-KG (In-Service) program offered by 
HKIEd (To, Ma, Lai & Lam, 2003). The government has thus assumed much greater 
responsibility for training early childhood supervisors. 

To avoid resource duplication and management complexity, in the 2005-06 school 
year, the government implemented a harmonization of pre-primary services (Hong Kong 
Education Commission, 2006), marking another milestone for early childhood education 
development in Hong Kong.  Harmonization of pre-primary services was officially put 
in the education reform’s agenda in 1999.  Following such a move a Working Party on 
Harmonization of Pre-primary Services was formed by The Education and Manpower 
Bureau (presently known as the Education Bureau) and Social Welfare Department 
(SWD) in 2000. In 2006, the government officially required all kindergarten teachers to 
complete the certificate qualification by 2011 (The Chief Executive, 2006).  In Hong 
Kong today, a series of professional training opportunities have been available for early 
childhood practitioners, including in-service Bachelor programs, postgraduate certificate 
programs, and Master programs. Development of early childhood education in Hong 
Kong has made tremendous progress in the last decade (Lai & Wong, 2007). 

Quality Early Childhood Education and Professional Training 

From the responses of the colonial government to the HKSAR government, we have 
learnt the close association between quality of early childhood education and standard of 
early childhood practitioners.  Quality education is dependent on the contributions of 
professionally trained crews, and professional training is the key avenue for maintaining 
or safeguarding the competency of education practitioners.  In enhancing professional 
competence of educators, priority should be given to early childhood teachers (Saracho, 
1992). To prepare the next generations to face the challenges resulting from 
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transformation from an industrial into a knowledge-based society (Hong Kong Education 
Commission, 1999), the government has formulated a series of education reforms to 
facilitate the development of quality early childhood education.  Quality education can 
be achieved only if excellent leadership, frontline practitioner preparation, curriculum 
development, the assessment mechanism, and the quality assurance system all work 
together (Hong Kong Education Commission, 1997).  This points to the decisive 
importance of professional standard for education practitioners to safeguarding and 
maintaining quality early childhood education.  

Professional Training for Early Childhood Teacher: The Education Voucher Scheme 

Financial resources are essential for educational policies to be implemented 
(Elmore, 1987).  In October 2006, The Hong Kong Chief Executive, Mr. Donald Tsang, 
put into place an epoch-making policy for early childhood education in his 2006-07 
Policy Address (The Chief Executive, 2006).  To nourish our young generation under an 
excellent education environment, with effect from the 2007-08 school year, the 
government will appropriate an additional HK$2 billion to implement a Pre-primary 
Education Voucher Scheme (EVS). The EVS will provide support to parents and children, 
as well as kindergarten practitioners.  Through introduction of the EVS, HKSAR 
government has captured the right moment for establishing a timeline for promoting 
professional competency of kindergarten practitioners. 

Education Voucher Scheme (EVS) 

The EVS, through subsidization of children, their parents and kindergarten 
practitioners, is implemented with the goal of optimizing the quality of early childhood 
education in Hong Kong (Tang, 2007).  However, the education voucher model adopted 
by the HKSAR government does not operate as a form of welfare for all school children 
in the education system.  The EVS only covers: (The Chief Executive, 2006; The 
Education Bureau HKSAR, 2008d): 

(i) children aged 2 years 8 months to 6 years, attending local non-profit- making 
kindergartens or local non-profit-making kindergarten-cum-child care centers 
(collectively referred to as ‘non-profit-making kindergartens’ hereafter); 

(ii) children attending half-day non-profit-making kindergartens charging a school fee 
not exceeding $24,000 per pupil per annum for half-day classes; and not 
exceeding $48,000 per pupil per annum for whole-day classes. 

Parents of children who fall into the prescribed ranges can get fee subsidies from the 
government to pay for school fees. Non-profit-making kindergartens which have joined 
the EVS can redeem vouchers to support their principals and teachers to pursue further 
education (The Education Bureau HKSAR, 2008d).  The following table describes how 
fee subsidies are allocated in different school years: 
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Table 1: Allocation of Fee Subsidies 

School
Year 

 Total Fee 
Subsidy (HKD) 

School Fee Subsidy  
(HKD)

Teacher Development 
Fee Subsidy (HKD) 

2007-08 $13,000  $10,000 $3,000  
2008-09 $14,000  $11,000  $3,000  
2009-10 $14,000  $12,000  $2,000  
2010-11 $16,000  $14,000  $2,000  
2011-12 $16,000  $16,000  $0 

  Data Source: The Education Bureau HKSAR (2008d) 

Eligible non-profit-making kindergartens of EVS must (The Education Bureau 
HKSAR, 2008d): 

(i) fulfill all specified disclosure requirements to enhance operational 
transparency; 

(ii) undergo and pass quality assurance inspection.  Schools which fail the 
inspection will be unable to redeem education vouchers in the school year 
2012-13;

(iii) have flexibility in freely adjusting salaries of teachers depending on market 
conditions.

The original voucher system developed by Friedman is to directly finance all parents 
regardless of their income levels (Chiu, 2006).  For the sake of optimizing quality of 
education practitioner and education, the system should attach no eligibility criteria.  
Therefore, during the public consultation period, the EVS proposed by the government 
provoked heated criticisms from early childhood teaching groups for its partial coverage 
on local non-profit-making kindergartens.  They worried that unsubsidized parents 
would switch their children to the subsidized schools in order to benefit from school 
vouchers, so would kindergarten teachers from profit-making kindergartens to 
non-profit-making kindergartens.  The consequences would be increased risks for 
ineligible profit-making kindergartens (abbreviated hereafter ‘private kindergartens’) to 
stop operating.  Another concern came from the remuneration gap between kindergarten 
teachers and their primary and secondary counterparts.  Whereas the suggested starting 
salary for kindergarten teachers is MPS 7, i.e. HK$11905, it is MPS 12, i.e. HK$16,165 
(Hong Kong Professional Teachers’ Union, 2007) for primary and secondary teachers.  
Implementation of EVS will further detach the salary level of kindergarten teachers from 
‘Recommended Normative Salary Scale for Kindergarten Teaching Staff’, deteriorating 
the professional status and remuneration potential of kindergarten teachers. Overall, 
individuals with good abilities will be discouraged from joining the industry, which 
would eventually decrease the quality of early childhood education in the long term.  
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With the adoption of a top-down approach in strategic planning, as stated in the 
previous section, opposing voices are hardly heard or taken into consideration when 
policies are being planned (Lai & Wong, 2007).  The same pattern happened again when 
the government implemented EVS regardless of controversies from parents and teachers 
of private kindergartens. To please the public, the government made the following 
so-called concessionary moves (The Education Bureau HKSAR, 2008d): 

1.  Establish a three-year transitional period 

A transitional period of three years from the 2007-08 school year to the end of the 
2009-10 school year will be provided, for private kindergartens to redeem the vouchers 
from parents whose children are enrolled in the nursery classes or above in those schools. 
Private kindergartens eligible for voucher redemption have to satisfy all prescribed 
requirements of eligible non-profit-making kindergartens including levels of school fees 
(those charging school fees not exceeding HK$24,000 for half-day classes; not exceeding 
HK$48,000 for whole-day classes) and specified disclosure requirements to enhance 
operational transparency (such as academic qualification and salaries of kindergarten 
kindergartens and teachers, school curriculums, school fees and operational expenses). 

2.  Provide status conversion grants 

To encourage private kindergartens to convert into non-profit-making status for 
joining the EVS, EMB provided a maximum of HK$13,500 one-off grant for those 
institutions to change from private independent to non-profit-making status.  The 
one-off grant will be disbursed for legal and accounting/auditing expenses arising in the 
status conversion process. 

Enhance Competency of Early Childhood Teachers 

Although there is no concrete evidence that EVS can lead to enhanced education 
quality overall (Ching, 2006), the effectiveness of EVS is definite in raising quality of 
early childhood education.  Apart from providing fee subsidies for parents, education 
vouchers also subsidize further studies of early childhood practitioners to enhance their 
professional qualifications. To achieve this goal, HKSAR government already requires all 
serving kindergarten teachers to possess the certificate qualification by the end of the 
2011-12 school year (The Education Bureau HKSAR, 2008d).  

To promote professional development of early childhood practitioners, the 
government has provided professional development grants in four consecutive years, 
from the 2007-08 school year to 2010-11 school year (see Table 1 for the amounts of fee 
subsidy) (The Education Bureau HKSAR, 2008d). Kindergartens joining the EVS can 
utilize the received grants to enhance teachers' professional studies by course fee 
reimbursement, appointment of supply teachers to substitute teachers undergoing training, 
or provision of school-based development programs. It seems that the government is 
determined to create an improved education environment for the next generation, by 
enlarging investment in subsidizing school fee payments and professional staff 
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development.  The EVS, however, is featured with partial coverage on students aged 2 
years 8 months to 6 years in non-profit-making kindergartens and their teachers.  By the 
same token, full-day kindergartens will also receive less subsidies for developing their 
professional competency of staff compared to their half-day counterparts.  In other 
words, early childhood practitioners from full-day kindergartens will be worse off.  The 
scheme, at the same time, does not provide specific guidelines for teachers teaching 
children from birth to 2 years 8 months, in terms of whether those teachers will receive 
grants for further studies, and whether they are required to obtain certificate qualification 
by the end of the 2011-12 school year.  The ambiguity of guidelines again shows the 
government’s inattention to teacher development for kindergarten-cum-child care centers.  
At this point, the authors would like to highlight that the period from birth to the age of 
six is the critical phase of development for children (Opper, 1996).  The government 
needs to treat each early childhood practitioners fairly by offering them an equal amount 
of grant for further study.  

To encourage non-EVS principals and teachers of private kindergartens and 
non-profit-making kindergartens to enhance their professional competency, the 
government agreed to provide education grants at up to 50% of the total education fees 
for those staff to pursue further studies in all accredited certificate programs, Bachelor 
degree programs and principal certificate programs (The Education Bureau HKSAR, 
2008d).  However, the maximum total grants claimable cannot exceed HK$60,000. 
Given the prevailing low remuneration levels, some early childhood practitioners from 
the aforesaid institutions may give up further studies because of the unaffordable high 
education expenses, which will effectively restrict them from achieving competency 
enhancement and will ultimately hurt the quality of early childhood education.   

On the other end, the moves taken by the government to raise pre-primary staff’s 
qualifications - through implementation of the EVS, raised requirements for kindergarten 
teachers to possess the certificate qualification, advocates for principals to acquire 
Bachelor degrees - are considered as active and positive.  With education qualifications 
of kindergarten teachers upgraded, theirs are still not comparable to those of their primary 
and secondary counterparts.  In fact, the government has already made it mandatory for 
all newly-appointed primary and secondary teachers to hold a Bachelor degree and 
complete professional teacher qualification (The Education Bureau HKSAR, 2008e).  In 
removing the qualification gap, the government should expand education grants for early 
childhood practitioners to encourage enhancement of professional competency on a 
continuous basis.  Eventually, our children will benefit from the well-trained teaching 
crews.

Since the introduction of the EVS, different types of early childhood training 
programs have begun to develop. Apart from the existing program providers like HKIEd, 
The Hong Kong Baptist University and Lee Wai Lee, The University of Hong Kong also 
joined the effort by offering Postgraduate Diploma in Education on a funded basis for the 
first time, and Master of Education with recruitments once every year instead of once 
every few years. The Chinese University of Hong Kong also introduced the Bachelor and 
Master degrees of Education in early childhood education. All these available 
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opportunities help facilitate early childhood practitioners to pursue further studies in 
Hong Kong.  

Professional Training for Kindergarten Principals 

The passive attitude of the colonial government towards professional training has 
left early childhood teachers as well as principals dismayed.  Despite great demands, 
preparation of kindergarten principals has been insufficient . In the past, kindergarten 
principals were only required to complete the QKT qualification.  The entry requirement 
of all newly-appointed principals has then been raised to possess the certificate 
qualification (The Chief Executive, 1997). Before that, principals were never officially 
required to possess any administrative qualifications, even though the government was 
aware of the function of principalship.  

In April 1996, the ‘Task Group on School Quality and School Funding’ (Hong Kong 
Education Commission, 1997) was formed by the Education Commission.  The Task 
Group then released The Education Commission Report No. 7 to provide 
recommendations to the government addressing needs of developing quality school 
education (Hong Kong Education Commission, 1997), which included the provision of 
school-based management training for principals. Regretfully, the management training 
opportunities were not readily available for supervisors of early childhood education 
institutions at the time.  The situation changed in 2001 when the first kindergarten 
principal training was provided under funding of the government.  The program has 
been effective in providing a knowledge base for principalship , but not effective in 
enhancing recognition of qualifications (Lai & Wong, 2007).  Participants of the 
program were only awarded attendance certificates. Therefore, the program did not sound 
like an attractive training option for most kindergarten principals.  The program was 
finally suspended in five years.  In place of the program was a 24-hour Curriculum 
Leadership program (The Education and Manpower Bureau HKSAR Curriculum 
Development Council, 2006), devised to introduce to kindergarten principals the 
newly-designed school-based program.  However, the kindergarten principal training 
program would again be offered in January 2008.  In order to promote professional 
qualification of principals, the following policies were announced (The Education Bureau 
HKSAR, 2008d): 

(i) Starting from the 2009-10 school year, all newly appointed principals will 
be required to hold a Bachelor degree, possess at least one-year relevant 
experience, and complete the certificate qualification; 

(ii) By the end of the 2011-12 school year, all in-service and potential 
principals have to complete the principal program. All in-service 
principals are also encouraged to complete the Bachelor of Education 
(Early childhood Education). 

The many newly-implemented policies and measures available reflected the 
government’s stress on enhancing qualifications of kindergarten teachers and principals. 
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At the same time, though, the policies were not supported by a detailed and specific plan 
in providing management and leadership training for principals. The programs for 
kindergarten principals, with no attention being given to recognition of qualifications, 
have only been provided on a short-term basis.  The government’s vague stand in 
principal training has put most principals in a passive position who have chosen to remain 
passive and wait for further announcements of new policies.  Contradictorily, the 
government expressed its eagerness in promoting quality of early childhood education, 
through introduction of the quality assurance mechanism (The Education Bureau HKSAR, 
2008f) and formulation of performance indicators as criteria to conduct thorough 
inspection of school performance, on which improvement recommendations would be 
provided by inspection teams and disclosed to the public.  Implementation of the quality 
assurance mechanism is undoubtedly a welcomed policy to drive improvements of early 
childhood education institutions.  To effectively fulfill demands described in the four 
domains of school work: Management and Organization, Learning and Teaching, Support 
to children and School Culture and Children's Development, pre-primary institutions 
need to be headed by principals with excellent leadership and management capacity. 
Leadership and management skills of principals will directly affect the operation of 
schools and the organizational culture of the schools, which in turn will impact the 
performance and effectiveness of early childhood teachers, and then indirectly the 
learning and development of children (Lai & Wong, 2007).  In short, achievements of 
children learning are influenced by the effectiveness and quality of schools, including 
principals’ management and leadership abilities.  

Curriculum Development 

The Guide to the Pre-primary Curriculum (abbreviated hereafter ‘2006 Curriculum 
Guide’) (The Education and Manpower Bureau HKSAR Curriculum Development 
Council, 2006) was prepared and issued in 2006 by the Curriculum Development Council 
of Hong Kong for early childhood institutions serving children aged from two to six.  
The 2006 Curriculum Guide, compared to the previous Curriculum Guide issued in 1996, 
provides a broader and wider coverage of children development, and more up-to-date 
learning areas for children from birth to age six .  It is viewed to serve as a very useful 
source of reference to provide early childhood practitioners with a macro-understanding 
of children development in the phase zero to six. Taking into consideration the 
harmonization measures of all early childhood education services, the 2006 Curriculum 
Guide as an amalgamated guide also has offered a good basis on which all early 
childhood practitioners can refer to in defining learning goals and planning curricula for 
their needs.  

The 2006 Curriculum Guide is developed on the foundation of the original five 
learning goals of children, including intelligence, communications, social and ethic 
development, personal and physical growth and aesthetic development.  Based on the 
original objectives, the 2006 Curriculum Guide further covers six learning areas, 
including Physical Fitness and Health, Language, Early Mathematics, Science and 
Technology, Self and Society, and Arts (The Education and Manpower Bureau HKSAR 
Curriculum Development Council, 2006).  Among the learning areas, some are newly 
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devised based on opinions collected from the public in 1999 on the education reform, 
which emphasized provision of a learning environment that caters for transformational 
and structural changes (Hong Kong Education Commission, 1999).  As examples, 
‘Science and Technology’ is a new area emphasizing children’s exploration of 
information and technology in the real life; the element ‘the second language - English’ in 
the area ‘Language’ focuses on language proficiency training and enhancement of 
cultural understanding.  Personal and professional qualifications of teachers are the keys 
to ensure quality of early childhood education, and thus deserve priority enhancement.  
At the time, many different short-term courses have been provided for early childhood 
practitioners in helping them employ the 2006 Curriculum Guide more effectively, and 
design curriculums to better suit general needs of children and the era.  As an effort to 
achieve the goals, the Standing Committee on Language Education and Research 
(abbreviated hereafter ‘SCOLAR’) provided funds for education institutions to 
implement English-medium teaching, and for early childhood practitioners to receive 
short-term training on English teaching overseas (The Chief Executive, 2006).  With 
enhanced teaching effectiveness in teachers, children will be the ultimate beneficiaries.  
Qualifications of early childhood practitioners have aroused public concerns because of 
the findings in the Kindergarten Quality Assurance Inspection 2004-05 Annual Report 
(abbreviated hereafter ‘Quality Assurance 2004-05 Annual Report’), which showed that 
the actual effectiveness of language teaching (in both English and Putonghua) has been 
below the standard.  Some teachers have non-standard pronunciations, making them 
difficult to be language role models to children, while the others are not responsive 
enough to children’s responses in teaching activities, not tailor-making their teaching 
approaches and activity contents to suit the needs of children (The Education Bureau 
HKSAR, 2008g).  Another finding is from the Quality Assurance 2004-05 Report, 
which stated only 10% of all English teachers and 20% of all Putonghua teachers possess 
the QKT qualification (The Education Bureau HKSAR, 2008g).  On those findings, the 
government recommended those teachers to receive professional training in early 
childhood education to promote their teaching effectiveness. It is wise to cultivate in 
children an interest in language learning in an early stage, and to acquire accurate 
concepts of their second language later on.  Therefore, the government needs to make 
QKT a mandatory qualification for all English and Putonghua teachers in all early 
childhood institutions.  As a further move to guarantee quality of early childhood 
education, beginning teachers should also pass relevant assessments before being allowed 
to teach.  

For professional development of kindergarten principals and teachers, EMB invited 
the HKIEd to provide training program on Curriculum Leadership. The program aims to 
prepare kindergarten supervisors to facilitate education development in their schools, and 
to build them up with core skills to implement the new guidelines set out in the early 
childhood curriculum more effectively.  Program participants are required to possess 
some insight in leading curriculum reforms, and need to hold the certificate qualification 
or equivalent (The Hong Kong Institute of Education, 2006). Although the training is 
only a beginning course, it is a positive innovative move of the government to invest in 
early childhood professional training for enabling kindergarten teachers and principals to 
master the new curriculum (Lai & Wong, 2007). Overall, the program provides a good 
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starting point for early childhood practitioners to design and implement quality 
curriculum more effectively, and above all, to enhance their professional status. 

Assessment: Student Portfolios 

Over the decades, the traditional assessment methods, such as dictations, tests and 
examinations, were used to evaluate learning performance of children.  These rigid, 
standardized assessment methods, which paid no attention to individual development 
needs of children, turned out to be obstacles to children’s learning (The Education Bureau 
HKSAR, 2008h).  In line with education reforms, the government encouraged all early 
childhood education institutions to abandon the traditional approaches and demands of 
standard performance from children in the same form (The Education Bureau HKSAR, 
2008h).  In the 2006 Curriculum Guide, the government emphasized that the primary 
aim of assessments is ‘to understand and promote children’s learning, and their physical 
and mental development’ (The Education and Manpower Bureau HKSAR Curriculum 
Development Council, 2006: 57).  In the process of assessment, early childhood 
practitioners should bear in mind that learning differences among children have to be 
taken into consideration.  Therefore, assessments should be conducted based on 
continuous observation which can reflect children’s abilities and performance objectively 
(The Education Bureau HKSAR, 2008h).  In light of this, the government recommended 
a brand-new assessment method for early childhood institutions (Curriculum 
Development Council of Education and Manpower Bureau, 2006), by setting up a 
“student portfolio” for each child to record his or her development and learning progress.  
The student portfolios are records prepared by teachers, and throughout the assessment 
process, several parties such as the children themselves, their parents and their early 
childhood institutions will also be involved, to make sure that the portfolios will comprise 
more comprehensive learning records, which can allow the teachers to provide follow-up 
actions that fit real developmental needs of children in different phases.  Introduction of 
student portfolios is an innovative approach that supersedes traditional assessment 
methods, and is therefore an important topic in development of early childhood education 
in the 21st century.  A project (Quality Education Fund, 2007b) was introduced in 2005 
as one of the potential funded items in the ninth round of grant application with Quality 
Education Fund.  Given fund support, early childhood institutions in Hong Kong will 
begin to use student portfolios for student assessment. Five institutions succeeded in 
claiming funds to launch the project in their institutions (Quality Education Fund, 2007b). 

The authors are pleased to find the government’s new initiative in providing funds 
for early childhood education institutions to develop student portfolios. With the funds 
received, the institutions can support training of their teachers and introduce to parents 
the benefits of using portfolios (Lai & Wong, 2007).  However, with only 5 grant 
recipients in the round, some short-term courses to promote and educate use of student 
portfolios should be offered in assisting more early childhood practitioners to effectively 
employ portfolios in evaluating progress of children learning and development. 

Quality Assurance 
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School quality has long been an important topic receiving considerable public 
concerns.  The education bureaus in many countries such as Australia and the U.S.A. 
have performed constant inspections and reforms of their systems to enhance education 
quality.  In 1999, HKSAR government conducted a thorough examination of the 
education system in Hong Kong.  In Report No. 7 of the Education and Manpower 
Bureau HKSAR Education Commission (1999), a set of recommendations to promote 
education quality were formulated, including the introduction of an integrated quality 
assurance mechanism, discussions of related and important subjects such as teacher 
training, curriculum development, and examination system.  

Three Levels of Quality Assurance

The awareness of promoting quality of early childhood education has driven the 
government to introduce the quality assurance mechanism for evaluating different aspects 
of school development of early childhood education institutions in Hong Kong.  The 
quality assurance mechanism involves a series of procedures or steps when schools are 
investigated and monitored in terms of their internal teaching quality, in order to maintain 
excellent education service, and enhance effectiveness of teaching and learning (The 
Education Bureau HKSAR, 2008f).  

The quality assurance process comprises 3 levels:  The school level, the territory 
level, and the international level (The Education and Manpower Bureau HKSAR, 2004). 
(1) At the school level, each school self-evaluates its scope of work and performance 
effectiveness with data collected, analyzes its strengths and weaknesses, works out its 
development plan and implements it. (2) At the territory level, the government forms 
quality assurance inspection teams to assess overall performance of schools from an 
external perspective.  Inspected schools have to supply relevant information and 
documents.  Inspection teams will issue questionnaires to teachers and parents, discuss 
with the respondents, observe classes, draft inspection reports and provide action plans 
for improvement.  Inspection findings will also be disclosed to the public. (3) At the 
international level, the government invites external experts, both local and overseas, to 
conduct reviews of overall performance of schools and the quality of QA processes.  
Findings of inspection reports will also be announced to the public.  While there are 
approximately 1000 pre-primary schools in Hong Kong, only around 20 of them can be 
visited by inspection teams per year.  Apart from requiring schools to conduct 
self-assessments, the government should also encourage pre-primary schools to undergo 
the accountability mechanism, making sure the goals of quality education can be 
achieved.

The quality assurance mechanism is considered as capable of effectively building up 
a school-based quality evaluation culture, enabling the schools to effectively handle 
challenges and sudden changes.  Implementation of the mechanism requires the 
principals to succeed on various aspects, such as effectively leading staff members, 
making professional judgments, possessing sound administrative knowledge and 
planning, using suitable authority, handling school issues with flexibility, and guiding 
staff in different perspectives and domains to drive diverse education development.  In 
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short, the success of education quality reforms will be dependent on professionalism and 
leadership of principals (Lai & Wong, 2007).  Training therefore should be offered to 
the principals to promote quality of education at school. 

Performance Indicators (PIs) 

Under the quality assurance mechanism, The Education and Manpower Bureau 
HKSAR (2000) formulated a set of performance indicators for early childhood education 
quality based on Report No. 7 of the Education Commission (Hong Kong Education 
Commission, 1999).  Performance Indicators (Pre-primary Institutions) (PIs) will serve 
as a reference for school performance evaluation, covering the four domains of school 
work, namely Management and Organization, Learning and Teaching, Support to 
children, and School Culture and Children's Development. At present, there are a total of 
32 PIs in the four domains categorized into different areas according to the nature of the 
school work to be assessed (see Figure 1). 

Figure 1: Performance Indicators (Pre-primary Institutions) 

Source of Data: The Education Bureau HKSAR (2008i) 

All pre-primary institutions in Hong Kong have to rely on PIs for self-evaluation 
and external assessment.  However, the framework of PIs involves various assessment 
subjects which demand tremendous time and manpower devotion to perform data 
collection and analysis.  The important mission of assessment will thus fall on the 
shoulders of principals who will have to guide and support their teachers throughout the 
assessment process.  For both school principals and teachers, school assessment is an 
arduous task.  Teachers themselves are bound to have heavy workloads including 
teaching, taking care of student learning, and communicating with parents.  On top of 
these, the use of PIs requires other administrative work and data collection, which in turn 
will add complexity and difficulties to teachers in going through the assessment 
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procedure. At the same time, school principals are expected to take the role in providing 
support and counseling, but in a situation where specific guidelines and related training 
are insufficient, principals will be unequipped and thus heavily stressed to handle the 
assessment procedure.  Without related training and relevant knowledge but their school 
management experience alone, principals will be restrained to provide effective guidance 
to teachers.  In light of these issues, the government has provided some seminars and 
workshops in assisting kindergarten principals to grasp the essence of the system and to 
gain related skills.  However, excellent management and leadership are the results of 
long-term and continuous training.  The government will have to make it a long-term 
policy to provide proper training to help the principals to sharpen their leadership and 
management skills, and to help teachers to acquire relevant teaching skills, so as to meet 
the developmental needs of the education system blueprinted for the 21st century (Hong 
Kong Education Commission, 2000).  

Conclusion

Education is the basis of the development of a country.  From the past to the 
present, across all countries over the world, education has received priority emphasis for 
its utmost importance in nourishing the future generations.  Education is people’s 
national right, and all governments’ responsibility. It equips us with knowledge, sharps 
our minds, teaches us to distinguish the wrong from the right, develops personal potential, 
gives us insight to pursue personal and national ideals, and even determines the 
prosperity of a country. During The Opium War in 1840-42, China succumbed in the war 
launched by foreign forces, and finally was forced to pay indemnities and ceded Hong 
Kong to Britain. By suppressing education development, the British government 
succeeded in tremendously saving educational expenditures, insufficiently promoting the 
development of the minds of its people, and simultaneously minimizing possibilities of 
rebellions. Children are the future of our country.  Many world-renowned scholars such 
as Piaget and Dewey highly advocated investment on early childhood education for its 
crucial role in the whole-person development of an individual. Without such a foundation 
there is no basis for our country to build and extend into the future. Therefore, the 
colonial government offered the fallacy that ‘pre-primary education was a luxury’, thus 
deliberately suppressing whole-person development by depriving children of the rights of 
pursuing learning. After a century’s suppression, the colonial government eventually 
showed some willingness by allocating very limited resources to early childhood 
education development. Throughout the process, there was insufficient long-term 
commitment to develop early childhood education.  Staff professional training was 
given almost no attention, leaving the development of fundamental education severely 
stagnated.  After the handover in 1997, the government paid attention to early childhood 
education, by gradually raising qualifications of kindergarten teachers, strengthening 
basis of professional development and increasing investment on education reforms. This 
can be seen from a series of policies that have been formulated: The release of 
Kindergarten Subsidy Scheme (Working Party on Harmonization of Pre-primary Services, 
1995) and Guide to the Kindergartens Curriculum (Hong Kong Education Department, 
1984, 1996; Hong Kong Education Commission, 2006), establishment of  the Quality 
Education Fund (Hong Kong Education Commission, 1997), provision of  in-service 
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professional training subsidies to kindergarten teachers (The Hong Kong Institute of 
Education, 1998), amendments of qualification requirements for kindergarten teachers 
and principals (The Chief Executive, 2006), implementation of the Education Voucher 
Scheme (The Chief Executive, 2006), formulation of performance indicators for quality 
assurance (Hong Kong Education Commission, 1997), etc. The government appears to be 
committed to enhancing education quality and achieving quality whole-person 
development through implementation of enhancement plans, establishment of new 
assessment models, and development of new curriculums. However, to achieve quality 
education requires the simultaneous input of effective teacher and leadership training. 
Whereas the entry requirements for kindergarten teachers and principals have been 
gradually tightened, the training provided to the staff is still not comprehensive enough, 
with emphasis on teacher training only but with no training on management and 
leadership development. Out of the available training programs for kindergarten 
principals in the past and at present, they are all too short and are not mandatory to all 
early childhood supervisors.  Thus, not many principals are professionally trained to 
expand and develop their management capacity.  To build an excellent crew of 
education practitioners in benefiting the future generations with an excellent leaning 
environment, the government must be committed to achieving a balanced focus on 
teacher and leadership training. This is the direction that we should head towards in 
building a better tomorrow. 
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Introduction 

 Under the knowledge-based economies, every decision may take risk and one of 
the societal outcomes has been unavoidably fragmented in such risk societies that people 
living in the contemporary centuries need to decide for themselves, adjust to 
unpredictable social changes and keep on learning, either by doing or reflecting on 
learning before further action takes place for improvement. The outcome of such 
reflexive modernity (in Beck’s terminology cited by Jarvis, 2002) leads to the result that 
individuals are keeping on learning throughout their whole lives. Their cravings for 
lifelong learning often run beyond the boundaries of formal learning contexts and 
educational institutions. Work-based education, de-contextualized learning, and hybrid 
forms of participatory, context-adjusted and flexible schooling modes have equally been 
stressed whereas higher education institutions have to undergo tremendous changes in 
administrative and governance systems, financing and funding mechanisms, course 
infrastructure, research and teaching qualities at local, regional and global levels. As a 
result, three significant follow-up means in postsecondary institutes were found. They are 
admissions of great varieties of students taking a wide range of lifelong learning courses 
continuously at increasing rates, provision of a wide range of marketable learner-based 
courses with flexible running modes, and accreditation of individualized learning 
programs through accreditation of prior learning and prior experiential learning 
mechanisms (Jarvis, 2002). This article endeavors to address some under-researched 
topics like demand-supply market mechanism and raise social inequity issues caused by 
two on-the-job post-secondary training programs in Hong Kong and to make an urgent 
call for re-conceptualization of some key notions involved in lifelong learning in higher 
education of Hong Kong and East-Asian comparative perspectives. 

This article contains three sections. The first section documents lifelong learning 
policies locally and globally, outlines relationship between lifelong learning and 
vocational learning. Notably, some under-researched issues are addressed in sociological 
and socio-economic aspects through literature review of higher education in Hong Kong 
and East-Asian comparative perspectives. After bringing out the infrastructure of two 
particular on-the-job training programs for IT school education in Hong Kong against the 
historical background of developing vocational education and training in Hong Kong, the 
second section sketches their multiple academic paths for achieving lifelong learning 
vision and depicts their complicated demand-supply mechanisms. The final section raises 
challenges and issues related to sociological aspects and conceptions of lifelong learning, 
subject to those under-researched areas.         
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Lifelong Learning in Local and Global Perspectives 

In Hong Kong, the vision of a lifelong learning system has been officially 
initiated in Education Commission report (2000, p.5) as the system itself: 

raises the overall quality of students 
constructs a diverse school system 
creates an inspiring learning environment 
acknowledges the importance of moral education 
develops an education system rich in tradition, cosmopolitan and diverse  

Unlike an economic national quest for lifelong learning in Singapore (Manpower 
21, 1999, p.18), the vision of lifelong learning is driven by a radical transformation of the 
education system of Hong Kong in order to develop its people to play their significant 
roles in the knowledge-based learning society and the wider world: 

Education … attains all-round development in the domain of ethics, intellect, physique, 
social skills and aesthetics according to his /her own attributes so that he /she is capable 
of lifelong learning, … willing to put forward continuing effort for prosperity, progress, 
freedom, and democracy of their society, and contribute to the well-being of the nation 
and the world at large. (Education Commission, 2000, p. 4) 

In fact, the underlying motive is in line with the significant declaration about 
higher education held by the World UNESCO conference on higher education (1998, 
paragraph 2): “The traditional missions of higher education system . . . are still valid, but 
we affirm that their main mission nowadays is to educate responsible citizens, providing 
an open space for higher education and for learning through life.” On strategic planning, 
the Hong Kong SAR government has a holistic review of its education system and 
suggests a new academic structure (e.g. 4-year university undergraduate and other 
postsecondary sub-degree courses), innovative school curricula (e.g. new 3-year senior 
secondary curricula) and various assessment mechanisms (Education Commission, 2000, 
p.110). All those drastic societal changes in higher education greatly fulfill the great need 
for “the appropriate human resources, physical infrastructure and knowledge base to 
provide high quality lifelong learning”(OECD, 1996, p.96).        

Notably, there has been close linkage between vocational training and lifelong 
learning, since economic developmental stages have different expectations or intentions 
of vocational education and training. In OECD (1998), the term ‘vocational education’ 
refers to school activities exercised in establishments under the Ministries of Education 
covering skilled operative jobs, blue- and white-collars. In other words, ‘vocational 
education' is defined as a school- or college-based preparation for specific occupations 
while the words ‘vocational training’ stresses on the workplace world with both initial 
and continuing training throughout working lives in the realm of lifelong learning. 
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Literature Review 

Research literature on higher education of Hong Kong and East Asian 
comparative perspectives has placed strong emphasis on several key aspects. On the 
supply side, commodification or McDonaldization (Ashton et al. 1999; Mok, 2003) of 
higher education dominates the market after more attention is paid to cost-efficiency, 
fiscal controls and extrinsic values of tertiary degree and post-secondary sub-degree 
courses in Hong Kong, following the Chief Executive’s October 2000 Policy Address 
which set a new 60% target of the 17-20 age group for seeking post-secondary education.. 
The running mode is performance-based and competitive in nature (Mok & Chan, 2002; 
Yung, 2002) and the delivery of courses focuses heavily on quality assurance and 
accountability after globalization of higher education in most Asian contexts (Kennedy, 
2002; Welch 2007). Facing over-supply of such courses in higher education, every 
university or community college in Hong Kong has at least some marketing or  research 
and development (R & D) units to evaluate market competitiveness of currently running 
courses or foresee future marketable courses  (Chan & Lo, 2007). Notably, there have 
been complicated patterns of state decentralization and consideration impacts of 
globalization upon continuing education or lifelong learning courses at tertiary level in 
most East Asian societies (Jarvis, 2000; Mok, 2003, 2004, Mok & Chan, 2002). 
Deregulation of legal and financial controls (Yung, 2002; Mok & Welch, 2003), 
diversities and flexibilities in raising funds are the main social and policy issues in Hong 
Kong (Chan & Lo, 2007). Other interesting research topics include transnational
academic mobility of teachers and socio-cultural formation of academic professions in 
East Asia (Kim, 2001) and regional student mobility within a country - e.g. among 
Mainland China, Macao and Hong Kong after their return of sovereignty to China (Li & 
Kwok, 2003; Li, 2006).  

Yet some topics are still under-researched in the socio-cultural and 
socio-economic contexts of Hong Kong. For instance, de-professionalization’ of teachers 
in higher education (e.g. researching and teaching lives, resources competition at faculty / 
departmental level) has been ignored. Increasingly more university lecturers and 
professors have been taking up more course administrative and marketing works, instead 
of mere research and teaching ones (e.g. side issue briefed out by Kennedy, 2002). Under 
the booming market of higher degree courses, few researchers have noticed dynamic 
relationships among student demand for various types of sub-degree courses, job market 
orientations and their underlying demand-supply mechanisms. Meantime, access and 
other social equality problems in educational process and outcomes in higher education 
(especially sub-degree courses offered by universities and other tertiary institutes like 
community colleges in Hong Kong) have totally been undermined. Last but not the least 
of all, concepts of non-formal education and other related notions in informal learning 
have been revised by Alan Rogers (2004, pp.244-263). His argument for more diversity 
in formulating alterative educational discourses rather than mere dichotomies for 
identifying formal and non-formal educational discourses deserves more attention, facing 
over-supply and increasing types of post-secondary courses in less formal lifelong 
learning contexts. However, there is still a lack of empirical discussion on categorizing 
types of lifelong learning and vocational education programs at post-secondary levels in 
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Hong Kong and other East-Asian societies.    

Based on the above literature review, the author aims to pinpoint some 
under-researched sociological (access and social equity problems) and socio-economic 
(demand-supply mechanism) issues in higher education and pose challenges to some 
concepts used in lifelong learning by reflecting on the organization structure, course 
delivery, funding and demand-supply mechanism of two particular on-the-job training 
programs at post-secondary level in Hong Kong.    

Pui Ching Education Centre : A Place for Revitalizing Lifelong Learning 

An innovative continuing education centre entitled Pui Ching Education Centre 
(hereafter referred to as “the Centre”) was officially established on 7 January 2000. It is a 
non-profit-making education institute under the administration of the Baptist Convention 
of Hong Kong. Such convention is a well-established Chinese Christian organization 
governing some local universities, postsecondary, secondary, primary schools and 
kindergartens. The Centre does not receive any form of subsidy from the Government 
except that it is granted the right to use part of the temporary main campus in Gascoigne 
Road, where the former Grantham College of Education was located. The Centre 
(http://www.puichingcentre.edu.hk/) provides a range of educational services, categorized 
as follows: 

youth employment education programs delivered jointly with the Youth Work 
Experience and Training Scheme (YWETS) under the governance of the Labor 
Department (c.f. http://www.ywets.labour.gov.hk); 
Form Six Certificate Program; 
Gifted and Talented Education; 
refresher teacher training courses tendered by the former Education & Manpower 
Bureau (EMB); and 
part-time evening courses in general. 

The Centre grows in line with changes in local educational policy of Hong Kong 
SAR government as well as the community as a whole. Although its philosophy of 
education points at creating high-quality opportunities that enable learning, advancement, 
development, and employment, the Centre has laid a solid foundation to advance to an 
institution that offers a full degree program in higher education.  The Centre is 
financially sound and has accumulated substantial experience of providing quality 
innovative education to a wide spectrum of audiences. The Centre is striving towards a 
community college or a comprehensive private university which provides diversified 
education to the public. 

The Youth Work Experience and Training Scheme (YWETS): 
 Courses Catering for the Needy Youth 

During the period between April 2002 and June 2002, the unemployment rate had 
been rising steadily. In the same year, unemployment rate in the age group between 15 
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and 19 stood at a pretty high rate of 30.7%. These two factors were alarming and worries 
about unemployment heightened, particularly among the youth. After serious debate in 
Legislative Council, the Labor Department introduced the Youth Work Experience and 
Training Scheme (YWETS) in 2002. The Centre, as a working partner of the Government, 
launched the IT Seeds Project (renamed as “The YWETS Series—the IT Seeds Project” 
in 2005/06 and hereafter referred to as “the IT Seeds Project”) with the YWETS and eight 
representative councils in the education sector (See Note 1) in the summer of 2002. 
Notably, the IT Seeds Project provides both working and training opportunities for 
youngsters aged between the ages of 15 and 24 with Secondary 5 (Grade 11) education. 

The duration of the IT Seeds Project is one year. Participating school employers 
have to provide on-the-job-training vacancies for YWETS trainees. At the same time, 
they have to release the trainees to attend a certificate program in IT Teaching and 
Administrative Support by which the skills and knowledge of the trainees are upgraded.  
The trainees, being employees of the participating schools, assist their employer schools 
in developing a wide scope of education-related work, in particular, the development of 
information technology in learning. Over the past 4 years, the YWETS Campus 
Series—the “IT Seeds Project” has provided Hong Kong youths with more than 3,000 job 
vacancies. The “IT Seeds Project” 2006/07 includes the following five trainee programs: 

IT Teaching and Administrative Support Trainee (Teaching) 
IT Teaching and Administrative Support Trainee (Administrative) 
IT Teaching and Administrative Support Trainee (Technical) 
School Activities and Administrative Trainee 
School General Affairs and Administrative Trainee 

The aim of the IT Seeds Project is to provide training for support personnel in an 
educational organization like primary and secondary schools. The Project helps young 
people whose potentials are not yet developed fully in the formal education system lay 
the necessary foundation for further advancement. The job vacancies of the IT Seeds 
Project are offered by local secondary schools, primary schools, and kindergartens. The 
student participants are employed full-time by the participating schools. On the other 
hand, they are simultaneously enrolled in one of the related training programs offered by 
the Centre. Trainees have to attend a one-year program of Certificate in IT Teaching and 
Administrative Support (Teaching/ Administrative/Technical/School Activities/ General 
Affairs). The training days of the program are parts of their job duties. Upon successful 
completion of the training program, they will be awarded a Certificate in IT Teaching and 
Administrative Support (Teaching/Administrative/ Technical/School Activities /General 
Affairs). Through this working and training experience, trainees will become more 
knowledgeable and more confident in the work environment and now they are more 
employable. 

 Based on the same mechanism, the co-organizers of the IT Seeds Project also 
launched another program in July 2006—the YWETS Series—the Electronic (E-) Leader 
Training Program (hereafter referred to as “the E-Leader Program”). This E-Leader 
Program brings the idea of “working experience + classroom training’ to a leadership
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level.  Participants can receive additional training in both knowledge and leadership 
skills. The E-Leader Program prepares YWETS trainees for further improvement in 
academic and technical qualifications. The duration of each program is also 12 months. 
Under the IT Seeds Project, participating employer schools have to provide 
on-the-job-training job vacancies and release the trainees to attend an Electronic (E-) 
Leader Training Course provided by the Centre. The training course aims to upgrade the 
professional and academic skills of the trainees and prepare them for joining the 
information technology industry or further studies. School employers are responsible for 
paying the course fees while the trainees are on the job. The trainees will be assigned job 
duties of a more advanced nature so that they can acquire new knowledge and more 
challenging experiences. The first intake of the E-Leader Program commenced in 
September 2006. The Centre hopes that such program would provide graduates of the IT 
Seeds Project the opportunity to continue their training at the administrative level.   

 In fact, both the IT Seeds Project and E-leader Training Program adopt an 
experiential learning model, in which participants are both fulltime students and school 
employees. Generic skills include cultivation of interpersonal skills, bilingual literacy, 
working and business correspondences, and research project methodology. Intensive 
training specified in their professional fields of IT education for the kindergarten, primary 
and secondary school sectors includes computer networking, web publishing and hosting, 
word processing, publishing online courseware, digital arts and animation design. It 
should be noted that these two course programs belong to the realm of vocational training 
categorized by OECD (1998) outlined in the above section (I). Most important of all, 
fulfilling the vision of lifelong learning policy (Education Commission, 2000), these two 
YWETS programs also help their trainees continue seeking further educational 
opportunities, besides provision of job-based training and other accredited certification in 
IT industry [e.g. Cisco Certified Network Associate (CCNA)] at the Centre. 

Historical Development of Vocational Education and Training 

In the first phase of industrialization, the Hong Kong colonial government tended 
to adopt laissez-faire regimes, leaving the market to allocate resources freely without any 
intervention in the affairs of local economy and job employments. This is totally unlike 
the other three Tiger economics, namely Singapore, Taiwan and South Korea, with full 
instrumental measures in delivering full job employment for stabilizing local economies. 
The government’s resources only focused on basic primary and secondary education 
whereas the free market forces shaped up the directions of vocation education and 
training under the pyramidal structure of education in Hong Kong during  the 1960s, 
leading to low value-added products in local industries. However, the second critical 
phase hallmarked the Hong Kong government’s centralized control and directions over 
the educational and training by providing efficient responses to employers’ and local 
industrial needs. Such changes were witnessed by the government establishments of 
Vocational Training Council (VTC) in 1982, and subsequent openings of seven technical 
institutes and two technical colleges in the 1990s, besides rapid expansion of local 
university degrees in mainstream tertiary sector. For the production of high value-added 
products, direct links between market signals and government interventions left the 
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Education Commission and the VTC to interpret market signals and make rapid 
responses. In comparison, the other three Tigers took more proactive approaches to 
reform the education and training systems long before new industries emerge in the 1990s. 
In comparison, unlike solely catering for skill demands from the employers and local 
industries in Hong Kong, the other three tigers’ trade and industry policies had foreseen 
new future skills and set up supreme councils, boards or ministries to regulate manpower 
training policies (Ashton, et al., 2002). After return of her sovereignty to Mainland China, 
the Hong Kong SAR government have made drastic reforms in course delivery, training 
targets and services, and re-structuring of school administrative structure in VTC, 
technical institutes and colleges when the vocational training system has geared towards 
the increasing needs of the public service and large-scale monopolies since the late 1990s 
(Ashton, 1999; Lee, 2001). Meantime, some new marketable courses without government 
subsidies (e.g. in hotel catering, tourism and other newly involved industrial sectors or 
occupations) have also been launched by the VTC and technical institutes to cater for 
varied needs of high school leavers for upgrading their skills and resolving skills shortage 
problems under knowledge-based economics since the mid-2000s.   

Facing such historical background, the two YWETS programs tend to enrich the 
‘landscape’ of vocational education and training in the IT education sector of Hong Kong 
in the current decade by training some high school leavers as IT technical assistants to be 
well-equipped with suitable IT and other generic skills in order to meet increasing school 
demands in basic education, facing drastic school reforms initiated in the late 1990s. 

A Milestone for Higher Education 

Since 2006-07, there has been a multiple academic path for skill-based graduates 
of the YWETS programs to continue their fulltime undergraduate studies in some 
renowned comprehensive universities such as Beijing Normal University, Hong Kong 
Baptist University, United International College (UIC) (situated in Zhuhai, China) 
through an internal entrance examination at the Open University of Hong Kong (OUHK). 
Admission criteria include passes in four core subjects in English, Chinese, Mathematics, 
Computer Studies or Humanities at Secondary 6 (Grade 12) level or satisfactory results in 
past open examinations at Secondary 5 (Grade 11) level. Furthermore, some part-time 
evening remedial courses organized by the Centre are also offered to IT Seeds and 
E-leader trainees on polishing their Chinese, English and Mathematics at Secondary 5 
(Grade 11) level. A fulltime course module is also taken by E-leader trainees on 
Advanced Level Computer Studies at Secondary 7 (Grade 13) level. They are motivated 
to re-sit for open examinations both at Secondary 5 (Grade 11) level and at Secondary 7 
(Grade 13) level respectively. Once getting satisfactory open examination results, they 
can have another chance to enroll in a fulltime associate degree program or other 
equivalent sub-degree courses in mainstream tertiary sector.     

The Underlying Demand-Supply Market Mechanism 

      When the IT Seeds Project was first launched in 2002, 1,500 young people 
applied to more than 550 job vacancies. There were 1,200 young people applying to 600 
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job vacancies (Approximate averaged figures till 31 August) when in 2003/04 the IT 
Seeds Project was launched with the newly introduced School Activities and 
Administrative Support Trainee Project. These two statistical figures are the combined 
total of the two projects. For the 2004/05 intake, the IT Seeds Project received a sharp 
decrease of 800 job vacancies from the education sector. The number of job applicants 
dropped to 1,000. Recent figures, i.e. figures of the 2005/06 and 2006/07 intake in April 
2007 were further reduced to 779 job vacancies versus 962 applicants and 754 job 
vacancies versus 863 applicants respectively. Figure 1 below demonstrates the trend. 

Figure 1: Number of IT Seeds Project Applicants versus Number of Job Vacancies
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The number of applicants and the number of job vacancies have recently been 
converging. This is a reflection of a more active labor market, a rosier economic outlook, 
more choices in both the labor and postsecondary education markets, and an increasing 
demand for more experienced population.  All these point to a conclusion that the IT 
Seeds Project applicants are declining in number on the priority lists of youngsters. 
Notably, the new YWETS Campus Series---E-leader Training Program (applicants: 260; 
job vacancies: 152) has also absorbed some IT Seeds graduates, indirectly rendering a 
slight decrease in numbers of applicants and job vacancies since 2006/07. Regarding the 
Centre as the entire unit of organizing two YWETS programs, the total numbers of 
applicants and job vacancies have increased up to 1,123 (+ 16.7%) and 906 (+ 16.3%) in 
2006/07, in comparison with mere 2005/06 figures in IT Seeds Project. 

The Centre conducted a survey among the 2006/07 students of the IT Seeds 
Project and E-leader Training Programs in October 2006. A total of 556 students (c.f. 474 
IT Seeds correspondents; 82 E-leader correspondents) participated in the survey. On 
average, 71.56 % of the participants responded that the present salary level was 
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unsatisfactory whilst only 24.3% felt satisfied. When asked what a reasonable level of 
monthly salary should be, 42.04% perceived such to be over HK$6,000 [c.f. average 
monthly salary: HK$5,000 for IT Seeds trainees; HK$5,500 per month for E-leader 
trainees all the year in 2006/07], with only 1.85% of the respondents being contented 
with the range of HK$4,501-5,000 and 36.20% being satisfied with the range of 
HK$5,001-$6,000, within which their monthly salaries lie.  

In Sept.-Dec. 2006, a general office clerk earned HK$9,848 per month on average 
[c.f. taking average in Sept. and Dec. 06 figures], corresponding to 4.5-day-per-week 
salary = HK$8,057.5 (HK$9,848 x 4.5/5.5). The monthly take-home pay of the IT Seeds 
Project Trainees is HK$5,000 on average whilst that of E-leader Trainees is HK$5,500 
per month in 2006/07, which amounted to mere 62.1% and 68.3% of similar job offers in 
the free job market in Sept-Dec.06. Taking into calculation the monthly school fees of 
HK$1,100 for the IT Seeds and HK$1,300 for E-leader certificate courses borne by 
school employers respectively, the trainees would receive a total monthly remuneration of 
HK$6,100 and HK$6,800, which are less than 24.3% and 15.6 % of what a general office 
clerk would earn in the free job market.  

Notably, taking 100 relevant job vacancies at random offered from Labor 
Department during 1-27 Mar 2007 also provides good insights into the issue of salary 
increment. According to the statistical information provided by offered by Labor 
Department on 1-27 March, monthly salary figures, which demand Secondary 5 (Grade 
11) educational level without working experiences and with at least one-year working 
experiences, are HK$ 6,974 and HK$ 7,292 respectively. The 4.5-day-per-week figures 
will correspond to HK$5,706.0 and HK$5,966.2, which are 14.1% and 8.5% more than 
those averages of IT Seeds and E-leader trainees respectively in 06/07.      

Despite great efforts paid by Labor Department and the Centre, the eight 
professional educational councils only accepted a slight 4.5-5% salary increment (c.f. 
program handbooks) in 2007/08, based on some reasons. First, the two course trainees 
still possess valuable fulltime learning and working opportunities simultaneously, unlike 
fulltime staff members in the schools, and thereby deserve much lower payment. Second, 
they are still inexperienced or immature trainees, which need more supervision from the 
mentors at schools. Third, their educational qualifications are solely Secondary 5 (Grade 
11) level and working qualities vary from one person to another. Implication from these 
survey findings is that the existing salaries offered in both IT Seeds Project and E-leader 
Training Programs fail severely to meet employee satisfaction. Notably, there appears to 
be a severe mismatch between school employers’ practical expectations and trainees’ 
career orientation in the recent school years. On one hand, school principals or employers 
endeavor to minimize employment expenditure by joining the two programs whilst 
providing their further educational opportunities in IT education by paying for their 
12-month course fees. On the other hand, trainees of the two training programs tend to 
take these golden learning opportunities to further studies in IT or IT education through 
accredited certificates and gain more working experiences in school education. 
Meanwhile, there has been a brain drain of skilful manpower in IT grounding supports of 
school education, facing recent economical recovery and booming markets in IT industry 
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(similar happening in early 2000s cited by Kong 2000 and yearly reports of university 
graduate figures in some UGC-funded universities during 2003-07). Since the past few 
years, graduates of IT Seeds Project have gone to educational, business and IT 
professional fields. After recent economical recovery, attractively high monthly salaries 
and other fringe benefits of job vacancies have been offered in the business and IT sectors. 
As a result, there is a high tendency for more graduates of IT Seeds Project and E-leader 
Training Program to be engaged into these non-educational sectors At the same time, 
such improved offerings badly affect the trainee intake of the two YWETS programs and 
challenge the rationale of these two YWETS programs for helping schools in the form of 
IT assistants. 

Indeed low employee satisfaction has negative effects on employees’ attitude, 
morale, motivation, productivity, and ultimately, school image. Although the IT Seeds 
and E-leader trainees provide mainly school supporting services, they do belong to the 
school organizations, exerting considerable influence on the general performance of the 
working team in different departments and working units. Time would become more 
critical for their (re-)employment / suitable replacements when the IT Seeds and E-leader 
trainees will be continuously under supply in future school years. Many school principals 
have already found great difficulties of replacing competent IT Seeds graduates since 
2005/06. The majority of those graduates have turned their career path from the basic 
education sector to business and IT sectors, based on participant observation and informal 
interviews. Some schools have even stopped the recruitment of IT Seeds and E-leader 
trainees after those competent graduates left their schools    

Issues and Challenges 

Readers of this article may like to classify the above two YWETS programs into 
informal education discourses. Based on the above course infrastructure, some conceptual 
dichotomy between formal and informal education using criteria of context-adjusted 
and-sensitive learning, participatory education, flexible course delivery and running 
modes (Rogers, 2004) cannot be legitimately applied into postsecondary sector of Hong 
Kong. Informal education can be both contextualized and decontextualized with flexible 
or inflexible modes of course delivery. For instance, both contextualized learning (like 
concrete IT contexts in basic school sector) and decontextualized learning (such as 
generic skills in problem-solving abilities, bilingual literacy and research project works) 
can be found in some on-the-job informal training programs like the above mentioned 
YWETS Campus Series-IT Seeds and E-leader training courses. Part-time informal 
learning courses such as high certificates or diplomas can have rigid organization 
structure and standardized course delivery such as full time university undergraduate 
degrees offered by some UGC-funded universities of Hong Kong. Coupled with this, 
there remain more hybrid elements along the opposite ends of a continuum (one set of 
polarities) or a matrix containing more than one sets of polarities, which cannot be fully 
identified using the above mentioned categorization parameters.             

Meanwhile, based on the criteria of ethnicity, running modes of courses taken, age 
enrolment, family SES or social and cultural capital (Bamber, 2006; Levin, 2007), 
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identities of traditional and non-traditional students are also intermingled. Owing to 
over-supply of numerous types of sub-degree courses in Hong Kong, such courses can 
accommodate fulltime or part-time students coming from both high or low SES families, 
or belonging to ethnic majority or minority. Traditional high school students with formal 
daytime curricula can take vocation education after graduation (e.g. some of student 
trainees under YWETS Campus Series-IT Seeds and E-leader training programs) whilst 
non-traditional students with incomplete secondary education can also apply for fulltime 
(sub)-degree courses after graduation, provided that they attain certain educational 
qualifications after sitting for some open and professional examinations. As a result, 
social tracking of high school students is complicated and cannot fully be scrutinized, 
according to those blurred identities of traditional and non-traditional students in lifelong 
learning.    

Notably, there have been increasingly blurred boundaries between public and 
private forms in governance and funding of sub-degree courses in Hong Kong. The 
aforementioned YWETS Campus Series programs are hybridized forms of public and 
private funding. Some private schools can recruit an IT Seeds / E-leader trainee using 
their own private fund with some government subsidies under the YWETS. Quality 
assurance of the two on-the-job training programs has been shouldered by the Labor 
Department, the Centre and the eight professional education councils, whereas daily 
working performance of one trainee is governed by the school employer and the school 
training mentor, if she or he exists. Hence, there come more complex patterns of 
decentralization in course administration and quality assurance under the two YWETS 
programs.   

Relating to access and other social equity issues in educational process and 
outcomes (Plewis & Preston, 2001; Levin, 2007), there are several notions of educational 
inequalities involved in post-secondary education of Hong Kong. Inequalities in student 
enrolment (e.g. student admission and screening criteria), studying circumstances (e.g. 
affordability of school fees) and treatment (e.g. no discrimination in the educational 
process such as same curriculum delivered to all students) are involved especially for the 
1-2% ethnic minority and disabled student populations in Hong Kong. For examples, few 
physically disabled candidates have successfully been appointed by some school 
employers during the recruitment times of the two YWETS programs. Without getting 
any government and university loans or subsidies, some IT Seeds and E-leader graduates 
of low socio-economic status failed to enter fulltime university undergraduate courses, as 
they could not afford school fees in the past few years. Coupled with this, another 
inequality is involved in continued learning opportunities especially the questionable 
links between sub-degrees (especially associate degrees) courses and university 
undergraduates programs (e.g. over supply of community colleges’ sub-degree courses 
and associate degrees run by one university not fully recognized by another university 
locally and globally). Furthermore, an inequality in job opportunities or employability 
issue after graduation is also found. Most job employers prefer to select university degree 
holders when the university candidates apply for vacant managerial and leadership posts 
whereas graduates of sub-degree course are merely chosen to do skilled or apprenticeship 
jobs, based on some informal interviews with human resource managers or CEOs in some 
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professional business and IT fields.    

 Last but not the least, there are other cases of providing multiple career paths 
after graduation, besides the skill-based YWETS training programs launched at the 
Centre. For instance, Vocational Training Council (VTC), in collaboration with 
prestigious overseas universities in UK, Australia, Mainland China and the Open 
University in Hong Kong, has recently offered multiple "top-up" degree programs (both 
full-time and part-time) for the full-time and part-time higher diploma graduates who 
wish to pursue further studies at university undergraduate degree level (c.f. 
http://www.vtc.edu.hk/vtc/web/template/institute_desc.jsp?fldr_id=1044&lang=en). As a 
result, ‘educational providers’ of those post-secondary courses turn to be cross-regional 
and cross-country in nature.  

Conclusion

Previously, there had been a sharp line of demarcation between vocational and 
university education in the colonial time of Hong Kong before 1997 (Hong Kong 
Yearbook, 1997; Husén & Postlethwaite, 1994). Graduates oriented from some vocation 
education could not have proper chance to be enrolled in full-time local university 
undergraduate courses at that time. In the post-colonial era, the government tends to 
allow more lifelong educational opportunities for graduates from vocational education 
orientations (such as Institute of Vocation Education, IVE) to further studies in full-time 
or part-time top-up degree courses locally or overseas or in part-time undergraduate 
programs offered by local or overseas universities. To portray the ‘new landscape’ of 
higher education in Hong Kong, Pui Ching Education Centre provides another unique 
case. Unlike associate degrees offered by mainstream universities or other post-secondary 
institutes, the Centre succeeds to set up a distinctive lifelong learning model for helping 
some Secondary 5 (Grade 11) leavers with on-the-job-training experiences (in the 
vocational education track) sitting for further fulltime 4-year undergraduate studies in 
local and China universities (in the elitist comprehensive university track) long before the 
forthcoming New Senior Secondary (NSS) Curricula start in 2009. 

On restructuring of the state-education relationships, there have been substantial 
changes from state control to state governance of higher education (especially in 
postsecondary education) in Hong Kong after return of sovereignty to Mainland China in 
1997 (Mok & Welch, 2003). Deregulation of control has devolved from the central 
government to postsecondary schools and their school sponsoring bodies in the form of 
rule-governed accountability (Dale, 1997). In normal circumstances, they can provide 
educational services only if they pass through the process of their academic and 
vocational accreditation. UGC-funded universities or other tertiary education institutes 
can bypass such academic accreditation process, as their internal senates can launch their 
own courses through well-established self-accreditation mechanism. In other cases, 
postsecondary schools need to pass through their academic and vocational accreditation 
through the Hong Kong Council for Accreditation of Academic and Vocational 
Qualifications (HKCAAVQ) under the newly established Qualifications Framework (QF). 
Without such academic accreditation, post-secondary schools hardly sustain their 
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existence under keen homogeneous and heterogeneous competitions among school 
counterparts and similar courses.   

Post-secondary student enrolments are severely affected through marketization 
and privatization of higher education in Hong Kong (Mok, 2003). Notably, the Hong 
Kong SAR government seems to adopt a differential approach. There is a quasi-market of 
launching increasingly ‘marketable’ and ‘fashionable’ sub-degree courses for 
non-traditional or adult students. Yet some sub-degree (e.g. associate degree) courses are 
mostly private-funded in such a way that they pose access and other social equity 
problems to those needy students with low SES status. And social recognition of such 
(albeit academically accredited) courses is questionable, facing limited quotas in top-up 
courses and employers’ biased recruitment of graduate students, posing other social  
inequity problems. Indeed, the government still places a heavy emphasis on about 18% of 
university enrolment figures annually for high school graduates aged between 17 and 20 
(Chan & Lo, 2007). 

On evaluation, the infrastructure of the two YWETS-Campus Series programs 
succeed to challenge the categorization criteria of formal and informal education and 
pinpoint blurred identities of educational providers, traditional and non-traditional 
students. Meantime, more hybridized forms of decentralization in governance and 
funding, and complex patterns of quality assurance are emerged. There is an urgent call 
for re-conceptualization of lifelong learning in higher education (especially sub-degree 
courses) in Hong Kong and East Asian comparative perspectives. A scrutiny of multiple 
categorizations of key elements in various types of lifelong learning and vocational 
education courses should be done to articulate the nature and basic conceptions of 
lifelong learning at course type and institutional levels. The current article only succeeds 
to exhibit some achievements of running two post-secondary on-the-job training 
programs at a continuing education centre and analyze their limited impacts on 
sociological, socio-economic aspects and review concepts of life-long education in local 
perspectives. Further research should pay more heed to thorough evaluation of all types 
of post-secondary degree and sub-degree courses in those aforementioned 
under-researched areas in Hong Kong and other East Asian societies. 
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Notes

1. The eight professional educational councils are, namely, Hong Kong Subsidized 
Secondary Schools Council, Subsidized Primary Schools Council, the Association 
of Hong Kong Chinese Middle Schools, the Association of English Medium 
Secondary Schools, Grant Schools Council, Hong Kong Direct Subsidy Scheme 
Schools Council, the Association of Principals in Government Secondary Schools, 
and the Union of Government Primary School Headmasters and Headmistresses. 
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Introduction 

Macao and Hong Kong share several similarities in their history, governance, 
social order, the ethnic backgrounds of their citizens and their education systems (Bray 
and Koo, 2004). The colonies of Macao and Hong Kong were respectively under the rule 
of the Portuguese since 1557 and the British since 1841. Both regions were re-unified 
with the Peoples Republic of China in the closing years of the 20th century. Each region 
has become a Special Administrative Region (SAR) of China. As a SAR, each Region 
has its own independent education system, systems that differ importantly from the one 
operating in neighboring Mainland China. Most religious schools in Macao are run under 
the same religious denominational guidance as same-order religious schools in Hong 
Kong. Quite a number of the principals of these schools in Macao have teaching and 
management experience in Hong Kong and have brought with them from Hong Kong the 
curriculum and accompanying textbooks. However, there are several key differences in 
terms of educational practice and traditions between the two regions. In addition, some 
schools in Macao have historically aligned themselves with the Mainland Chinese 
education system and some with the Portuguese system.  

Education is a complex process, reflecting the cultural, economical, political, 
religious and social influences in society (Thomas, 1983a, 1983b; Bray & Lee, 1997a or 
b; Bray & Koo, 2004). Educational and political influences are often inextricably 
intertwined: education policies of a region or country are strongly influenced by its 
pertaining political situation. Conversely, political reform is strongly shaped by the form 
of education received by the people (Bray & Lee, 1997a or b, p3-16). For the past five 
centuries, Macao has experienced many political events that lead to its development of a 
distinctive education system. At no time did the population of Macao exceed 500,000 in 
the 450 years before 2005. The education service in Macao encountered problems of 
scale and organization common to other small states in the world (Bray & Packer, 1993). 

Primary Mathematics Education in Macao

In the colonial days, Macao Government’s attention was focused on Portuguese-
medium schools. The Government paid relatively little attention to the education offered 
in private schools. There is a long history of private schools in Macao. Each school had a 
different curriculum depending on (a) the philosophical principles to determine the 
educational goals and (b) the political allegiance of the school with the West, with The 
People’s Republic of China or with Nationalist China in Taiwan. In the decade preceding 
the return of Macao to Chinese sovereignty, the Portuguese Government collaborated 
with the Macao Government in reviewing educational provision in the colony. It soon 
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acknowledged that there existed a very chequered pattern of provision in Macao’s 
numerous small schools. In the last few years of Portuguese involvement with Macao, 
The Education and Youth Affairs Bureau (DSEJ, abbreviation of Portuguese “Direcção 
dos Serviços de Educação e Juventude”) of the Portuguese Macao Government 
introduced the `Macao Curriculum’ in 1996 and revised it in 1999.  However, schools 
were not mandated to adopt the recommended curriculum and thus, many Chinese 
schools and Anglo-Chinese schools are still today following their own curricula. For 
instance, there are two major curricula for mathematics education in Macao primary 
schools, with 60% of Chinese schools following the Hong Kong curriculum and using 
Hong Kong textbooks. The remaining 40% of schools are following the mathematics 
curriculum of Mainland China and using textbooks published in Mainland China. 
Macao’s Anglo-Chinese schools and English schools follow the Hong Kong curriculum 
and make use of textbooks used in Hong Kong schools (Li, 2007). 

Being a major school subject, mathematics is studied by all students in Macao 
primary schools who must attend at least one period of mathematics of 35 to 40 minutes 
duration each day. Along with the mathematics lessons, students must complete 
mathematics homework exercises that consolidate or give practice in the work covered in 
lessons. The conventional teaching pedagogy in Macao is very traditional and all teachers 
start every mathematics lesson by formally revising the last lesson. New topics are 
presented through chalk and board presentations, by question and answer exercises and 
by exposition of principles step by step. Lessons may even be presented via Information 
& Communication Technology (ICT) and PowerPoint. Every student is asked to 
complete the same classroom exercises. At the end of each lesson, the teacher will give a 
short summary of what has been covered in the homework. 

Mathematics clubs and Mathematics Olympics are two favorite forms of after-
lesson or after-school activities used by schools to promote the learning of mathematics 
in Macao. Inter-school mathematics competitions are also organized by the DSEJ to 
select representatives to join various mathematics competitions in Hong Kong and China. 
Although mathematics education receives the close attention of the Government, schools, 
teachers and parents, it is subject-centered rather than child-centered. Students failing to 
satisfy the grade requirements in annual testing are not allowed to continue with the next 
grade level. Despite major differences in the materials used in Macao’s schools, standards 
of attainment are quite good. Nevertheless, the results of The Programme of the 
International Student Assessment (PISA 2003 and PISA 2006) showed that standards of 
attainment in Macao lag behind those in neighboring Hong Kong whose ethnic 
indigenous school population is almost identical to that in Macao (OECD, 2004, 2007). 
One reason for the difference is that Hong Kong’s schools are tightly controlled by Hong 
Kong Special Administrative Region Government. Mathematics curriculum and carefully 
constructed schemes of work are prescribed for all students from the kindergarten to sixth 
form. Reviews and revision of the curriculum are regular occurrences and the entire 
system prides itself on its professionalism and unity.   

 There is no such cohesion in Macao and schools are not obliged to adopt a 
uniform curriculum. Wholehearted support from school authorities and management is a 
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determining factor for successful reform. The failure of the primary mathematics reform 
in the late 1990s and early 2000s was the result of private school principals ignoring the 
advice and recommendations from the Macao SAR Government.  Principals are free to 
do this since Point 122 of the Basic Law of Macao SAR decrees that schools are free to 
use different curriculum and teaching materials (People’s Republic of China, 1993). 
Although school authorities and principals have placed priority to needs of students and 
society, they fail to work closely with the DSEJ to give a standard quality education to all 
students in Macao. As in Hong Kong, Macao parents are aware that some secondary 
schools are ‘elite’ and they will try all means to gain entry to these schools for their 
offspring.  As in Hong Kong, principals in primary schools respond by focusing on 
standards and the qualities set by elite secondary schools. This focus on attainment, 
particularly in mathematics, causes uneven academic standards among schools, with 
students in some schools doing well and peers in other schools making poor grades. The 
DSEJ needs to provide wider support and help to all private schools and to convince all 
principals to accept a centrally-agreed curriculum.   

A Brief Demographic Overview of Social Development of Macao

Macao, a harmonious blend of Chinese and Portuguese cultures, is a city in the 
Zhuhai District on the southeastern coast of the Chinese province of Kwang-Tung at the 
outlet of the Pearl River delta (Zhujiang) some 60 kilometers southwest of Hong Kong. It 
was a small fishing settlement during the Ming Dynasty (1368-1647) and was named 
“Macao” by Portuguese sailors who took the Chinese `Ma’, the name of a local divinity 
in the A-Ma Temple, and `gau’, the Chinese word for harbor, and combined the two to 
make the word Macao in the 1550s (Wang, 1999).  

Compared to Mainland China, Macao has been a relatively stable and peaceful 
territory. There were a handful of Chinese fishermen and farmers in Macao in the 16th

century. Within years of the Portuguese arrival, a large number of Chinese had begun to 
migrate to Macao in search of a better living. In fact, the population of Macao has been 
heavily influenced by the flow of immigrants from the Mainland, with different tides of 
refugees moving into Macao during wars and power-struggles in China. In 1555, there 
were a few hundred Portuguese and local Chinese occupying a total land area of 10.5 
Km² in Macao. By the year of 2007, the population had grown to 531,400 and Macao 
occupied a total land area of 29.2 Km² (Conim & Teixeira, 1998; DSEC, 2008; DSEC, 
2008a). The major ethnic population group of Macao comprises local-born Chinese and 
immigrants from Mainland China. They make up 95% of the total population. The 
remaining 5%, includes Macanese, a mixed race of Portuguese and Chinese, Portuguese 
nationals employed as experts in the Government and schools, as well as foreigners from 
Western and Southeast Asia countries working in Macao. This includes a significant 
group of workers from the Philippines and Thailand (DSEC, 2007a).  

Macao is at present one of the fastest growing economies in the world, due mainly 
to its booming gambling and entertainment industries. In the 1990s, the Gross Domestic 
Products (GDP) per capita in Macao was under ten thousand US dollars. It was US$9,854 
in 1991 but, in 2000, one year after reunification with China it was US$14,171.00. By the 
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end of 2006, the GDP. per capita in Macao was US$28,853.00, the first time in history 
that it had exceeded the GDP per capita US$27,641.00 of Hong Kong (DESC, 2007b).
As the Macao Government has accrued a large surplus and now has large reserves, it has 
been able to upgrade the education service by providing 12 years of free basic education 
from 2005 (Macao SAR Government, 2006). In school year 2007/2008, the plan to 
provide 15 years of free basic education from kindergarten to senior secondary was 
completed two years earlier than anticipated (Macao SAR Government, 2005;  Macao 
SAR Government, 2007).  

The Education System of Macao 

Western and Eastern education systems have co-existed in Macao from the time 
that the first Western school for Portuguese children was opened in Macao in 1572. The 
school was run by the Catholic Church. In fact, traditional Chinese education in the form 
of private tutorial classes was being offered to Chinese children before the arrival of 
Portuguese in 1555 and this system endured until the end of the 19th century. The 
Portuguese Macao Government’s chief concern was to provide good Portuguese 
education to the small number of ethnic Portuguese children living in Macao. The 
education system was Portuguese in character, the teaching curriculum was Portuguese 
and educational facilities were quite limited. The Portuguese-influenced Macao 
Government turned a blind eye to the education received by ethnic Chinese children.  As 
a result, the overall quantity and quality of education in Macao was weaker than that 
provided by the British influenced Hong Kong Government to its indigenous population. 
Only after the “April 25th 1974 Portuguese Revolution Event”, did the Macao 
Government modify its laissez-faire attitude towards education by offering to  private 
Chinese schools.

After the Sino-Portuguese Joint Declaration was signed in Beijing in 1987 for the 
peaceful return of the sovereignty of Macao to China on 20th December, 1999 (Beatriz 
Basto da Silva, 1999; Shipp, 1997), the Portuguese Macao Government took steps to 
improve the quantity and quality of education services for Chinese children. In 1991, the 
Law No. 11/91/M on Macao Education System was enacted for all the schools in Macao 
(DSEJ, 1991). Since then, all children in Macao, no matter whether Chinese or 
Portuguese or other ethnicity, have been entitled to voluntary and free basic education. 
Children started their pre-school education at 3 years old for 2 years before they entered 
the one-year primary education preparation class at 5 years old. Primary education lasted 
for 6 years; junior secondary education lasted for 3 years; and senior secondary education 
could be for 3 or 2 years depending on the practice of the school. 

 To meet the changing needs of society in the 21st Century, the Macao SAR Government 
revised Law No. 11/91/M and enacted the new Law No. 9/2006 – Fundamental Law of 
Non-tertiary Education System in December 2006. The most up-to-date non-tertiary 
education system in Macao is in the form of 3-6-3-3, with three years early childhood 
education, 6 years primary education, 3 years junior secondary education and 3 years 
senior secondary education. All children in Macao are entitled to 15 years free education 
from kindergarten to senior secondary school. The youngest age to be admitted to the 
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primary education is 5 years and 8 months old while the oldest age to receive education is 
15 years old (DSEJ, 1991, 2007a). 
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According to the statistics, in the school year 2007/2008, the total number of non-
tertiary education students was 80,348 including 9,065 in early childhood education, 
30,012 in primary schools and 41,271 in secondary schools. The average class size was 
25.9 students per class in early childhood education, 32.6 in primary schools and 37.8 
students in secondary schools (DSEJ, 2008). The SAR Government aims to lower the 
class size in early childhood and primary education to 25 students per class.

The above figures testify to the fact that the scale of non-tertiary education in 
Macao is small compared to that in Hong Kong.  Today, there are 63 primary schools in 
Macao: 76.2% being Government-dependent private schools receiving free education 
funding from the Government, 9.5% being public schools and the remaining 14.3% being 
private schools with some subsidy from the SAR Government (DSEJ, 2008). Primary 
schools in Macao can also be sub-divided into Portuguese, Chinese, English and 
International according to language medium of instruction. In the school year 2007/2008, 
among the 30,012 primary students, 243 of these (0.8%) attended Portuguese schools; 
897 (3.0%) attended International schools; 1,498 (5.0%) attended English schools; and 
27,374 (91.2%) attended Chinese or Luso-Chinese schools (DSEJ, 2008).  The language 
of instruction in each primary school to a large extent determines the curriculum adopted 
by the school. This paper focuses on mathematics education in Chinese and English 
primary schools. 

Table 2: General Education Figures for Macao in the School Year 2007/2008 

No. of students No. of  teacher Level of 
education Male Female Total Male Female Total

No. 
of 
class

Average 
class
size

Student 
teacher
ratio 

Class
teacher
ratio 

Early
Childhood

4688 4377 9065 2 499 501 350 25.9 1
18.1

1
1.4

Primary  15822 14190 30012 200 1390 1590 920 32.6 1
18.9

1
1.7

Secondary 20951 20320 41271 881 1296 2177 1091 37.8 1
19.0

1
2.0

Source: DSEJ (2008): Education in Figures 2007/2008. Macao: DSEJ. 

Primary Mathematics Education Development in Macao

The main population of Macao has been Chinese throughout its history and most 
schools have been Chinese in character. Due to its geographical proximity and close 
relationship with Mainland China, the teaching curriculum in most Macao Chinese 
schools has been heavily influenced by practice in China. In 1100 B.C., mathematics was 
one of the seven education elements in ancient China, 600 years before the coming of 
Confucius.  Mathematics was an applied skill for living and doing business in ancient 
time but there were no primary mathematics textbooks at this that time (Wang, 1996; 
Zhang, 2007). Modern primary education was set up in China during the late 18th century 
during the Ching Dynasty. Primary mathematics textbooks at that time were a 
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combination of traditional Chinese teaching and extract translations from Western 
textbooks. As mentioned earlier, the Macao Portuguese Government did not control the 
running of private Chinese schools for many centuries and schools were free to use 
textbooks and curriculum from China. Modern Chinese primary schools were set up in 
1899 by a Ching Dynasty loyalist with teaching ideas from Japan (Lau, 2002, 2007; Li, 
2007). When the Republic of China was formed in 1911 replacing the Ching Dynasty, all 
Chinese schools in Macao adopted the new education curriculum in China and used the   
Chinese textbooks. As English schools in Macao had close links with Hong Kong, they 
followed the British Hong Kong curriculum and used Hong Kong and British 
mathematics textbooks.  

In 1949, the People’s Republic of China Government was formed while the 
Government of the Republic of China moved to Taiwan. A number of schools switched 
allegiance to the newly formed Chinese Government and used Mainland Chinese 
textbooks. Hence, there were three different primary mathematics curricula and textbooks 
in Macao primary schools: those associated with the Republic of China (Kuomintang 
Government) in Taiwan, with the new Chinese Government and with Hong Kong.  

The 123 event (see Note 1) in December 1966 and early 1967 was a turning point 
in the political situation of Macao. Political changes bought a critical change to the finely 
balanced education equilibrium between schools with allegiances with the Macao 
Government, the Mainland China Government and Kuomintang Government in Taiwan. 
Large numbers of private Chinese schools began to establish links with the Mainland 
China Government breaking relationships with the old China Government in Taiwan. 
Some schools actually closed down in order to avoid conflict (B. Silva, 1999).

By the end of the 1970s, the Portuguese Macao Government had altered its 
laissez-faire attitude towards Chinese education as a result of the `April 25th 1974 
Portuguese Revolution Event’ that changed the Government of Portugal’s policy on 
education systems in Portuguese colonies. The Portuguese Macao Government began to 
modify its education policy and to pay more attention to the education of ethnic Chinese 
children. In 1978, it also started to partially subsidize private, non-profit making 
Chinese/English schools (Macao Government, 1977; Lau, 1987).  

Macao Government’s attention was chiefly focused on Portuguese schools in the 
latter decades of Portuguese involvement with Macao, and it paid much less attention to 
controlling education offered in private schools. Private schools are free to use different 
curricula in Macao. The Education and Youth Affairs Bureau of the Portuguese Macao 
Government set out to redress this situation through introducing the `Macao Curriculum’ 
in 1996 and revising it in 1999. Despite this, many Chinese schools and Anglo-Chinese 
schools are still following their own curricula today. For instance, there are two major 
curricula for mathematics education in Macao primary schools nowadays, with 60% of 
Chinese schools using Hong Kong primary Mathematics textbooks and the remaining 
40% schools using textbooks published in China. 
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Primary Mathematics Curriculum Reform in Macao since 1980

There are several reasons why Hong Kong primary mathematics curriculum and 
textbooks have been adopted in Macao since the 1970s. First, most head teachers of 
religious schools in Macao were trained and came from Hong Kong and had teaching 
experience in Hong Kong. Thus, they brought along the Hong Kong education 
curriculum to the schools they served as the Macao Government neither provided nor 
controlled the teaching curriculum in private schools. Second, the student population in 
Macao is too small to draw the attention of education publishers and persuade them to 
produce local textbooks. Schools hence needed to seek textbooks from nearby regions. 
Third, teacher education was very limited in Macao and few teachers had received 
professional teacher training at that time. In fact, they were trained to teach by head 
teachers or experienced teachers who had Hong Kong backgrounds. Fourth, cultural and 
social customs are very similar between Hong Kong and Macao. Macao people watch 
Hong Kong television, read Hong Kong newspapers and use traditional rather than 
simplified Chinese characters in education and daily life. Thus, schools in Macao 
preferred Hong Kong mathematics textbooks over textbooks from Mainland China 
printed in simplified Chinese characters. Fifth, the 123 event weakened the close bonding 
of Macao schools with Taiwan. Macao schools also needed to forge closer relationships 
with Hong Kong so that students in Macao could continue with their higher education in 
Hong Kong as there was no higher education institute in Macao at that time.  

The development of primary mathematics education in Macao has been highly 
correlated with the quantity and quality of teacher education. A small amount of primary 
teacher training was offered by a secondary school in the 1960s to early 1980s (Li & 
Choi, 2000; Adamson & Li, 2004). In 1985, the Portuguese Macao Government began to 
upgrade the professional quality of teachers and some teachers took in-service 
mathematics teacher training via distance learning from Southern Normal University, 
China. In 1987, local Chinese teacher education was offered by the East Asia University, 
renamed the University of Macau in 1991. Primary mathematics education experts from 
Hong Kong were recruited to provide formal primary mathematics teacher education 
courses for Macao primary school teachers. They prepared Macao teachers in the use of 
the Hong Kong primary mathematics curriculum, textbooks and teaching methodology. 
These Hong Kong primary mathematics experts also introduced the Mainland Chinese 
primary mathematics curriculum and methodology to Macao teachers in the early 1990s 
to up-grade the professionalism of primary mathematics teaching through teaching 
observation and exchange in China. Today, Macao’s primary mathematics teachers 
increasingly have more opportunities for exchange with teachers in China and quite a 
number of primary schools are in currently using mathematics textbooks and teaching 
materials from China rather than Hong Kong. 

 The reform of primary mathematics education rocketed following the Portuguese 
Macao Government’s reform of Macao education in 1991 through Law no. 11/91/M. The 
Government also began to formulate a Macao curriculum for schools in addition to 
providing teacher education. In 1994, Law no. 38/94/M on the framework of primary 
education curriculum was enacted. This Law laid down the amount of teaching hours for 
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various subjects in primary education and set up in the Education and Youth Affairs 
Bureau a working group to construct curricula for different subjects. In 1995, a draft  of 
primary mathematics curriculum was introduced to all schools, even though the 
Government did not require all schools to use it. It was then implemented in public Luso-
Chinese primary schools for pioneering purposes with the hope that private schools 
would adopt it too. After 4 years of modifications and amendments, the “Macao Primary 
Mathematics Curriculum Framework: Trial Version” was published by the DSEJ in 1999, 
a few months before formal reunification with China. The Portuguese Macao 
Government would have liked to have implemented a Macao curriculum before the 
handover of Macao to China. However, the Mathematics Curriculum Framework was not 
adopted by private Chinese schools for a number of reasons and Luso-Chinese schools 
carried on using this trial version as a supplement to the Hong Kong Mathematics 
textbooks for some years. No school is using this teaching material today. 

 The New Macao SAR Government carried on improving the curriculum and the 
teaching of mathematics in primary schools after the failure of the “Macao Primary 
Mathematics Curriculum Framework: Trial Version”. The DSEJ created a 4-year school-
university partnership project in 2 primary schools to improve mathematics teaching as 
well as to construct a school-based mathematics curriculum for Macao. Through this 
exploratory “seed” project, primary mathematics experts from Beijing Normal University 
up-graded the professional knowledge and skills of two teams of local primary 
mathematics teachers, allowing them to develop a school-based mathematics curriculum 
and improve mathematics teaching in primary schools (DSEJ, 2004). 

In addition to this long-term project, the DSEJ has also worked with the 
Education Department of China, the University of Macau and other experts to provide a 
range of professional mathematics teacher development courses, seminars, workshops, 
exchange programmers and projects for Macao primary school mathematics teachers. All 
primary mathematics subject panels and senior mathematics teachers were entitled to 
special professional training in prestigious universities in China (Macao, 2006; Li, 2007). 
The DSEJ also set up the school curriculum working group again in 2006 with the task of 
re-constructing the Macao primary mathematics curriculum framework with the help of 
local school teachers and mathematics educators from Macao and abroad.  It is 
anticipated that this locally produced mathematics curriculum will in the near future be 
recognized and adopted by private Chinese and English schools.  

Challenges Facing Primary Mathematics Curriculum Reform  

Reform of the Macao primary school mathematics curriculum has proceeded with 
increasing intensity since 1994. All the stakeholders, including education policy makers, 
education officers of the Macao Government, developers of the Macao mathematics 
curriculum, school inspectors, school teachers, students and parents have invested their 
time, effort and resources into drawing up a mathematics curriculum acceptable to all. 
However, a draft of the curriculum is still not available to date. There are many problems 
to overcome before a standard curriculum can be implemented in all Macao schools. One 
of the fundamental difficulties is that every school in Macao is free to decide on the 
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choice of teaching curriculum according to the Basic Law of the Macao SAR 
Government. The fact remains that mathematics curricula from Hong Kong and China 
have for decades been utilized in all private primary schools and it is hard to persuade the 
school authorities and teachers to change.

Under this distinctive poly-curriculum education system in Macao, there are many 
difficulties and challenges to overcome for a standard and agreed curriculum to be 
implemented. It has to be kept in mind that a fundamental aim of curriculum reform is to 
raise the quality of teaching and the standard of learning in schools. Hence, the first 
objective of primary mathematics education reform in Macao is to ensure that any new 
mathematics curriculum is constructed so that the quality of teaching will improve and 
high academic standards will ensue.  Due to the piece-meal nature of the ways schools 
have been sponsored, opened and established in Macao, educational provision is 
extremely diverse.  The form of mathematics teaching provided in schools reflects the 
preferences of principals and teachers. These preferences in turn reflect the practices that 
schools and teachers have found to be effective. Many schools have drawn upon the 
system applying in Hong Kong and many have opted for the system in Mainland China. 
For these to be discarded in favor of a standard new mathematics curriculum, much as to 
happen to convince schools and their teachers of the wisdom of the reform. A teacher 
educator from Taiwan, reflecting on the failure of the 9-year curriculum reform in 
Taiwan in the last two decades, has observed that the “most important issue of successful 
curriculum reform should be a climate where all the stake-holders of education, the 
government officers, education policy makers, teacher education providers, the school 
authorities, teachers, parents, students and the public, share the same attitude and 
understanding of the curriculum” (Coi, 2003).  

In the past twenty years, Macao has changed very dramatically from being a 
rather primitive, undeveloped fishing and light manufacturing community into a thriving 
financial world centre built around heavily invested commercial developments and 
casinos. The skyline has changed beyond recognition and immensely rich entrepreneurs 
and enormous financial investment have caused the face of Macao to change. Macao’s 
educational system needs to keep pace with economic growth. However, educational 
reform has been far from smooth and a number of challenges stand in the path of progress. 
Some of these problems are common to other countries and some are distinctive to 
Macao. It may be helpful to articulate the scale and nature of the challenges facing 
curriculum reformers if attention is focused on attempts to reform the mathematics 
curriculum in primary schools.  

 The first challenge facing mathematics education reform in Macao is to create a 
high quality local curriculum and the second is to find ways to promote the new 
curriculum so that it will be welcomed as the standard benchmark in schools. These are 
the two sides of the same coin. Most schools in Macao favor elite and academically 
respected practice and mathematics is valued high among the school subjects. If a student 
fails mathematics in annual examinations, he or she is not allowed to promote to the next 
level. Unfortunately, this leaves students and their parents with the belief that the main 
goal of mathematics education is to achieve the pass mark enabling promotion. The 
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mathematics philosopher, Paul Ernest (1991), summaries five levels of aims in 
mathematics education. The lowest level is where children learn basic mathematical skills 
as a social norm; the second is to learn basic mathematical and information skills to solve 
practical and pragmatic problems; the third is that students understand and master 
mathematics knowledge through an appreciation and liking of mathematics; the fourth is 
that, through learning mathematics, students are enabled to improve their self-confidence, 
creativity and self-expression; and the highest level is that mathematics empowers 
students to be good citizens with social judgment and comprehension of a mathematical 
culture (Ernest, 2001, p.282-285). Ernest urges mathematics teachers not to restrict their 
teaching to the lower levels but to use “critical mathematics education to improve 
students’ learning and upgrade the value and profile of a good mathematics education.  

 There is a common practice in Macao primary school that mathematics teachers 
put too much emphasis on calculation procedures and manipulation skills in their 
teaching. Students need to do plenty of mathematics homework and extra tutorial 
exercise for reinforcement. It is true that the content of mathematics curriculum is rather 
restricted to lower level mathematics skills.  Based on Ernest’s view on mathematics 
education, a most urgent challenge obstructing primary mathematics reform in Macao is 
to change the perception of school authorities, teachers, parents and the public about the 
reason why students should learn mathematics. It is necessary for all parties in Macao to 
adjust their attitude towards mathematics education and to be convinced that learning 
mathematics is not a short-term end in itself; rather it is a gateway to personal 
development, enjoyment and growth. People skilled in mathematics are able to enjoy 
applying their knowledge to solve problems, communicate with others and exchange 
ideas, tackle real-life problems, appreciate the world and integrate mathematics into 
learning other subjects. A major challenge is how to persuade all concerned parties to 
elevate mathematics learning beyond its present pragmatic base. 

The second challenge is how to upgrade primary mathematics teachers’ 
professional knowledge and teaching skills to match with the requirements of a new 
curriculum. In the absence of a national curriculum in Macao, most primary mathematics 
teachers rely on the textbook to provide the spinal syllabus and sequence of topics for 
mastery and learning. In his reflection on the failure of the 9-year whole-education 
reform of mathematics in Taiwan, the mathematics educator Yung (2003) criticized the 
standard of mathematics textbooks written for the new curriculum. If teachers do not 
exercise their professional understanding of mathematics to correct the shortcomings of 
textbooks, students will suffer and the curriculum will lose its value. If the non-specialist 
mathematics teacher is to rely on the textbook, it needs to be of high quality and to 
suggest supplementary activities to illustrate the point of the learning and the application 
of mathematical knowledge. At present, textbooks in Macao are decided by examining  
the grounds of price, their difficulty level, and whether they are used by other schools. In 
effect, the textbook is the syllabus and the curriculum. The factor of suitability from a 
mathematics perspective and the social context of Macao are secondary.

Perhaps, one cannot blame commercial publishers for not providing Macao-
centered textbooks as they are unable as yet to target textbooks at an agreed curriculum. 
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The third challenge of attracting textbook publishers to publish textbook targeting Macao 
is  its small student population of only thirty thousand people. During the curriculum 
reforms in the 1990s, teaching materials prepared by the DSEJ were criticized by the 
public as poor in quality. 

The fourth challenge concerns the question of specialists versus generalists. 
Should mathematics in the primary school be taught by specialist mathematics teachers or 
should it be taught by class teachers regardless of their specialization or training? It is a 
common practice in Western countries for the class teacher at primary school level to 
teach all subjects. Hall (2000) does not reject the idea of using a subject specialist system 
which has a long history in China. The Hong Kong SAR Government has launched the 
mathematics specialist teacher scheme in primary education. The comparative 
mathematics performance of Chinese and Hong Kong students in large-scale international 
comparison studies has ranked at the top level. Unfortunately, Macao is as yet unable to 
deploy mathematics specialist teachers simply because such specialists do not exist in 
sufficient number. The reality is that most primary teachers receive generalist primary 
teacher education from local teacher education institutes.  

The fifth challenge is how to assess primary students’ mathematics ability in order 
to gauge the effectiveness of reforms, enable comparisons and monitor progress. There is 
at present no standardized, national assessment in Macao and as a result, it is hard to 
analyze objectively the weaknesses and strengths of students in mathematics. Hence, it is 
hard to identify shortcomings in the mathematics education given to students, to spot 
talented students for special encouragement and to identify the learning difficulties and 
areas of misunderstanding of the slow learners. 

The sixth challenge is the shortage of primary mathematics educators and 
researchers. A key reason why mathematics curriculum reform has lacked momentum is 
that there is a severe shortage of indigenous primary mathematics curriculum experts in 
Macao. Constructing a primary mathematics curriculum needs the services of a pool of 
primary mathematics educators and curriculum experts. The promotion and selling of any 
new curriculum is also crucial. Mathematics educators are needed to prepare student-
teachers, to offer in-service education and educate the public about the new curriculum. 
At the same time, teachers will need mathematics educators to help and supervise their 
work while the new curriculum is being implemented.  

The seventh challenge is the mismatch of teacher education and the source of 
textbook used in the school. There are two main streams of primary mathematics teachers 
in Macao: those who have received teacher training in China and those in Macao. The 
two streams have been trained to use either the Chinese mathematics curriculum or the 
Hong Kong curriculum. Regardless of the training each teacher has received, he or she is 
required to teach the class by using the textbook selected by the school authorities. 
Therefore, it is common for a Chinese-trained teacher to be forced to teach primary 
mathematics using a Hong Kong textbook and vice verse. This inevitably causes 
confusion and the textbook will not be effectively used.  
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The eighth and paradoxical challenge obstructing mathematics curriculum reform 
in Macao schools is that many school authorities find that a good way to promote the 
fame of the school is to have students able to do well in international or regional 
mathematics competitions. Whilst a small group of students is given extra tutorials in 
Olympic Mathematics training, the rest are thus neglected. The majority of other students 
in the school are disheartened and eventually they may not develop an interest or affinity 
for mathematics.    

The Road to the Reform of Primary Mathematics Education  

Facing so many difficulties and challenges, the road to successful reform is far 
from clear. Kam, Tang & Ngan(2003) have pointed out that educational reform is most 
unlikely to be achieved if the state, education policy makers, curriculum developers, 
teacher training institutes, textbook publishers, teachers, school leaders and managers, 
students and parents hold different beliefs, aims and purposes. In fact, it is quite common 
to find dissenting voices within any system. Nevertheless, it is very rare to find the 
situation in Macao, where each school has the legal right to opt out of systems applying 
in all other schools and to go its own road.

Most education systems worldwide are autocratically imposed by the state and 
such top-down intervention may eventually be needed in Macao. At present, however, 
bottom-up consultations and consideration prevail. The lack of cohesion within the 
various parties is testimony to the fact that there is as yet no commonly agreed clear 
planning and agreement over the direction of future reform. Without these factors being 
in place, teachers and schools lack direction from the state and students are the ones who 
eventually suffer. The role of parents in mathematics education reform should not be 
underestimated. One of the main reasons why ethnic Chinese students out-perform their 
counterparts in international mathematics education studies is that parents give children 
extra guidance and tutorials at home (Cai, J. F., Lin, F. L, Fan, L. H., 2004). 

To achieve successful reform of primary school mathematics education, the 
Macao SAR Government and education policy makers should keep in mind that they 
need to present a united front to the public and to schools as a strong and resolute team of 
reformers. The DSEJ should seek professional assistance from local and overseas 
mathematics education experts to construct an innovative curriculum as well as to 
strengthen existing pre-service and serving teacher training programs so that participants 
could gain a more in-depth understanding about the evolving curriculum and instructional 
approaches, including the implementation of new teaching strategies and various methods 
of conducting program assessment. Cohesion and uniformity of purpose is needed from 
every teacher, head of mathematics and school principal. The DSEJ needs to work with 
teacher educators and local universities so that they are familiar with and support the new 
curriculum. Teachers and researchers can collaboratively conduct research on the impact 
of the new curriculum on teaching and learning.  In addition, textbooks are important 
tools for acquiring knowledge and information. Once textbook publishers and parents 
recognize that Macao has its own mathematics curriculum, high quality and acceptable 
primary mathematics textbooks can be published exclusively for the needs of  Macao 
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students. These need to be made known to the public, particularly parents who will 
purchase private copies for their children to use at home and with private tutors.  Once 
this tripod of new curriculum, new textbooks and well prepared teachers is in place, then 
successful mathematics education reform may materialize.   

Conclusion

The Macao Government needs to have a more comprehensive plan and thorough 
preparation before and after launching any education reform. It is understood that 
successful reform implementation is not determined by provision alone. The willingness 
and degree of readiness of primary teachers to respond positively to reforms is crucial. 
All primary school teachers of mathematics, generalists and specialists alike, must be 
prepared to abandon past practices and acquire new knowledge and skills for curriculum 
innovations. The new curriculum will expect learning to stem from a range of 
experiences, not primarily from ploughing page-by-page through the set textbook. All 
Macao’s mathematics teachers in the primary schools need to reflect on their own 
teaching and broaden their professional knowledge and skills in mathematics education 
with the purpose of helping students to develop the best of their potentials in mathematics.  
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Notes

The 123 event was a political event in Macao. It shaped the down fall of Portuguese 
control of Macao. The incident resulted from the poor administration of the Portuguese 
Macao Government. A new pro-Communist primary school in Taipa Island of Macao 
was pulled down by the Portuguese Macao government on 15th November 1966 for not 
having official approval. Four teachers were also arrested. The incident led to a major 
confrontation between pro-Communist forces and the Macao Government. Peaceful 
demonstrations developed into a riot from 1st to 4th December and several students and 
citizens were shot dead by Portuguese soldiers. From that time, the Chinese people no 
longer welcomed Portuguese people and their soldiers and stopped selling food to the 
Portuguese. In 29th January 1967, the Portuguese Macao Government and the Portuguese 
soldiers admitted their mistakes (Macao Daily 1967, Conim & Teixeira 1998).  
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Introduction 

It is now almost thirty years since the former Chinese Premier Deng Xiao Ping 
launched his first effort in Chinese modernization movement. He initiated his four 
primary areas of reform as agriculture, industry, military, and technology. Education was 
described as the central support to the four reforms. In the first few years of 
modernization, only limited effort was put into educational development. It was not until 
late nineteen eighties that more resources were available for educational uses. Since then, 
educational reform movements in many fields have started all over the country to catch 
up with the loss of educational opportunities during Cultural Revolution when all schools 
and universities were closed for ten years. After the Cultural Revolution, the immediate 
educational needs of the country were (1) basic school facilities and equipment, (2) 
qualified teachers, and (3) fundamental educational curricula to start a school. Much 
effort in the first few years of educational reform was focused on restoring orders 
destroyed during Cultural Revolution. As Deng Xiao Ping (1983) said, China had to 
strive really hard to catch up with the United Kingdom and the United States and that 
China had a long way to go in a short time. Serving as the country’s chief reconstruction 
designer, Deng was far-sighted in assessing the country’s needs and laying the foundation 
of educational improvement in the following century. 

As Chinese educators were busy rebuilding education from ruin, another pressing 
issue was to create an educational program to prepare different levels of skilled 
workforce to meet the demand of a rapidly growing economy. Specific directions were 
delivered from the Central Government to “hold tight” on these priority issues of training 
needed workforces in support of the expanding manufacturing businesses. Meanwhile, 
Chinese educators lost no time in busily planning their strategies to meet the educational 
challenges of the 21st Century. Much of their planning effort was based on the 
educational foundation of the last two decades in addition to assessing the essential 
educational needs of a new generation of Chinese youth. 

Starting from the post Cultural Revolution years, this paper accounts for the major 
educational development in China for the last thirty years. An examination of educational 
efforts at this time helps readers understand the background of China’s strategic planning 
in education. It is the vision of the Chinese Government to work on all social aspects to 
nurture a harmonious society for the future generation (Sing Tao Yat Pao, 2007, October 
16). Planning for education plays a significant role to realizing this vision. Future 
educational challenges to China will be examined in light of social, economic and 



~ 10� ~

Education Policy, Reform, & School Innovations in the Asia-Pacific

technological advancements of the time. Strategic planning of Chinese education for the 
21st Century will be analyzed to see how it will contribute to the building of a harmonious 
society in the future. 

Educational Reform and Strategic Planning Orientation 

In the push for educational reform in China, confusion, misconception and 
wastefulness occurred in all the reform efforts and initiatives. Divjak (2001) described 
the Chinese educational system as “…in chaos and decay due to lack of funding. Not 
only is the education of millions of children being compromised, their health and even 
their lives are being placed at risk by crumbling infrastructure, overcrowding and 
inadequate staffing levels.” (p.1). In an effort to speed up the process of the Nine-year 
Compulsory Education Plan, many local school districts and schools sought financial 
assistance from mortgage companies for updating instructional programs, facilities and 
equipment to meet the mandate of the Central Government. Current report revealed that 
approximately 40% of the schools in the country were in various degrees of indebtedness 
(Sing Tao Yat Pao, December 14, 2007). In higher education, many institutes sought 
increased revenue by admitting sub-standard students with improper university 
enrollment status (EastSouthWestNorth, 2006). In the early nineteen eighties, junior 
colleges were hastily established with unacceptable academic standards (Zheng, 1992). 

These were just a few examples of the problematic issues associated with a rush 
for education reform without a long-term strategic planning. Ye (2005) pointed out that 
educational reform directions in China needed to be planned in response to global and 
technological initiatives of today. This globalization direction was also supported by 
Lindahl and Mays (2001) in their discussion of educational reforms in developing 
countries. Feng (2006) reiterated that, in a developing country like China, educational 
planning needed to establish long-range goals with long-range strategies. Strategic 
planning in education was systematically defined by Lewis, Jr. (1983) as follows: 

Basically, strategic planning is the process of realizing the school organization’s mission, 
long-range goals, and strategies governing use of human and nonhuman resources needed 
to achieve the mission. This type of planning is much more dynamic and much more in 
need of revisions if drastic changes in the internal or external environment of the district 
occur.  It deals with more uncertain variables about the future, and therefore requires a 
more in-depth study of planning variables and new opportunities. Strategic planning calls 
for subjectivity in analyzing trends and opportunities, as well as creativity in determining 
the most effective use of resources. (p. 10). 

Wilson (2000) discussed the importance of educational planning to accommodate 
program reconstruction as a reflection of the social and economic changes. Lindahl (2000) 
echoed that strategic planning in education needed to consider reflecting cultural values 
of society. Witkin (2000) also claimed that there was a need to incorporate socio-cultural 
and language factors in educational planning. Chan and Wan (2008) explored the 
probability of employing a total quality management approach to educational planning in 
China. In reviewing the different planning approaches, Turan (1999) concluded that the 
conventional orthodox approaches of education planning became inadequate in 
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understanding the issues in the context of wider social arrangements and that alternative 
approaches informed by critical theory, feminism, and postmodernism provided different 
modes of framework in dealing with planning issues. 

In strategic planning for education in China for the new century, much of the 
above-mentioned planning concepts have been taken into serious consideration. Planning 
decisions in education are made by exploring possible options to support long-term 
growth and prosperity of the country. China’s economic success will certainly help foster 
many challenging educational plans in the future. 

Educational Development After Cultural Revolution 

During the Cultural Revolution, education in China was in chaos (Unger, 1982). 
No proper order could be maintained across the country. Educational planning was 
almost unheard of. Sure enough, maintaining political stability, not educational planning, 
was the priority of the time. After the Cultural Revolution, the country’s education 
system was practically in a ruin. No properly equipped school building was available; no 
adequate supply of teachers in all teaching fields could be secured; no approved funding 
for reconstruction was appropriated; and no direction for systematic planning for 
education was given.  The most pressing issue of the time was to house the large number 
of elementary, secondary and college students who were waiting to go back to school 
(Pepper, 1990). Education was declared at a state of emergency (Chien, 1987).  Even 
though the Central Government declared that education would serve as the supporting 
backbone of the four areas of the modernization movement (Deng, 1983), funding for 
education reconstruction was not considered as the priority of the time. The focus of the 
Central Government then was to try all means to save its crumbling economy to address 
poverty and unemployment problems countrywide. The direction from Deng (1983) was 
first to reconstruct a sound economic system which then would be able to afford funding 
for education. Therefore, in the beginning years of the education reform, only limited 
funding was granted to support the implementation of educational plans. When 
decentralization policy was implemented, local governments and communities were able 
to solicit other alternate funding in support of education (Chien, 1987). 

Deng’s policies as a result of modernization led China into enormous social and 
economic changes that significantly impacted the development of education in later years 
(Hu, 1998). The “one child per family” plan was strictly enforced to control the 
population growth (Sing Tao Yat Pao, 1998, September 25). Special economic zones 
were established to practice open market economy (Hu, 1998). Empowerment of local 
officials left substantial economic freedom to local management. The failing central 
manpower system was gradually replaced by free labor market (Hayhoe, 1999; Sing Tao 
Yat Pao, 1997, August 8). Another major change was to allow foreign investment to have 
sole ownership of their businesses (Hu, 1998). In addition, many farms were left with 
insufficient labor because many rural residents either fled to cities to seek for higher 
earning jobs or changed job to running small businesses (Shek, 1986). As economic 
development continued, the Central Government began to pay attention to how education 
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system could be reconstructed to provide support to the needed skilled labor and 
managerial manpower of the country. Serious educational issues confronting the 
Government at that time were a shortage of teachers and an enormous student enrollment 
shift from rural areas to cities. First, teacher shortage was the result of a combination of 
reasons: a consequence of the Cultural Revolution, low remuneration, and rapid student 
population growth. Consequently, many schools, particularly those in rural areas, had to 
recruit teachers with no teacher preparation background. Despite the Government’s 
continuous effort of improving teacher qualifications, at the turn of the century, many 
teachers in China were still not certified (Ding, 2001; Zheng, 1992). Second, as a result 
of rural population’s mad rush to cities, all city schools were extremely overcrowded 
(Sing Tao Yat Pao, 1997, March 15) whereas student dropout problem remained serious 
in rural areas (General Task Force, 1997; Shanghai Intelligence Development Institute, 
1996; Zheng, 1992). 

Educational Challenges of the 21st Century 

In the last three decades of educational reform, China has achieved remarkably in 
improving the country’s literacy rate, in opening opportunities for education, and in 
establishing basic laws in support of education. These accomplishments were remarkable 
in light of the limited resources available at that time. They served to fulfill the country’s 
basic educational needs. However, the turn of the century brought Chinese Government 
with new educational challenges. These challenges circling around the construction of a 
harmonious society include a demand for quality education, a call for equality of 
educational opportunities, a search for alternative educational resources, a need for 
technological superiority, and a demand for character education. The following elements 
have accounted for creating educational challenges in a critical time: (1) Rapid social and 
economic developments of the country call for corresponding development in education. 
(2) Increased productivity in the world market demands excellence in skills and 
management. (3) Total quality in service and production is required to compete in an 
ever-growing global economy. (4) Unbalanced economic development has led to racial 
and regional disparity. (5) Advanced technological development is the key to 
communication effectiveness essential to the marketing world. (6) Continuous update of 
management efficiency is needed to make best use of available resources. (7) Political 
accountability draws public concern for devaluation of quality of citizenship. It is a 
combination of these circumstantial elements that lead to the development of educational 
challenges as described in the following: 

Quality Education 

When foreign investors make their decisions to invest in China, not only are they 
looking for inexpensive land and labor, they are also considering the quality of manpower 
they could use to support their business establishment. There is no doubt that the demand 
for quality workers drives the need for quality education. Businesses have urged 
educational institutions at all levels to respond by working with them in the creation of 
new programs that take into account the preparation of graduates to fit the real market 
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needs. In the first few years of economic development, newly established businesses in 
China found themselves in situations where they had to develop retraining programs for 
recent graduates they hired. If schools could research the skills needed by types of 
business, they would be prepared to rework their educational programs to educate a new 
generation of youngsters with needed skills in support of booming businesses (Sing Tao 
Yat Pao, 1997, September 10; Sun, 1996). On the other hand, many parents begin to 
realize the connection between improved quality school program and increased 
employment opportunities of their children. When China was able to place over 90% of 
its up-to-age students in school, it is time for Chinese educators to work toward offering 
educational programs of improved quality. Quality is often associated with setting higher 
standards in academic requirements. This is not only needed in the economic market but 
also in the scientific and technological advancement of the country. The country is in 
great demand for quality education (Chen, 1998).  

Equality of Educational Opportunities 

A serious concern for Chinese education is that students in remote rural areas are 
not offered equal educational opportunities to learn as students in urban areas of the 
country. In these rural remote areas, school facilities are sub-standard, educational 
programs are limited, instructional books and equipment are outdated, teacher 
qualifications are poor, parents are indifferent to education, student attendance is poor, 
and student dropout rate is high. When Chinese Government began its decentralization 
policy, the situation became even worse because education revenue of remote areas 
would be more dependent on limited local revenue. Small equalization subsidies 
available from the Central Government do little to be helpful to these poor areas. 
Inequality of educational opportunities could result in cultural disparity. There is no 
question about inequality of education being caused by unbalanced economic 
development of these areas. If not taken seriously, the disparity gap could be widened as 
time goes on causing widespread social and political unrests (Lo, 1999). Problems 
associated with inequality of development were fully recognized by President Hu Jin Tao 
in the 17th National Congress of the People’s Representatives (Sing Tao Yat Pao, 2007, 
October 15).

Educational Resources 

Searching for available educational resources has been a continuous task for all 
countries in the world, particularly in developing countries where economy is not stable. 
China did live through some very difficult time after the Cultural Revolution to look for 
funding in support of education. China decided at that time to take a priority to focus on 
investment in business first so that dividends generated from business could be 
appropriated to support educational development. This strategy proves to be successful 
for a time. Yet, with the increasingly large demand for educational program development, 
educational funding from taxation sources is definitely not enough. China really needs to 
place education on the top funding priority since education is considered to be the 
backbone of all social, economical, cultural, and scientific development. What other 
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alternative channels for educational resources are available? It remains a great challenge 
for the top Chinese officials and educational leaders. 

Technological Superiority 

Chinese leaders understand very well how much China needs to depend on the 
development of technology especially in educational fields to stay as an advanced 
country in the world (Li, 2005). Today, technology is the key to all means of 
communication, business, scientific and military development. The training of high 
technology specialists and research in the use of new technology will put China in the 
forefront of attracting foreign investment and in all areas of international competition. 
Technological superiority of China needs to start from the classrooms. The challenge is 
the investment of resources to plan a set of technology infrastructure of training programs 
in all levels of education including the graduate schools. 

Planning to Meet the Challenges 

In view of the strategies that China has used in the past three decades to address 
educational issues, it is clear that Chinese educational leaders were not only “curing 
headache as it came”, but also having the complete recovery plan “to energize the entire 
bodily health”. Some of the measures may seem to be responding to one aspect of 
education, but in fact are contributing to the build-up of a strong educational system to 
meet the challenges of the 21st Century. Significant measures taken by the Chinese 
educational leaders fully demonstrate their determination to build a harmonious Chinese 
society with education as the basis of development. As Premier Deng Xiao Ping said, 
“Leaders who neglect education lack vision and maturity, and they are unqualified to lead 
the drive for modernization….We should try all means to promote education.” (Li, 2005, 
p. 15). Significant measures of educational planning by Chinese educators are discussed 
in the following: 

Laying the Legal Foundation to Support Education 

In the 1980’s and 1990’s, many laws were made in education to mark the 
cornerstone of Chinese educational development. They all have had profound impact on 
the long range planning of education in modern China. The most significant laws are 
briefly introduced below: 

Law on Compulsory Education passed in 1986 mandates the enforcement of nine 
years basic education for all up-to-age children.  It protects the right of Chinese people to 
free guaranteed educational opportunities. The Law specifies the nature, the age 
limitation, the organization, the funding sources, the human resources, and the 
implementation processes of compulsory education. 

Law on Teachers was passed in 1993. It recognizes the significant roles teachers 
play in building a modern China. It specifically elaborates on upgrading the conditions 
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relating to the rights, responsibilities, qualifications, appointment, evaluation, 
classification, and professional development of the teaching profession. 

In 1995, the Law on Education was passed. It is generally considered to be a 
landmark piece of legislation on education because this is the first educational law in the 
history of the Republic to solidify the importance of education to social and economic 
development of the country. The Law places education as a priority item to be considered 
in legislative decision-making. It is a significant piece of legislature because it provides 
the legal basis for organizational reforms of education in later years. 

Law on Vocational Education was passed in 1996. It promotes the development 
of vocational education by confirming its importance of supporting China’s thriving 
economy. It provides guidelines for essential perspectives of vocational education such as 
organization, implementation, and evaluation issues. The sources of funding and 
guaranteed budgetary increases are stipulated by the Law in support of vocational 
education.

Law on Higher Education was passed in 1998 to provide general guidelines for 
the operation of higher education institutions in China. The law of 1998 is specific about 
rules and regulations in regard to the establishment and organization of the institutions 
laying stringent restrictions on minimum standards. 

Educational laws passed in the National Congress of People’s Representatives in 
the 1980s and 1990s have placed Chinese education system in solid legal ground. The 
implementation of these education laws has been supplemented by many regulations 
established by the State Council. These educational laws and regulations are significant 
in the sense that they serve as models for educational legislation at the provincial and 
national levels. They put education in a safe legal footing to meet the challenges of the 
21st Century (Du, 1999). 

Empowering Local Educational Entities 

For years, the political system of China called for policies made by the Central 
Government to be strictly followed by the provincial and the local governments. This 
system achieved the purpose of uniformity, particularly when China was at the same time 
practicing centrally controlled manpower planning. Under this system, Central 
Government’s directions to the provincial and local governments were not only 
guidelines, but also funded or unfunded mandates. The only creative activities the 
provincial and local governments could do were to further elaborate the essential ideas of 
these Central Government directions. The system was disadvantaged in the fact that it 
promoted obedience but did not allow much room for alternative approaches (Zheng, 
1992). The Central Government soon recognized the needed changes brought about by 
the rapid economic development. Since then, policies have been revised to promote local 
enthusiasm by inviting provincial and local governments to participate in the 
implementation of Central Government policies. 
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Under the new open policy, educators from the provincial and local levels are 
given a free hand in planning educational development in their areas with the 
understanding that they know the educational needs of their hometowns best (Zheng, 
1992). The revised policy of empowering local governments seems to be working fine 
particularly in areas where well-to-do economy makes continuous increase of educational 
budgets affordable. In addition, the gradual abolition of the central manpower planning 
system helps local governments to recruit needed teachers in their areas (Hayhoe, 1999). 
At the same time, local governments also encourage private sectors to participate in 
education enterprise by opening schools to help address the local educational needs. As a 
result, many schools and higher education institutes have been established and operated 
with the support of local and private funds. Educational administrators at all levels have 
been given a freer hand in managing their own business (Rai, 1994; Sing Tao Yat Pao, 
1998, May 23). Local governments have been able to work with local educators to make 
best use of educational dollars to achieve the highest efficiency and effectiveness. 
Empowerment of local governments in addressing educational issues is a positive move 
toward meeting the challenge of the 21st Century. Schools can now focus on developing 
realistic goals for their educational purpose. Academic freedom can be restored on school 
campuses where students are advised and encouraged to study in their areas of interest. 

Maximizing the Sources of Educational Revenue 

When education was completely under the planning of the Central Government, 
annual budgeting for education was a heavy burden of the Central Government. The 
financial situation of education was unstable in the first few years of the economic reform. 
It was almost inevitable that the Central Government had to seek for other alternative 
sources of educational revenue to help the revival and continuous development of 
education. One of the measures to increase educational revenue in elementary and 
secondary education was to allow local governments to raise a 1 to 2 percent tax on local 
businesses for educational use. In a thriving economy, a small amount of additional taxes 
does not seem to bother local businesses but it means a significant increase in funding for 
education (Zheng, 1992). 

In higher education, instead of free attendance, an academic fee schedule has been 
initiated for all university students in China to generate revenue for higher education 
institutes. Local governments were offered a reduced tax rate to the Central Government 
and were encouraged to contribute the proceeds to the development of higher education. 
Since then, the local governments have been mobilizing their effort to establish higher 
education institutes of their own (Chinese Educational Finance Bureau, 1989). In addition, 
allowing higher education institutes to offer in-service training and conduct professional 
research for businesses have provided other sources of revenue for many institutes to 
fund educational programs and staff benefits (Zheng, 1992). 

Furthermore, the Central Government has encouraged the opening of schools and 
universities by private entities both on profit-making and non-profit-making basis (Du, 
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1999; Sing Tao Yat Pao, 1997 August 16; Sing Tao Yat Pao, 1997, December 3).  At the 
same time, schools and universities have established foundation fund offices to 
conscientiously seek for channels of external funding. In the past years, considerable 
amount of money was contributed by corporations and overseas Chinese in support of 
education in China, specifically in remote rural areas (Sing Tao Yat Pao, 1997 March 7). 

To ensure a continuous growth of education dollars, the Central Government 
instructed the local governments in 1985 to provide an annual increase in their education 
budget to allow a higher per pupil education expenditure than the year before. (Zheng, 
1992). For example, in 2001, the central and local governments allocated as much as 
463.7 billion yuans for education, representing an increase of 20.49% over the past year.  
The growth rate exceeded that of revenues. The educational spending in 2001 represented 
14.31% of the total national budget, comparing with 13.8% in 2000.  The education 
investment as a percentage of the 2001 Gross National Product (9,593.3 billion yuans) is 
3.19%, an increase of .32 % over the previous year (Department of Education, National 
Statistics Bureau, & Department of Finance, 2002).  In general, educational budgets have 
increased year after year as stipulated by the Education Law, except for a few deprived 
provinces and autonomous regions (Li, 2005). The ability to gradually increase 
educational revenue is the result of rapid economic growth in recent years. Evaluation has 
to be made to determine how much revenue is needed to meet the challenges of the 21st

Century.

Opening Educational Opportunities 

Chinese educational planners are complimented for their vision in identifying the 
most critical areas of reform and acting courageously to address the most pressing 
problems of the time. When they took the bold step of opening educational opportunities, 
they were also opening the door to the 21st Century. Three of the greatest educational 
achievements in the last three decades were seen in mandatory education, vocational 
education reform and open policy in higher education (Chan, 1999). 

Mandatory education. The Mandatory Education Act of 1986 requires a 
minimum of nine years of schooling for all up-to-age children (Department of Foreign 
Affairs of the State Education Commission of the P.R.C., 1994a). The passing of the 
Mandatory Education Act is a landmark event in Chinese education because of its 
historical significance of addressing the illiteracy problem in the country (Zho, 1987).   
Even though mandatory education encountered much difficulty in its implementation, it 
has been well received by educators as a progressive legislation and perceived by the 
general public as a necessary movement towards social improvement. It is recognized 
that the mandatory education program is heading for the right direction towards 21st

Century educational planning (Chen, 1998). 

Vocational education. A new form of vocational schools introduced in the 1980’s 
was mainly designed as post-secondary junior institutes to accommodate any secondary 
school graduates who planned to pursue a career in the vocational field but had taken no 
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previous vocational courses. These vocational schools focus on offering courses of 
training mostly in service areas not yet covered by other vocational schools (Dai, 1996). 
The program has received such great publicity that businesses have started contracting 
with these vocational schools for training future employees.  This new offering of 
vocational education opportunity helps enhance the status of vocational education as a 
mainstream education for the 21st Century (Department of Foreign Affairs of the State 
Education Commission of the P.R.C, 1994b; Ye, 1996). In addition, many new program 
and course offerings have been made in other vocational schools to prepare skilled 
workers and business managers of all levels in support of economic and industrial 
development. This trend of continuous vocational program update will become the 
change focus of the 21st Century vocational educational development in China (Zhang & 
Chen, 2003). 

Higher education. As a result of Cultural Revolution, many youngsters lost their 
opportunities for higher education. After the Revolution, competition for admission to 
university was keen. The Central Government has strongly encouraged local 
governments to manage their own higher education institutes to release the competitive 
tension. Another attempt to open higher education opportunities is the development of 
non-traditional higher education in the form of distance learning. Distance learning in 
higher education in China is operated by offering programs mainly through television 
network and China Education and Research Network (CERNET) (Tan, 1997). Many 
higher education program offerings are made available on-line to feed a huge number of 
hungry students. It was estimated that about forty percent of college students were 
enrolled in the distance learning programs (Shu, 1998). Even though distance learning 
cannot resolve all China’s higher education problems, at least it provides many learning 
opportunities in paving the way to further development in the 21st Century. 

Equalizing Educational Opportunities 

The issue of equalizing education opportunities in China relates to comparing 
educational development in urban and rural areas. Discussion is also made in comparing 
the rich eastern region of China with the poor western region. The problem is that the 
rural areas and the western region do not have nearly the same resources to conduct a 
quality system of education as the urban areas and the eastern region. A study cited by Lo 
(1999) indicated that the education cost per pupil in the rich Guangdong Province (south 
region) was two times of that in the well-to-do Hubei Province (north eastern region) and 
was four times of that in the poor Guizhou Province (western region). 

Recognizing the seriousness of the problem, the Central Government has 
determined to support education in poor minority areas and has established prioritized 
goals. Regular subsidies to support schools operated by counties and remote villages 
become available. Since the 1980’s the Government has appropriated special funds to 
develop primary and vocational education in poor remote areas. In 1995, the State 
Education Commission and the Ministry of Finance initiated a special project for the 
implementation of compulsory education in deprived areas. In addition, privately funded 
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organizations have strongly supported educational development projects in deprived 
areas of China. The HOPE Project has contributed tremendously to the improvement of 
school facilities in poor remote areas. The CETI Project has worked with schools in the 
poor areas of the west region to initiate their technology development. 

Despite the effort of government and private organizations in support of 
educational development in these poor remote areas, the issue of inequality of 
educational opportunity remains serious. Additional funding support of large quantity is 
needed because a poor local tax base simply cannot generate sufficient revenue to offer 
the basic educational needs in the area. President Hu in addressing the 17th National 
Congress of the People’s Representatives made it clear that balancing the growth of rural 
and urban areas is a priority responsibility of the 21st Century (Sing Tao Yat Pao, 2007, 
October 15). 

Improving the Quality of Education 

A highlight of the educational reform in China is improving the quality of 
education. Different models of improving quality in education have been tried at different 
levels with promising results. The foci of quality education are on goals and objectives, 
implementation policies, curriculum contents, teaching strategies and educational 
assessment (Lee, Tang, Sin, & Wu, 2003; Lo, 1999).  To improve the quality of 
education, elementary and secondary schools restructured their curricula to reflect an 
emphasis on practical life experiences with diminished focus on Communist ideology 
(Sing Tao Yat Pao, 1998, May 23). Students are encouraged to pursue a wider scope of 
educational interests to enrich their academic experiences (Lo, 1999). With the abolition 
of the central manpower planning system, educators are now in a better position to focus 
on the development of children as individuals rather than having to prepare a stereotype 
of graduates as directed (Sun, 1996). As a result of government’s encouragement of 
private school establishment, all private schools and public schools are competing for 
excellence by offering their best quality curricula to students. In education legislation, the 
Mandatory Education Law, the Teachers’ Law, and the Protection of Juvenile Law were 
enacted to set the foundation to ensure quality education in the 21st Century. 

Responding to the Central Government’s call for expansion of higher education, 
many local governments lost no time in establishing new colleges of higher learning. It 
was found later that many hastily set-up higher education institutes did not measure up to 
the rigorous standards required by other traditional universities. With assistance from the 
Central Government, many junior colleges established after the Cultural Revolution were 
consolidated to form universities of greater magnitude. In this consolidation plan of 
faculty, facilities and resources, program quality was much improved by building 
program areas around faculty strengths and available resources. Since then, application 
for establishing new colleges has been stringently screened to uphold higher education 
quality. In this period of higher education expansion, much effort was focused on 
aligning undergraduate programs to suit the social and economic needs. At the same time, 
the rapid expansion of graduate education was unprecedented (Department of Foreign 



~ 11� ~

Education Policy, Reform, & School Innovations in the Asia-Pacific

Affairs of the State Education Commission of the P.R.C., 1994c). Collaboration of 
Chinese and foreign universities in teaching and academic research has become a 
common practice. In legislation, the Vocational and Technical Education Law, the 
Academic Degree Law, and the Higher Education Law were passed to improve the 
quality and structure of higher education (Department of Foreign Affairs of the State 
Education Commission of the P.R.C., 1994b; Department of Foreign Affairs of the State 
Education Commission of the P.R.C., 1994c). 

Improving the quality of education is a continuous effort. Research reports and 
journal publications are overwhelmed with success stories of upgrading the quality of 
education in Chinese schools. More will be written on the improvement of quality in 
Chinese education in the rest of the 21st Century. 

Drafting Plans for Technological Development 

Chinese educational leaders well understand the significant role of technology in 
educational development in the 21st Century. Governments at the Central and local levels 
have reserved special budgeted amount to invest in educational technology at the primary, 
secondary, and university levels. 

In primary and secondary schools, exciting technology projects have been 
initiated to equip schools with computers, to train administrators, teachers, staff, and 
students in the computer application, to develop educational technology programs at 
schools, and to use technology creatively in instructional projects. Examples of these are 
the Shanxi Province project of developing twenty centers for teaching software (China 
Education Daily, 2001), the State Education Commission project of awarding over 400 
schools in China as experimental schools in modern educational technology (China Daily, 
1999), and the five billion yuan Tianjin project of equipping computers and developing 
technology programs for all Tianjin schools (China Daily, 1999). 

Collaborative programs, such as China Educational Technology Initiative (CETI), 
are particularly interested in assisting schools in China to start implementing technology 
into their school curriculum (China Educational Technology Initiative, 2002). The overall 
technological development in schools is impressive, but a serious concern is the remote 
rural areas are still far behind in the use of technology for education. 

In higher education, much of the technological investment is in the area of 
communication networking, information storage, and research development. In 1994, 
with funding support from the State Education Commission, the China Education and 
Research Network Project (CERNET) was established. The purpose of the CERNET is to 
allow teachers, researchers and students in most universities in China to study and 
conduct research in a network environment linking every part of China and every corner 
of the world (CERNET, 2001). In 1999, the State Education Commission established 
fifteen pilot university high-tech parks across the country to oversee selected universities 
and provinces to take part in relevant research projects. By the end of the first decade, it 
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is anticipated that one hundred national high-tech parks will be developed (China Daily, 
1999).

With the rapid development of hi-tech industry and global competitiveness, 
educational technology programs in China need to consider focusing on promoting 
inquiry, problem-solving skills, interactive learning and reflective thinking to meet the 
challenge of the 21st Century. China anticipates equipping 90% of the schools in the 
country with technology capability in five to ten years (China Education Daily, 2002). 

Planning for Character Education 

As economy continues to improve in China, the crime rates have also increased. 
As Chinese Communists always describe, these are the bad things brought in together  
with the capitalistic system. Government corruption has become so frequent these days 
that President Hu placed it on the list of priority work to handle. Educators countrywide 
have called for overall planning effort to strengthen character education in schools. Mr. 
Li Lan Qing, Chinese Education Minister of the 1990’s, complained about education 
systems favoring immediate utilitarian results over the development of character and 
other essential qualities in our graduates. He also cautioned that education must not be 
designed just to increase our students’ academic levels and work abilities, even more 
important, it must stress instilling a humane spirit and work ethics (Li, 2005). General 
guidelines for the implementation of character education was seen in the 1999 
government document entitled, “Decisions on deepening education reform and promoting 
character education in an all-round way”, that explored different perspectives of character 
education (Li, 2005) . First, character education starts from institutes of higher education 
particularly from the graduate school level. It is recognized that graduate schools produce 
top-notch talented professionals to lead in the forefront of all areas of the country’s 
development. These highly intellectual groups of professionals need to be prepared with 
the highest ethical standards to lead the country (Chen, 1995). Second, all the teachers’ 
and principals’ preparation colleges have been directed to ‘hold tight’ on high standards 
of ethics in the preparation of educational professionals who will lead in all schools in the 
country. They need to serve as excellent role-models for students under their care. No 
doubt, character education has higher demands in terms of qualifications of teachers and 
school principals (Li, 2005). Third, schools need to guide, organize and supervise 
youngsters’ spare-time activities which significantly impact their all-round development 
and healthy growth. In collaboration with government entities and community 
organizations, schools need to develop character education programs to provide sensible 
counseling and make reasonable arrangements for student extracurricular activities in the 
newly constructed recreational facilities. The efforts to implement character education 
call for comprehensive changes in orientation, functions, institution, content and 
approaches in the understanding of values, talent and quality of education (Li, 2005). 
Public attention has been drawn to the increasing importance of attaching comprehensive 
character in all walks of life. Schools, families, and communities have been encouraged 
to work together in digging new grounds of character education under rational 
government guidance. 
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China’s Blueprint of Educational Development in the 21st Century 

Planning for education in China for the 21st Century was first seen in a 
government document entitled, “An outline of Chinese educational reform and 
development” released in 1993 (Du, 1999). The document called for guidelines of 
educational development in China as follows: 

A significant increase in the education level of all people. 

A greater development in the pre- and post-education of workers in both cities 
and villages. 

Preparation of all types of specialists to satisfy the need for modernization. 

Establishing a modern Chinese socialistic education system in the 21st Century. 

The 1993 document was further supplemented by another 1995 Government document 
entitled, “Decisions about speeding up the advancement of scientific technology” laying 
the basic principles of strengthening the country through advanced technology 
development (Du, 1999). The principles emphasized technology to be the most important 
factor for economic productivity and education to be the foundation for nurturing 
technology development. 

The effort of the Chinese Government toward planning its educational future in 
the 21st Century was best highlighted by Chen Ze Lit, China’s Education Minister, in an 
international education conference in August, 2001 (cited in Koo, 2003): 

1. To work on refocusing the 9-year mandatory education to ensure a 90% 
school registration rate. 

2. To increase the proportion of mandatory education expenditure in the total 
education budget in support of educational development in poor remote areas. 

3. To work on reducing the educational disparity between the eastern and 
western region of China. 

4. To completely revise the school curriculum of mandatory education to meet 
the need for intellectual, psychological, physiological, physical, and social 
development of children. 

5. To foster the traditional Chinese ethical philosophy in the shaping of human 
mind. 

6. To quicken the pace of technological development by providing access to 
communication networking in schools, particularly in poor remote areas. 

7. To raise the professional standard of teacher education. 
8. To understand global educational development by increasing academic 

exchange activities with international education agencies. 
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This comprehensive blueprint of educational development provides general 
guidelines for educators to follow in educational planning of the 21st Century.  They 
basically summarize and elaborate planning ideas previously announced or implemented. 
Some of these guidelines are aimed at confirming the functions of basic education. Some 
are actually reiterating the value of traditional Chinese culture as an asset to a classic 
Chinese educational plan. Most of the initiatives in the blueprint are future oriented with 
courageous plans to march forward in the 21st Century.  Table 1 shows how China’s 
planning strategies are developed to reflect the 8 guidelines in the blueprint: 

        Table 1: China’s Educational Planning Strategies for the 21st Century 

Blueprint of Educational Planning: 
Eight Guidelines 

   Educational Planning Strategies 

1. 90% attendance on 9-year mandatory 
education.

2. Increase budget to support educational 
development in remote areas. 

3. Reduce educational disparity between 
eastern and western regions. 

4. Revise curriculum to meet the needs 
of total development of children. 

5. Foster traditional Chinese ethical 
philosophy to shape human minds. 

6. Quicken the pace of technological 
development with focus on remote areas.

7. Raise the professional standard of 
teacher education. 

8. Increase international academic 
exchange.

* Laying the legal foundation. 
(Reflecting Guidelines 1 to 8) 

* Empowering local educational  
 entities. (Reflecting Guidelines 1 to 8) 

* Maximizing sources of revenue. 
(Reflecting Guidelines 1 to 8) 

* Opening educational opportunities. 
(Reflecting Guidelines 1 to 8) 

* Equalizing educational opportunities. 
(Reflecting Guidelines 2 and 3 ) 

* Improving quality of education. 
(Reflecting Guidelines 1 to 8) 

* Planning for technology development.
(Reflecting Guidelines 2, 3 and 6) 

* Planning for character education. 
(Reflecting Guidelines 4, 5 and 7) 
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Discussion 

Because of China’s territorial and population size, educational planning strategies 
of Chinese educators tend to be enormous in scope, intensive in labor, and expensive in 
budget. They were developed based on Chinese educators’ 30 years of experiences in 
struggling through hardship of recovery from intellectual wound. How do these planning 
strategies work in a fast growing economy and a multiple complexity of social changes? 
The following observation by the researcher may shed some light in understanding the 
interrelationship of political, social and economic factors in China that shape the 
development of these planning strategies. 

1. The Law of Education passed in 1995 is an important piece of legislation 
because it recognizes Chinese people’s right to education and commits the 
Government’s obligation to provide equal opportunities for education. At this point, 
readers simply cannot stop asking why such an important education law finally got 
passed almost 50 years after the establishment of the Republic. It had taken many years 
of painful destruction before decision makers realized that education be better protected 
with a legal foundation. 

2. Empowerment of local government is a win-win policy. The Central 
Government could not wait to get rid of the heavy taxation burden it had carried for 
years. Local educators are delighted to see that they are involved in decision making of 
their local education business. Of course, with empowerment comes increased local 
fiscal support and educational accountability. 

3. Maximizing the sources of educational revenue is certainly an excellent move 
toward funding for education. The previous central planning system of education did not 
allow room for public sharing and contribution. Now, the new policy mobilizes the 
public by inviting them to participate in developing public education. Public support for 
education could be coming from many different boundless channels and entities. 

4. Opening educational opportunities is obviously the right thing to do especially 
after the Cultural Revolution. Opening educational opportunities is more than increasing 
chances for education. It also examines closely new opportunities to offer educational 
programs in support of economic growth. In addition to opening educational 
opportunities, the policy also open educational choices. However, during the path of 
opening opportunities, some rush decisions did cause a waste of revenue and delay in 
goal accomplishment. 

5. Equalizing educational opportunities is indisputably a noble policy for the 21st

Century. However, a review of history shows that it was actually caused by the Central 
Government’s policy of allowing certain classes of people to get rich first. This 
economic policy has a negative rippling effect on education. The inequality of education 
situation got even worse because decentralization policy left much financial 
responsibilities of education to the local governments and communities. Today, the 
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difference in educational resources between city and rural areas is huge. Achieving the 
goal of equality of educational opportunity is remote. 

6. Chinese educational leaders have repeatedly pointed out the importance of 
quality education to the future development of the country. This is very true. For many 
years, government officials took pride in large numbers as a sign of achievement while 
not realizing that it is quality that counts. Many success stories have been told of Dr. 
Edwards Deming’s Total Quality Management theory and how it has helped improve 
school achievement. Deming’s “continuous improvement” model has valuable 
educational implications to Chinese educational leaders (Chan and Wan, 2008). 

7. The Chinese model of educational quality carries a competitive sense. Much 
quality work is actually produced in a competitive environment. In fact, the education 
system itself is organized in an eliminative pattern that learners are introduced to 
demonstrate quality to compete for survival. In China, for example, slogans like 
“Surpass United Kingdom and the United States” can be seen everywhere in the street. 
United Kingdom and the United States are treated as imaginary or real opponents for 
Chinese competitors to strive hard for quality. 

8. Research in the development of science and technology has been emphasized 
many times by Chinese leaders. Evidence of activities can be seen in huge amount of 
investment budgeted to support research in these fields. Besides, many collaborative 
projects in technology advancement have been developed in all levels of education. In 
recent years, Chinese scholars have gained outstanding achievement in many science 
and technology areas. It is not surprising to hear an announcement one day that China 
has “surpassed United Kingdom and the United States”. 

9. Character education comes at the right time when people feel painful to hear of 
the run down of moral standards of the Chinese people. Greediness has become the main 
cause of crimes. Promotion for character education needs to penetrate into all walks of 
life.   Unfortunately, educators are often discouraged because the outcome of character 
education is not easily measurable. 

Chinese leaders have a great vision to turn China into a harmonious society. The 
idea was first started by Confucius as the “Ta Tung World”. The achievement of a 
harmonious society needs hard work and cooperation of people from many trades of 
which education is one. Obviously, the Blueprint of Educational Development of the 21st

Century has outlined many ambitious plans as components of a harmonious society. 
Educators know very well they cannot achieve everything. But, whatever they can 
accomplish, they know they are one step closer in realizing their education dream. 

Implications to International Educational Planners 

The enormous effort of educational planners in restoring orders to Chinese 
educational system after the Cultural Revolution is highly commendable. It is inevitable 
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that things did not always go the way it was planned. However, the educational planners 
have been on high alert of the future development of the country and laid responsive 
educational tracks to meet anticipated challenges of the future. What China has just gone 
through in educational planning has meaningful implications to international educational 
planners particularly those in developing countries. 

First, China’s planning strategy for the entire country was to place the 
development of economy in the first place. While the leaders recognized the important 
role of education to support the modernization movement, the plan was to utilize 
economic gain to finance educational development. Consequently, increased funding for 
education did not happen in China until the late 1980’s. At this time, the policy of putting 
economy in front of education is still argumentative. However, Chinese educational 
planners seem to have achieved their intended purpose. 

Second, in the past two decades, much of the funding for education in China has 
been allocated to the development of higher education. Contrarily, the need for funding 
support in elementary and secondary schools has been comparatively less. While 
preparing highly skilled management and technical personnel to meet market needs is 
justifiable, however, it has to be understood that the roots of education system are in 
elementary and secondary levels. Educational planners in developing countries need to 
consider if solid investment in elementary and secondary education is better to fulfill the 
goals of long range development of their countries. 

Third, unfunded mandates have been common in educational development of 
many countries. What we have seen in China today is the shocking financial deficiencies 
of many local schools that are engaged in indebtedness because of trying to meet the 
requirements of the early completion of the Nine-Year Compulsory Education Plan 
mandated by the Central Government. Schools’ financial burden has hindered local 
schools from future development. International educational planners need to learn from 
this Chinese experience and advise their government that unfunded mandates are painful 
to the educational developmental process. 

Fourth, educational planners in China have learned from the lessons of economic 
development that countries in the world depend on one another for co-existence. 
Educators of different countries can learn from experiences of one another to improve the 
educational development processes of their own countries. Globalization has been one of 
the long range goals to be achieved in the long range planning of Chinese education. This 
is a valuable lesson for international educational planners to share with fellow educators 
in their countries. 

Conclusion

Chinese educational leaders are to be complimented for working hard to clean up 
the ruins of the Cultural Revolution and to put the badly damaged educational system 
back to work. The planning effort was not only to address the urgency of the time but 
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also to develop a step-by-step process toward meeting future educational challenges. First 
of all, the passing of education laws has placed education on a solid legal status. 
Decentralization policy allows local educators freedom to plan for the best of their own 
benefits. Maximizing the sources of educational revenues attracts private sector for 
educational investment. Opening educational opportunities challenges youngsters to the 
best of their potential. Equalizing educational opportunities is a progressive measure to 
safeguard the interest of deprived students. Improving the quality of education prepares 
the country for global competition. Drafting plans for technological development places 
the country in the winning front. 

In meeting the challenges of the 21st Century, much has been done in searching 
for alternative educational resources. Considerable investment has been made to gain new 
ground in technological superiority, and huge amount of effort has been devoted to 
improving the quality of education. However, in working toward equality of educational 
opportunities, even though evidence of improvement can be documented, much more 
work could be done to offer needed assistance to children of the deprived remote areas. 
The issue of inequality of educational opportunities in the deprived remote areas involves 
other more complicated social and economic problems than what additional funding can 
resolve. While in-depth study of the inequality issue is recommended, the deplorable 
plight of the disadvantaged children is a serious concern. 

In conclusion, the planning strategies reported in this article represent the 
beginning of a long-range educational plan of enormous magnitude. As Chinese 
Education Secretary Chen Ze Lit put it, “Educational improvements in the last two 
decades of the 20th Century laid the foundation of a glorious educational development of 
the 21st Century.” (Chen, 1998, p.3).  Furthermore, the  document on the 9th Five-Year 
Plan for China’s Educational Development and the Development Outline by 2010 
stressed that the main objectives for educational development by 2010 include the 
universalization of 9-Year Compulsory Education, illiteracy eradication among young 
and middle-aged groups and more developments for vocational and adult education. The 
level of access to higher education should reach that of middle developed countries and 
the education provision conditions for schools at various levels and of various forms 
should be greatly improved with a remarkable improvement of education quality and 
efficiency (Ministry of Education, 2008). It is important for Chinese educational planners 
to maintain sustainability for educational improvement to achieve their long range 
planning goals. In this respect, continuous economic development will financially support 
educational improvement initiatives as well as challenging educational programs to meet 
social and economic demands. With an open mind and strong commitment and careful 
planning of best utilizing different channels of resources, Chinese educational planners 
will achieve their long range goals. 
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Introduction 

Merit pay system at universities in China is modeled under the market economy 
as a result of China’s open policy.  In 1980, China started an overall reform to revitalize 
its national economy, which had been severely damaged during the Cultural Revolution 
(1966-1976). Consequently, many new policies and practices were introduced into China 
to accelerate the recovery and reconstruction of its national economy. In 1984, seven 
Special Economic Zones were established along the East Coast of China to attract foreign 
funds and investments. The management practices in the private, joint venture, and 
foreign invested companies in these Special Economic Zones have had significant impact 
on the way business is managed in the country.   With the introduction of free labor 
market, competition for employment was keen in all publicly and privately owned 
enterprises.  Since market economy was practiced in China, the subsequent social and 
economic changes have been tremendous.  For the first time in the history of Communist 
China, individual efforts, contributions, benefits, and their important roles in society are 
publicly recognized and rewarded.  As a result of these economic, social, and ideological 
changes, universities in China are faced with many new problems to solve, great 
challenges to meet, and at the same time, unprecedented opportunities for future 
development.  Merit pay in Chinese universities is a by-product of such effort towards 
reaction to these rapid changes

The Concept of Merit Pay

Merit pay is a type of compensation and base salary administration system that 
suggests salary increases are based upon a combination of an employee’s job 
performance as well as the position of his or her salary relative to the job market. Merit 
pay has become a sensitive and fairly common practice in the education section in many 
countries, although the prevalence of the practice has been closely linked to the state of 
the economy, socio-political circumstances, and different institutional factors (Miller, 
2004; Johnson, Kavanagh, & Mattson, 2003). According to Johnson (1986), merit pay in 
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its pure form is a compensation system in which the pay the person receives is based on 
the performance in the work.  Johnson (1986, p.61) asserts: “The term ‘merit pay’ might 
be used to denote variously a bonus plan that supplements that standard pay scale and 
rewards teachers for special services, a multi-track pay scale that provides rapid salary 
advancement for outstanding teachers, or a bonus pay plan for specific accomplishments 
such as improving the test scores, participating in extracurricular activities, or conducting 
in-service training.” Henderson (1989) and Montemayor (1995) define merit pay systems, 
in which employees¡¯ salary is adjusted on the basis of performance ratings, as the most 
common technique organizations use to reward employees performance. Holland (2005) 
points out that merit pay gives promise of being a key component of comprehensive 
education reform aimed at motivating teachers and elevating student achievement. 
Traditionally, the majority of teachers in public schools have received compensation 
according to a salary schedule that is nearly entirely determined by seniority (number of 
years of service) and their highest degree earned. Winters, Ritter, Barnett and Greene 
(2007), in their evaluation study of teacher performance pay in Arkansas, demonstrated 
that providing additional compensation to teachers based upon the measured academic 
performance of students in their classroom substantially improves academic proficiency. 
In China, merit pay is commonly recognized as a compensation system to increase the 
economic standard of teachers according to the job performance evaluated both 
quantitatively and qualitatively, and to motivate its teachers to improve their job 
performance. Frase, Hetzel and Inman (1987) summarize goals of merit pay as (1) to 
attract highly qualified and capable teachers and staff, (2) to retain excellent teachers and 
staff; and (3) to motivate teachers and staff to improve teaching instruction and job 
performance. What Frase said was fully realized in personnel management of education 
systems in China.  For instance, in June 2001, a new annual salary scale was proposed  by 
the Education Department in the Zhabei region of Shanghai which encouraged 
distinguished teachers in kindergarten, primary and secondary schools to compete for an 
annual salary of 50,000 to 100,000 yuans (Chinese dollars), since the government 
believes that merit pay could serve as an incentive to improve the performance and 
qualities of  the teaching staff (China Youth Daily, June 29, 2001).

Merit Pay at a Teachers College in mainland China

Matched with the given definition above, a merit pay system in the International 
Language Teachers College (ILTC) of Szechuan United University (SUU) started in Fall 
Semester, 1985.  It called for 2 yuans be paid to the instructor for every classroom hour 
beyond 8 per week (actual student instruction time). At that time, the average monthly 
salary for an associate professor was about 70 yuans. For an associate professor who 
taught 18 hours a week at ILTC/SUU, his/her income would be approximately 150 yuans 
(70 yuans base salary plus 80 yuans over time pay) which is double of his/her base 
salary. Although ILTC/SUU enjoyed the high autonomy in its management, its 
innovative policy was the subject of controversy in Szechuan United University.    

Through years of continuous development, merit pay system at ILTC/SUU today 
has become more sophisticated in forms and contents. It is performed through evaluating 
faculty performance in three different areas: teaching, academic achievements, and 
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extracurricular activities. The evaluation for teaching is carried out twice a semester, and, 
for academic achievements and extracurricular activities, once a semester.  A faculty 
committee, charged with the responsibility of merit pay implementation, consists of 7 
members: the Director, Vice Director, Director of Financial Office, Administrative 
Director, and two teachers and a supporting staff member. 

In evaluating faculty performance, the committee takes into consideration 
teaching load, faculty rank, and student and peer ratings.   Special formulas are 
constructed to calculate the amount of merit pay faculty is to receive (see Table 1).   The 
present merit pay practice works in attracting highly qualified teachers, retaining the 
excellent teachers, and improving the economic standard of its teachers.   At the present 
time, the annual amount of merit pay is already more than four times of a teacher’s salary 
(see Table 2).   

Special Features of the Merit Pay System at ILTC/SUU

 The creation of a merit pay system at the ILTC/SUU is unique.  It serves the 
purpose of motivating deserving teachers by rewarding monetary incentives.  The system 
is observed to have the following special features: 

First, the merit pay system is tied in with faculty evaluation.  The better a faculty 
stands in evaluation, the more he/she will be rewarded in merit pay.  The annual 
evaluation effort takes into account the average of faculty performances in all semesters. 

Second, the amount of merit pay is objectively determined both by student and 
peer evaluation of the faculty’s teaching performance.  These considerations are fully 
reflected in the formulas used in the calculation of merit pay. 

Third, the merit pay system is constructed to include both quantitative and 
qualitative components in teaching performance.  Not only is the amount of a faculty’s 
workload accounted for, but also is the faculty’s instructional quality observed by 
students and peers. 

Fourth, the evaluation of faculty for merit pay is multifaceted.  The faculty’s 
teaching performance, scholarship, and participation in student activities are areas to be 
considered in determining the amount of a faculty’s merit pay. 

Fifth, merit pay is offered on the basis of a school or center in Szechuan United 
University.  These centers and schools creatively plan for their merit pay systems 
independently of one another. 

Sixth, an unusual circumstance at ILTC is that merit pay is structured with no 
reference to the base salary.  The amount of merit pay is determined by using a dollar 
constant in each category of formula.  
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Discussion and Recommendation

The merit pay system at ILTC/SUU poses issues and concerns that educators in 
China need to be aware of.  They are discussed with recommendations in the following: 

Effective Evaluation Process.  Since the merit pay system is closely tied in with 
the faculty performance evaluation, the only way to implement a fair merit pay system is 
to install a performance evaluation process that works (Gibson, Ivancevich, & Donnelly, 
1997).  The faculty needs to understand, agree to and work towards the evaluation criteria 
to deserve the merit pay. A grievance procedure has to be installed to allow opportunities 
to file for disagreement. 

Salary Based Merit Pay System.  The current merit pay of an average faculty has 
come up to as much as four times higher than the regular base salary.  The merit pay at 
this time seems to be out of proportion in comparison with the base salary.  What the 
current system encourages is the attention of the faculty to fulfill the requirements of 
merit pay system where the bulk of the dollar reward is.  Whatever is not specified in the 
merit pay system is either ignored or taken lightly.  In addition, the structure of the merit 
pay system seems to have little relevance to the base salary.  The faculty loses a sense of 
security when merit pay is only awarded on a yearly basis with no attachment to the base 
salary that accumulates to retirement.  Recommendation is made to relate merit pay to 
base salary by reworking the formulae to reflect merit pay as a percentage of base salary. 

Higher Level of Intrinsic Reward.  Merit pay as a component of the faculty 
reward system is extrinsic (Herzberg, 1959) and it only satisfies the basic physiological 
needs (Maslow, 1943) of individual faculty.  For a reward system to work, faculty needs 
to be challenged at higher levels by structuring a system of intrinsic rewards to include 
recognitions and distinguished status. 

Cost of Living Adjustment.  The current system of merit pay is composed of three 
areas: teaching, scholarship and activities.  Merit pay in each of these areas is calculated 
by the use of a specific formula that contains a constant and other related factors. As 
recommended previously, a percentage increase on base salary will steadily build up the 
base salary that is crucial to retirement.  However, if decision is made to continue to use 
the three current formulae, the constants contained in these formulae need to be 
periodically examined and revised if necessary to reflect the cost of living adjustments. 

Professional and Community Services.  While the activities specified in the merit 
pay system relate mostly to student advisement and student extracurricular activities, 
other services such as professional and community contributions are as important.  It is 
recommended that the activity areas of merit pay system be revised to encourage faculty 
involvement in profession organizations and community services.  Faculty should be 
rewarded for taking leadership roles in these activities. 

University-wide Merit Pay System.  A uniform system of merit pay is 
recommended for use in the entire university because faculty in one college is as 
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deserving as faculty in another college.  Better budget management at one college or 
center does not mean that its faculty deserves more in merit pay. 

Merit Pay Considerations.  This merit pay system, which has been practiced 
independently for years, should be made a part of a rewarding system and should be 
implemented cooperatively with other means of rewarding, if the merit pay is meant to be 
motivating.  The rewarding system should cover a wide range of areas to include:

Reward both teaching excellence and teaching improvement.  
Reward the initiative for developing new programs and new courses.  
Reward collaboration in teaching, especially mentoring junior faculty.   
Reward personal effort for professional advancement.  

Conclusion

Merit pay is a powerful tool to motivate deserving teachers by offering monetary 
incentives.  It is employed by many Chinese educational institutes as means to improve 
teaching performances.  The merit pay system introduced by ILTC/SUU is a typical 
example of how the system is implemented in China. Obviously, any merit pay system 
needs to be continuously reviewed and improved to serve its particular purpose. However, 
it is clear that rewarding the faculty by only monetary means is far from satisfaction. A 
complete rewarding system needs to be established by employing other means of intrinsic 
rewarding together with merit pay as China is moving towards an innovation-based 
education system and increasingly competing global economy.  
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Table 1:   The Merit Pay Formulae for Teachers at ILTC/SUU 
________________________________________________________________________

M1 = Merit pay for teaching 

M2 = Merit pay for academic achievement 

M3 = Merit pay for extracurricular activities 

M1 = 30  H  R  (E1 + E2) S

H = Number of teaching hours per week. 

R = 1 when H 14 hours per week; 1.2 when H  15 hours per week.

E1 = The average score of the evaluation by students ranging from 1 - 6. 

E2 = The average score of the evaluation by the faculty committee ranging from 1 - 6. 

S = 1 for assistant professors and lecturers; 1.1 for associate professors and professors.

M2 = 200  (P1 + 2P2 + 3P3 + 4P4)

P1 = Number of teaching materials printed and used at ILTC/SUU. 

P2 = Number of articles published in regional professional journals. 

P3 = Number of articles published in provincial professional journals. 

P4 = Number of books and articles published at national professional journals.  

M3 = 30  S  (N1 + N2 + N3)

N1  = Number of office hours per week (minimum of 2 hours per week). 

N2 = Number of coaching hours at the student residence (minimum of 10 hours required  

                 per semester of 20 weeks). 

N3 = Number of hours in organizing extracurricular activities. (e.g. weekend trip of  

                  class with foreign teachers, 8 hours counted for a trip per day.)   

________________________________________________________________________
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Table 2:  Yearly Merit Pay and Salary of an Associate Professor 
at ILTC/SUU in 2000 

  Merit Pay (Yuans) Merit Pay (US$) Salary (Yuans) Salary (US$) 

M1 27,904.00 3135.28   

M2 2,080.00 233.70   

M3 1,588.00 178.42   

Total 31,572.00 3547.41 7,964.00 894.83 

(Source: Xie, T. & Associates (2001). Annual report of ILTC/SUU, 2000. Chengdu, China.) 

M1 = Merit pay for teaching 

M2 = Merit pay for academic achievement 

M3 = Merit pay for extracurricular activities 
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Introduction 

This year an innocent kindergarten child in the United States of America (USA) 
enters school on the first day as children did for generations, with much excitement and 
trepidation. But what she does in her kindergarten classroom throughout the year will be 
unlike what her parents did in their kindergarten. She will be placed in an academically 
rigorous environment where much emphasis will be placed on reading, writing and 
arithmetic so she has a strong academic foundation. Her day will be spent on learning the 
nuances of language through direct instruction and much reading practice. With the new 
standardized testing starting from third grade the pressure on preparing children for the 
test is beginning to trickle down not only to the kindergarten but also to preschools 
(Stipek, 2006). How did this transformation occur and what caused it?  

Achievement Gap: Setting the Stage 

It all began with the National Commission on Excellence in Education on August 
26, 1981 when a committee was charged with the task of examining the quality of 
education in the United States of America (National Commission on Excellence in 
Education 1983). Eighteen months later the commission pronounced that the educational 
foundation was eroding and that the rising tides of mediocrity threaten the future of its 
people.

Thus systemic changes in educational practices become imperative to prepare 
children for an ever changing world. Educational reforms become all the more important 
when in international comparisons the performances of schools still do not measure up. 
“U.S. [The United States] schooling falls back in global ratings: The United States is 
losing ground in education, as peers across the globe zoom by with bigger gains in 
student achievement and school graduations” (Fuller, 2005, p.1). Headlines of such 
nature have fueled a national concern about the U.S. education system. In addition, the 
achievement gap between white and minority students has reached alarming levels.

There is convincing evidence that compared to children from middle class 
families, children from low-income families, children who are English Language 
Learners (ELL) and children with special needs are vulnerable to school failure. 
“Kindergarteners with one risk factor associated with poverty were twice as likely as 
children with no risk factors to have reading scores in the lowest 25 percent of the 
distribution” says Stipek (2005, p. 2). Similarly, the achievement gap between black and 
white students is much more pronounced. On average, on standardized tests, black 
children score one standard deviation below white students and often this is attributed to 
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the socioeconomic, family and neighborhood factors (Fryer & Levitt, 2004). White 
students have outperformed their minority peer and the gap continues to grow (Lord, 
2002). Headlines on the growing achievement gap have plagued newspapers and journals 
for almost two decades. The federal government which spends billions of dollars to 
improve public education was weary of this gap and consequently began to act on the soft
bigotry of low expectations. Thus began the amendment to the Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act of 1965. 

In this manuscript, I introduce the readers to the unfunded mandate of No Child 
Left Behind (NCLB) Act focused on the education of kindergarten through twelfth (K-12) 
grade and the Good Start Grow Smart (GSGS, 2002), a Federal Early Learning initiative 
that addresses the needs of children 0-5 year-old. The arguments are framed in the 
contexts of NCLB and GSGS. Interspersed in this manuscript is the National Association 
for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) guidelines for early childhood education 
to highlight the professional stance on early learning and assessment. As with any reform, 
there are positive outcomes as well as dubious ones and NCLB Act and GSGS initiatives 
are no different. The manuscript is divided into three major sections (1) No Child Left 
Behind Act, (2) Good Beginnings for Children, and (3) Impact of Reform.  Although the 
NCLB and GSGS address several issues including inter-agency collaborations, this 
manuscript is limited to providing a base sketch of the responsibilities of the states in 
developing standards and their impact on children, teachers and schools. 

No Child Left Behind Act 

No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001 of the United States of America (USA) 
redefines and enlarges the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1994 and 
strengthens the role of federal government in public education (Lord, 2002). With this 
reform, the face of education in the USA began to change. On January 8, 2002, President 
George Walker Bush signed into law the No Child Left Behind, Public Law 107-110. 
This 1,184 page-document spells out ways to close the achievement gap with 
accountability, flexibility and choice so that no child is left behind. It redefined and 
increased the role of government in public education by asking states to stiffen 
educational standards, mandate testing and augment funds for teacher training, after-
schools programs and early reading initiatives (Lord, 2002). It also fine-tuned the 
consequences of failing to meet the federal government expectations.  

The new law places emphasis on stronger accountability in order to improve the 
academic achievement of all children, especially those disadvantaged and at-risk students 
for school failure. In its Statement of Purpose, Section 1001 of NCLB PL 107-110  
denotes that “The purpose of this title is to ensure that all children have a fair, equal and 
significant opportunity to obtain a high-quality education and reach, at a minimum, 
proficiency on challenging state academic achievement standards and state academic 
assessments” (p. 15). NCLB has four major pillars: (1) Stronger accountability for results, 
(2) more freedom for states and communities, (3) proven education methods, and (4) 
more choices for parents. This exacting NCLB law is particularly firm on two issues: (1) 
improving the academic performance of all children, especially the low achieving 
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children in poverty, migratory and limited English proficient, special needs and 
delinquent children, and (2) holding state governments responsible for achieving high 
quality and standards of education and for ensuring that all schools make adequate yearly 
progress (AYP). The federal government thus, weighs heavily on holding states, school 
administrators and teachers accountable for improving standards and expects states to 
allocate funds for addressing the needs of those who are marginalized. 

State Responsibilities and Actions 

As discussed earlier, the legislation of NCLB’s act compels states to implement 
challenging academic standards. It asserts that “(G) Measurable Objectives-Each State 
shall establish statewide annual measurable objectives…. (iv) shall ensure that all 
students will meet or exceed the State’s proficient level of academic achievement on the 
State assessments within the State’s timeline” (PUBLIC LAW 107–110—JAN. 8, 2002 
115 STAT 1448). A heightened level of accountability for states emerged and 
consequently the states have had to plunge into action to develop universal expectations 
for their schools, teachers and all students. Even though it could be argued that many 
states were already engaged in some sort of educational reform, NCLB intensified the 
intentions and focus of reforms. The shared focus of the federal and state governments on 
increasing the academic standards helped everyone to be on the same page with a 
renewed focus. There was consensus that educational reform must be coordinated and 
cooperatively implemented. Soon, the high levels of expectations for all students became 
the mantra of the state, and all agencies involved.

An Example: Washington State 

I draw on the Washington State Standards to illustrate the reforms: how the 
academic expectations were developed and what those standards are. Although in 
Washington State, restructuring of academic standards was underway prior to NCLB due 
to Washington State’s Basic Education Act of 1993, the impetus to consolidate their 
expectations in a well spelled out document could be attributed to the NCLB act and the 
rigor and momentum intensified. The State Standards echo the NCLB’s purposes and 
declare that “Washington’s school reform efforts focus on setting clear, high expectations 
for what students should know and be able to do” (Reading, K-10 Grade Level 
Expectations: A new level of specificity, 2006, p.3). As the first step, it developed the 
overarching goals called the Essential Academic Learning Requirements (EALRs) for 
important areas, Reading, Writing, Communication, Mathematics and Science. The 
EALRs define the cumulative indicators or benchmarks in each of the subject areas and 
each subject has several EALRs. For instance, there are four EALRs for Reading: 1. The 
student understands and uses different skills and strategies to read, 2. The student 
understands the meaning of what is read, 3. The student reads different materials for a 
variety of purposes, and 4. The student sets goals and evaluates progress to improve 
reading. These four Reading EALRs communicate the reading skills and strategies that 
all students have to demonstrate proficiency in their annual assessment Washington 
Assessment of Student Learning (WASL). In short, the EALRs are quite generic and 
articulate the State’s expectations and learning standards. These broad expectations had 
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to be narrowed down to what specific proficiency students need to demonstrate at each 
grade level. 

Therefore, once the EALRs were firmly anchored, the next step the state took was 
to develop guidelines that would enumerate greater specificity for educators. The State 
recognized that to attain its goals to the fullest potential, there should be consensus 
amongst all stakeholders. Just as the EALRs were developed, the State convened 
collaborative meetings with hundreds of participants- teachers, administrators, parents, 
community members, and professionals from institutions of higher education to discuss 
the new road to be taken. The end result was the birth of a document with many specifics 
called the Grade Level Expectations (GLEs). Under each EALR, they placed several 
GLEs. The GLEs not only define “what students should know and be able to do at each 
grade level” (Reading EALRs, 2006, p. 3) but also provide descriptions of how students 
can demonstrate their proficiency. “The resulting evidence of learning statements takes 
the specificity of the EALRs to a new level” (p. 3). A sample page from the Washington 
State Standards for Reading (2006) illustrates the EALRs and GLEs with indicators of 
performance evidences in bullets (Table 1). In its preamble and appendix, the state makes 
it known that Blooms taxonomy provides the framework for the standards, emphasizing 
the classification of cognitive demand. The document also claims that the GLEs are 
grounded in several research studies such as the Report of the National Reading Panel. 
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Table 1: Washington State’s Essential Academic Learning Requirements for 
Reading.  EALR 2: The student understands the meaning of what is read. 

Component 2.2: Understand and apply knowledge of  
text components to comprehend text 

GLE K 1 2 3 4 
2.2.3 Understan

d story 
elements. 

Identify  
story 
elements of 
character,
setting, and 
important
events with 
teacher
guidance.

Understand 
story elements. 

Identify and 
explain story 
elements.

Understand story 
elements. 

Describe physical 
traits of characters 
and tell how they act. 

Retell important 
events of a story. 

Describe the 
setting of a story. 

Identify the 
speaker/narrator in a 
story.

Understand story 
elements. W

Describe characters’ 
physical traits and infer 
personality traits by what 
they say and do. 

Describe the problem 
faced by a character and 
how he/she/it solves the 
problem.

Explain how the 
setting is important to 
the story. 

Identify the speaker 
(narrator) in a selection 
and explain first person 
point of view. 

Select, from multiple 
choices, the best 
description of a 
character or setting in a 
story or poem (e.g., 
character traits, feelings, 
character’s problem, or 
importance of 
character).

Understand and analyze 
story elements. W

Use knowledge of 
situation and characters’ 
actions, motivations, 
feelings, and physical 
attributes to determine 
characters’ traits. 

Identify the main events 
in a plot, including the 
cause and effect 
relationship in problem 
solving.

Describe the 
components of setting and 
explain how & why setting 
is important to the story. 

Differentiate between 
first and third person point 
of view in a selection and 
explain the difference. 

Select, from multiple 
choices, the best 
description of a character 
or setting in a story or 
poem (e.g., character 
traits, feelings, character’s 
problem, or importance of 
character).

2.2.4 Understand 
simple
organizational 
structures of 
text.

Predict text 
patterns using 
attribute and/or 
concept books.

Understand text 
organizational 
structures. 

Recognize and use 
sentences,
paragraphs, 
and chapter structure 
to understand the 
organization in both 
informational/
expository text and 
literary/ narrative text.

Identify text written 
in the text 
organizational
structures of simple
listing & sequential
order.

Apply understanding 
of simple text 
organizational 
structures. 

Recognize and use 
previously learned text 
organizational structures 
of simple listing and 
sequential order to aid 
comprehension. 

Identify and use text 
written in the text 
organizational structures 
of description and
compare and contrast to
find and organize 
information and 
comprehend text. 

Apply understanding  
of text organizational 
structures. 

Recognize and use 
previously learned text 
organizational structures 
(simple listing, sequential 
order, description, 
compare and contrast) to 
aid comprehension. 

Identify and use text 
written in the text 
organizational structure of 
chronological order to find 
and organize Information 
and comprehend text.

Source: Grade Level Expectation (GLE) with a “W” denotes the specific expectations which are eligible for 
the Washington Assessment of Student Learning (WASL) (Washington State’s Essential Academic 
Learning Requirements, 2004, p. 24).
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The example of Washington State exhibits what states have done to deal with the 
universal proficiency requirement for K-12 of NCLB law. Let us now examine how states 
are impacted when schools fail.   

Adequate Yearly Progress 

The responsibility of the state governments is to monitor the adequate yearly 
progress (AYP) of schools and to report the progress annually to the federal government. 
Failure to meet the expectations of the federal government NCLB law is that,  

… the State has in place challenging academic content standards and student achievement 
standards, and a system for measuring and monitoring adequate yearly progress, [should 
they fail] the Secretary shall withhold 25 percent of the funds that would otherwise be 
available to the State for State administration and activities under this part in each year 
until the Secretary determines that the State meets those requirements (PUBLIC LAW 
107–110—JAN. 8, 2002 115 STAT. 1457).      

First the States have to have an assessment system to measure whether the students have 
met the set standards. Failure to meet the standards has a cascading effect on stakeholders. 
Should a school fail, the State has to hold the schools responsible and should the State 
fail the federal government would place its axe on funding provided to the State. NCLB 
expects each State to develop and implement a strategy to determine if the schools are 
making AYP. The lofty goal of the State is to ensure that 100 percent of students achieve 
the academic standards. The annual academic tests help states measure the performance 
of school. In other words, the results indicate whether or not students have achieved the 
expected standards. Schools that do not meet the AYP are placed on a watch list. Those 
schools that are identified consecutively for two school years as needing improvement 
must develop a two-year plan to turn the school around. Such schools have to inform 
parents about not meeting the AYP and offer them a choice to transfer their child to 
another school or obtain free tutoring for their child. These schools can also “Replace the 
school staff who are relevant to the failure to make adequate yearly progress” (PUBLIC 
LAW 107–110—JAN. 8, 2002, 115 STAT. 1484). The State must provide the resources, 
technical assistance and support needed to improve the performance of schools. But 
should they remain on the list of needing improvement then they are subject to total take 
over or restructuring. 

Promotion of State Standards 

There is one thing that is clear in all these. However detailed the document might 
be it alone cannot produce the desired outcomes. The constituents and stakeholders’ 
awareness, the willingness of individuals to embrace changes, and the means and the 
resources available to them make or break the reforms. First, the State has to ensure the 
curriculum is aligned with the standards and assessments to evaluate the performance of 
all students. Many school districts have now adapted scripted curricula in order to 
provide a common language and experiences across the school district and to measure the 
success of students. Second, familiarity with the document’s use is necessary to 
implement it. This entails training teachers on the purpose and use of standards. Third, 
NCLB also requires States to administer statewide testing to assess student’s proficiency 
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in Reading, Writing, Communication, Math and Science. Each spring students in grades 
3-8 and 10 take the Washington Assessment Standards and Learning (WASL) test in 
reading and math. Students are also tested in writing in grades 4, 7 and 10, and science in 
grades 5, 8 and 10. Sample tests for these grades can be found in the Office of the 
Superintendent of Public Instruction (OSPI) website: http://www.k12.wa.us/assessment 
/WASL/testquestions.aspx.

The accountability of teachers and students is evident when one enters the 
classroom. The visitor is likely to see evidences of GLEs and WASL littered around the 
classroom and hallways. Every teacher in Washington State is expected to write on the 
board the particular GLEs being addressed in their lesson. So is it in many states. A 
faculty member in one of the Florida State Universities stated “Sunshine State Standards 
in Florida are given a lot of importance. Every single teacher is expected to write down 
the specific standard they are teaching on the board” (Szecsi, personal communication, 
2008). Every child should also be aware of what GLE they are learning. In other words 
the students are expected to be familiar with the language and understand what and why 
they are learning. At any time a principal can walk into a classroom and question the 
students on their learning and hear them parrot the GLE. It is not uncommon for teachers 
to say remember, when WASL asks you to explain the steps, this is what it wants you do.

But what children learn and do in third grade depends on the foundational 
experiences children have had in their early childhood. To examine the reform in the 
early childhood education, in the section that follows, I first discuss the Good Start Grow 
Start initiative. But it is important for the reader to understand the history and purpose of 
Head Start program in the United States to gain a complete picture and hence I take a 
detour to explain its history and purpose and then return to the GSGS. 

Good Beginning for Children 

Children’s performance in the elementary grades depends on the foundation they 
receive in their preschools. Assessing children’s proficiency in important subject areas 
has led professionals to examine student achievement much more closely. The test results 
of third graders compelled elementary school administrators and teachers to scrutinize the 
learning experiences of children before their entry in to kindergarten. The responsibility 
to show evidence of student success, they believed, cannot rest with the teachers of those 
grades alone and that other teachers too should share part of that responsibility. All eyes, 
thus quickly turned to preschool programs, in particular the public funded ones (Stipek, 
2006). Thus, NCLB began to impact the preschool programs and dictate the sort of 
foundation the children must receive before they enter kindergarten. 

This resulted in yet another initiative by the federal government. President George 
Walker Bush introduced an initiative in 2002 that directly impacted birth through five 
age-group (http://www.whitehouse.gov/infocus/earlychildhood/earlychildhood.html).  

After less than a year in office, President Bush implemented by administrative rule a 
program called "Good Start, Grow Smart," the central thrust of which is to instruct Head 
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Start teachers across the nation in methods for improving school readiness (Haskins, 
2004, p.31).  

Since the focus of NCLB law centered on improving the school success of the at-risk 
population K-12, it was necessary that children who are at risk of school failure and drop 
out receive the remedial measures in their early childhood period, 0-5 years. Therefore, to 
improve Head Start, a federally funded program and other such development programs 
that cater to the needs of low income families, Good Start Grow Smart initiative was 
introduced. This scheme specifically addresses three major areas: Strengthening Head 
Start, Partnering with States to improve Early Childhood Education and Providing 
information to teachers, caregivers and parents. The early childhood period in GSGS 
refers to children from 0-5 years of age. 

A Detour 

Project Head Start was created during the heady, idealistic days of the mid-1960s. 
Through two seminal victories, the 1954 Brown vs. The Board of Education decision and 
the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the civil-rights movement had won equality in the eyes of 
the law...(Haskins, 2004, p.30). In order to provide equal opportunities for children of 
poverty President Lyndon Johnson started Head Start Program for at-risk children. “Head 
Start is a national program that promotes school readiness by enhancing the social and 
cognitive development of children through the provision of educational, health, 
nutritional, social and other services to enrolled children and families” (Head Start 
Program, 2007). Children from impoverished families are considered at-risk of school 
failure. This federally funded program is administered by local organizations and its 
focus is to provide necessary support and resources for disadvantaged children and 
families so they have an opportunity to succeed in their lives (Good Start Grow Smart, 
2002). The children receive health services including immunization and dental and 
nutritional subsidies. In addition to these services, most children attend a part-day 
preschool program for nine months in a year while some attend a full-day program 
available through out the year. Children whose family income is at or below the poverty 
line receive services offered by Head Start. In 2005 the poverty line was set at an annual 
income of $19,350 for a family of four (Biennial Report to Congress: The Status of 
Children in Head Start Programs, 2005). The total number of children who availed of 
these services in 2005 was 906,993 (see Table 2 for the total cost and break down of the 
amount spent on Head Start program in 2005).  
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Table 2: Head Start Total Expenses for the Service
Provided to Children and Families. 

____________________________________________________________________

Fiscal Year 2005 Actual 
____________________________________________________________________

American Indian Programs     $186,936,785  
Migrant Programs      $285,729,116  
Programs In the Territories     $  15,267,563  
Training & Technical Assistance    $174,078,000  
Research, Development & Evaluation   $  20,000,000  
Monitoring/Panel Support     $  38,979,678  
Discretionary Funds to Serve Additional Children  $168,514,056  

Total        $889,505,198  
_______________________________________________________________________
Source: Taken from Biennial Report to Congress: The Status of Children in Head Start Programs (2005, p. 
129). http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/hsb/about/index.html#factsheet 

Back to the Initiative 

GSGS initiative emphasizes the need for partnership between Federal and State 
governments to deliver high quality early childhood programs. This mandate forced states 
to develop quality criteria for early childhood programs. States have developed 
benchmarks or guidelines of some sort for early childhood education and these State 
standards are often steered by the National Association for the Education of Young 
Children’s (NAEYC) Developmentally Appropriate Practices (DAP). The states 
recognize that “Without a doubt, the early years –from birth to age five – are the most 
extraordinary period of growth and development in a child’s lifetime” (Washington State 
Early Learning and Development Benchmarks, 2005). The emphasis on developing 
prereading, prenumeracy and literacy skills during the early years are given the utmost 
prominence. The documents also specify how adults, particularly teachers can support 
children in developing these skills. Yet another important feature of this text is the 
alignment of preschool standards with K-12 standards. It is considered necessary to 
ensure smooth transition of children from preschool to kindergarten. 

Professional Organizations  

The NAEYC and the National Association in Early Childhood Specialist in State 
Department of Education (NAECS/SDE) in their joint statement on Early Childhood 
Curriculum, Child Assessment and Program Evaluation, take the position that programs 
must implement curriculum that is thoughtfully planned, challenging, engaging, 
developmentally appropriate, culturally and linguistically responsive, comprehensive, 
and that is likely to promote positive outcomes in all young children (Position Statement 
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of NAEYC & NAECS/SDE, 2003). It should be noted here that the professional 
organizations and many States have stressed the importance of developing social and 
emotional skills and the role of play in learning in the early childhood period. The term 
developmentally appropriate practices in the NAEYC & NAECS/SDE position indicates 
that educational experiences and activities must be age, culturally and developmentally
appropriate. The development of the whole child is given high priority. 

Examples: Massachusetts and Florida 

The Massachusetts’ Guidelines for Preschool Learning Experiences (MGPLE) as
stated in the Early Childhood Advisory Council to the Massachusetts Board of Education
and Florida State Standards are used to illustrate how the standards are framed and 
articulated. The Massachusetts guidelines are organized under five categories: Plan, Play, 
Reflect, Revisit and Connect.  Furthermore, it attests that  

Early childhood educators need to become aware of children’s individual interests and 
strengths and find ways to engage and expand them. They can do so by arranging for a 
rich variety of learning experiences that appeal to all the senses — visual, auditory, and 
physical — and by alternating individual, partnered, small group, and large group 
activities so that children experience various kinds of social interaction (Massachusetts’
Guidelines for Preschool Learning Experiences, 2003, p.4). 

The NAEYC guidelines on constructing Developmentally Appropriate Curriculum
underscore the importance of sensory oriented activities to help children connect with 
their prior experiences (Bredekamp & Copple, 1997). It also upholds an integrated 
curriculum across subject-matter to promote intellectual integrity. The Massachusetts 
guidelines are in perfect alignment with the NAEYC’s Developmentally Appropriate 
Practices (DAP) by stressing the value of sensory experiences and integrated curriculum. 
The guidelines provide an example on how teachers can weave in Physics. 

… the term “Physics” in the section on Science and Technology/Engineering may sound 
complicated for preschool children; however, physics relates to concepts in balance and 
motion, and young children can build beginning concepts in physics through very 
appropriate experiences such as block building and exploring wheeled vehicles (MGPLE, 
2003, p..5). 

Furthermore they call attention to how their preschool standards have been aligned with 
K-4 (Table 3). The Guidelines for Preschool Learning Experiences are aligned with the 
PreK-Grades 1-4 in the Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks. The number that 
appears after the Learning Guidelines refers to the relevant standards listed in the 
framework (MGPLE, 2003). 



~ 1�� ~

No Child Left Behind Act: A Reform Debate in the United States of America

Table 3: Massachusetts Guidelines for Preschool   
Learning Experiences on Number Sense

___________________________________________________________________

Learning
Guidelines 

                         Ideas for Learning Experiences 

1. Listen to and 
say the names 
of numbers 
in meaningful 
contexts.
Link to K.N.1 

play games and listen to stories and poems that contain numbers 
and counting sequences. 
use concrete objects to practice one-to-one correspondence 
(e.g., say the name of objects while placing an object in each 
space in an egg carton; distributing a musical instrument to each 
child in a group; putting pegs in each hole of a pegboard). 
count concrete objects for a meaningful purpose (e.g., three 
crackers for snack; two eyes to glue on the bunny; three steps 
down to the playground). 
follow visual or rebus recipes (e.g., for making play dough or 
cookies).
point to numbers displayed in the preschool setting (e.g., labels 
on objects, projects, activity areas; children’s bus numbers, 
children’s ages). 

______________________________________________________________________
Source: Taken from Massachusetts Department of Education (2003), Guidelines for Preschool Learning 
Experiences, p.13. 

Similar resource guides have been developed by other States to comply with the GSGS 
initiative and NCLB mandate. To characterize the variations in the types of standards 
States have had to develop, Florida provides yet another window. Florida Department of 
Education affirms that,  

The Standards approved in 1996 were written in seven subject areas, each divided into 
four separate grade clusters (PreK-2, 3-5, 6-8, and 9-12). This format was chosen to 
provide flexibility to school districts in designing curriculum based on local needs 
(http://www.education.com/reference/article/RefState Florida/). 

In its document entitled, Florida School Readiness Performance Standards for three, 
four- and five-year-old children (2004), it delineates the standards on all developmental 
domains, and the knowledge and skills children need to develop in different subjects. For 
instance, the Cognitive Development and General Knowledge, and Problem Solving 
section of the standards for 5-year-olds describes the expectations (Table 4). The number 
shows the alignment of the early learning standards with the Sunshine State Standards 
(K-12 standards of Florida).  The States did not stop with developing the standards. How
do the States know whether or not the standards have the intended effect? They 
developed an assessment system to measure the performance of students. The public 
funded programs conduct a mandatory assessment. 
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Table 4:  Florida School Readiness Performance Standards 
________________________________________________________________________

      C. LIFE SCIENCE    D. EARTH SCIENCE 

Statutory Checklist 
Items:
11. The child's 
problem solving 
skills.
13. The child's 
demonstration of 
curiosity,
persistence, and 
exploratory
behavior.

Sunshine State 
Standards
Alignment 
SC.H.1.1
The student uses the 
scientific processes 
and habits of mind to 
solve problems. 

1. Observes and describes 
characteristics, basic needs, and 
life cycles of living things. 
(SC.F.1.1) *13 
By studying plants and animals, 
kindergarten children begin to 
differentiate living and non-living 
things. Five year-olds can 
investigate the physical 
characteristics, basic needs, ways 
of moving, habitats, growth 
patterns, and life cycles of plants 
and animals common to their local 
area. They begin to learn about the 
relationships between animals and 
plants and the environments in 
which they live. Examples include:
• noting the different ways that 
insects move (for example, by 
crawling, hopping, and flying); 
• smelling flowers and 
commenting on their odors; 
• drawing a picture of a corn plant,  
labeling the roots, stem and leaves;
• using the proper names for 
animal offspring (for example, 
"colt" rather than "baby horse") 
and matching animal offspring to 
their parents; 
• classifying leaves collected on a 
nature walk according to their 
shape and color; 
• sorting animal pictures by areas 
in which they move (land, air, 
water) and then studying the sorted 
pictures to determine if they have 
similar features; 
• exploring where animals live by 
studying caves, nests,& burrows. 

1. Explores and identifies 
properties of rocks, soil, 
water, and air. (SC.H.1.1) *11 
In kindergarten, children learn 
about the composition of the 
earth and the conservation of its 
resources. Five year-olds can 
learn about the properties of 
rocks, soil, water, and air. They 
begin to identify how these 
materials are used and why it is 
important for people to use them 
carefully. Their growing 
knowledge and skills include: 
• bringing in a collection of 
stones and looking at them 
through a magnifying glass, 
noting that some of them have 
lighter streaks and some of them 
have sparkles; 
• checking the plants growing in 
sandy soil and noticing they are 
not growing as fast as the plants 
in other types of soil; 
• looking at sand and dirt 
through a magnifying glass and 
describing how they are the 
same and different; 
• exploring properties of air by 
blowing through a straw to 
spread paint on paper and 
noticing how the paint moves 
differently depending on how 
hard they blow; 
• noting differences between 
wet and dry sand and how each 
is used in different ways when 
building sand structures. 

____________________________________________________________________________ 
Source: Florida State Early Learning Five-year olds Performance Standards, 2003, p. 24 & 25. 
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Similar resource guides have been developed by other States to comply with the GSGS 
initiative and NCLB mandate. To characterize the variations in the types of standards 
States have had to develop, Florida provides yet another window. Florida Department of 
Education affirms that,  

The Standards approved in 1996 were written in seven subject areas, each divided into 
four separate grade clusters (PreK-2, 3-5, 6-8, and 9-12). This format was chosen to 
provide flexibility to school districts in designing curriculum based on local needs 
(http://www.education. com/reference/ article/Ref_State_Florida/). 

In its document entitled, Florida School Readiness Performance Standards for three, 
four- and five-year-old children (2004), it delineates the standards on all developmental 
domains, and the knowledge and skills children need to develop in different subjects. For 
instance, the Cognitive Development and General Knowledge, and Problem Solving 
section of the standards for 5-year-olds describes the expectations (Table 4). The number 
shows the alignment of the early learning standards with the Sunshine State Standards 
(K-12 standards of Florida).  The States did not stop with developing the standards. How
do the States know whether or not the standards have the intended effect? They 
developed an assessment system to measure the performance of students. The public 
funded programs conduct a mandatory assessment. 

Assessment in Early Childhood Programs 

 Assessment and testing became a reality in the early childhood programs just as 
they are in public schools. Children attending Head Start are asked to demonstrate their 
understanding of certain words, identify and recognize letters and shapes and solve 
addition and subtraction problems as part of the National Reporting System (NRS) 
(Rothman, 2005). This is a federal government mandate. “The NRS reflects a nationwide 
movement toward testing in preschools that is gathering force state by state” (p.1). The 
intent of these assessments is to collect information on the learning abilities of the 
children and to monitor the progress. Advocates for high quality Early Childhood 
Education promote a comprehensive measure that can give information about the child’s 
school readiness.

Just as NAEYC & NAECS/SDE declared their stance on curriculum, they issued 
their joint position statement on assessment. They assert that the policy makers and early 
childhood professionals and stakeholders must  

make ethical, appropriate, valid, and reliable assessment a central part of all early 
childhood programs. To assess young children’s strengths, progress, and needs, use 
assessment methods that are developmentally appropriate, culturally and linguistically 
responsive, tied to children’s daily activities…(NAEYC & NAECS/SDE. 2003, p.1).

This position differs from the assessment system in place in Head Start Programs. The 
professional organizations emphasize the need to focus on children’s strengths, and 
advocate for methods of assessment that are the culturally, linguistically and 
developmentally congruent.  
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The significance of reforms is to strengthen the educational system and to adapt to 
the changing needs and times. It is a well documented fact that when children from low-
income families enter school, their basic academic competencies are a year behind their 
middle-class peers (Stipek & Ryan, 1997). Studies also show that if these children are 
given a head start and the support is continued in the kindergarten then they are more 
likely to be successful. In the following section the impact of the complex reform are 
elaborated.

Impact on Reform 

Long Awaited  

To those who would suggest that No Child Left Behind is not working, our nation's 4th- 
and 8th-graders and their teachers just proved the naysayers wrong…. Math scores for 
4th- and 8th-graders and the reading scores for 4th-graders are at historic highs and the 
biggest gains were made by African American and Hispanic students (Department of 
Education press release, 2007). 

These are the words of Margaret Spellings, U.S. Secretary of Education about the 2007 
school report card. The rewards of NCLB and GSGS are many and should not be 
underplayed. It provides the rigor any educational system needs to overhaul the system. It 
is aimed at challenging all students to achieve the highest levels possible. The States are 
engaged in implementing pre-Kindergarten (pre-K) programs to give children a strong 
foundation. The NCLB Act has raised the bar higher for expectations and student 
performance. These government documents shine flood light on early childhood 
education. It is rightfully enjoying the attention it deserves. The joint focus of the public, 
experts and governments have brought richer dividend. The nation is engaged in a debate 
about how best to prepare children for the future and to maximize their development. The 
collaboration of private and public sectors has reached new heights. For instance in 
Washington State, prominent business and foundation leaders support early learning and 
are poised to do more — especially in the area of improving the quality of early learning 
services. In January 2006, the state joined with more than a dozen organizations across 
the state in signing an agreement that created the Thrive by Five Partnership (Creating a 
World-Class, Learner Focused Education System for Washington state, 2006, p.14).
Together with the Department of Early Learning and Thrive by Five (governed by Board 
of Directors and co-chaired by the Governor of Washington State) the State and local 
agencies offer leadership for better partnerships in the community.  

State Funded Pre-Kindergarten Programs 

State funded Pre-Kindergarten (pre-K) is becoming a common phenomenon in the 
USA. In 2001, 43 States offered some form of preschool programs and according to a 
recent report, one quarter of preschoolers are in a public funded program in the USA 
(Bryant, Clifford, Early & Little, 2005). There is strong public as well as bipartisan 
political support for pre-K education. Because of the promising future of public funded 
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pre-K, there is an effort to ensure the programs are of high quality. For instance, Florida 
Department of Education, in its press release (2008) proclaimed, 

…students who completed Voluntary Prekindergarten Programs (VPK) last year 
performed better on key Kindergarten readiness measures than children who did not 
participate. In addition, children who only attended a portion of a VPK program 
outperformed students who had no exposure to the program at all. As a result, over 
100,000 Florida children stepped into a Kindergarten classroom this year better prepared 
to learn and succeed in school (Butler, 2008, p.1). 

There is ample evidence that high quality preschool programs result in long term 
academic benefits for children (Farran, 2000). The retention rate of low-income children 
improves and fewer children are placed in special education.

The public funded Pre-K programs are often housed in elementary schools. The 
positive effects of this move are many. In one of the studies that focused on the 
implementation of preschool programs in elementary schools, 95 preschool/kindergarten 
teachers, and parents from 10 schools in 5 states participated (Desimone, Payne, 
Fedoravicius, Henrich and Finn-Stevenson, 2004). The participants reported that

… the implementation benefits included opportunities for preschool and elementary 
school teachers to collaborate on and to coordinate curriculum and the needs of 
individual students, improved transitions to kindergarten for preschool students and their 
parents, and increased and sustained parent involvement (p. 369).  

Although these school-based preschool programs created some challenges for 
schools in sharing the space with these programs, the preschool teachers “agreed that 
having the full support and understanding of elementary school teachers” (p.375) was a 
great benefit. The benefits outweigh the constraints. 

Similarly, in another study, immigrant children who attended preschool 
demonstrated higher levels of proficiency in English compared to children who remained 
home with their parents (Magnuson, Lahaie, & Waldfogel, 2006). Florida’s VPK 
program is also administered collaboratively by three agencies, the Department of 
Education, the Agency for Workforce Innovation, and the Department of Children and 
Families (Butler, 2008). 

Good Teaching

The NCLB has impacted teachers also in many ways. Teachers are now deliberate 
about their learning targets and make a concerted effort to attaining them. A clinical 
faculty member in a university in Washington State who supervises student teachers and 
often provides professional training for in-service teachers in school districts noted 
several observable benefits of the State standards in a personal interview. 

Teachers are aware of what they are teaching. They know what their learning targets are. 
They align the students’ needs and teaching.  As I visit classrooms, I notice consistency 
in what teachers are teaching and the skill sets they are teaching. The teachers are also 
much more purposeful in their instruction. They tend to know where their students are 
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and where they need to be. Before (NCLB) we did not know what the end result was and 
where the kids need to be. It is just better teaching, I see (Hassen, Personal 
communication, 2008). 

With clear guidelines from the State, teachers are aware of what they need to teach and 
what outcome should be expected. 

Agencies Well Aligned 

The creation of universal standards by State governments has created a baseline 
for discussion among professionals, policy makers and interested individuals. There is 
particular attention given to professional training of childcare providers and preschool 
teachers. Scrutiny of the educational qualifications and training for early childhood 
professionals has generated a litany of State guidelines for professional development and 
licensing requirements. To exemplify the coordination of different agencies that provide 
training in Washington State, I turn to the involvement of Washington Association for the 
Education of Young Children (WAEYC), the State chapter of NAEYC. WAEYC has a 
contract with the Department of Early Learning (DEL) to administer State Training and 
Registry System (STARS) Reimbursements, Trainer and Training approval and Provider 
Services. The regulatory authority for the Licensing Requirements rests with Department 
of Early Learning and it maintains the STARS Registry, a web-based database that tracks 
Provider Records (https://fortress.wa.gov/dshs/f2ws03esaapps/stars/). WAEYC is also 
charged with publicity and advocacy programs. 

Healthy Debate 

NCLB has fueled a healthy debate amongst researchers from several disciplines. 
The impetus provided by this law has changed the way educational research is being 
conducted and published. “Research findings and debates get deep coverage in such 
outlets as Education Week and instant coverage in the blogosphere” (Henig, 2008, p.357). 
Such exchanges promote greater involvement of practitioners and stakeholders. 

Two-Generations Engaged  

Yet another positive outcome is that NCLB legislation mandates states to report 
test results of state assessment by the Limited English Proficiency (LEP) status of the 
students (Takanishi, 2004). Most students who are second generation ELL students, their 
parents are seldom proficient in the English language. Programs such as the Even Start, 
as part of their early childhood promote family literacy. It employs the strategy of 
engaging the two-generations, children and parents in the language learning and is often 
aligned with the “strong family values of immigrant groups” (p.70). The success of the 
family literacy program remains a promising outcome of NCLB.  

Collaborative Research 

NCLB has prompted greater interest in studying the quality of early childhood 
programs. The National Center for Early Development and Learning’s (NCEDL), has 
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conducted research on pre-K classrooms, teacher quality and children’s learning in public 
funded programs. The collaborative studies conducted by university professionals 
involved a number of state agencies and programs. Their findings of the pre-K study 
suggests that “the pre-K classroom practices and the transition of 3 -and 4-year olds into 
public school systems need a great deal more thoughtful discussion and development, 
guided by research on what’s best for young learners and their families” (Bryant & 
Clifford, 2005, p.5). Whatever maybe their finding, what is noteworthy is the efforts 
made to understand children, curriculum and what works best for children. It is a reward 
of the reform to narrow the achievement gap.  

Falling Short of Expectations 

The NCLB and GSGS have played host to a number of ills in the educational 
system today. While the federal government holds states and schools accountable for 
showing progress, both the federal and the state have fallen short of meeting their 
commitment to supporting the reform. “Without question, it is the most elaborate case of 
federal micromanagement of state policy, local schools, and teachers in the entire history 
of American education” declares Chapman (2007, p.25). NCLB’s target is to achieve 
95% or above of students to gain proficiency in reading, mathematics and science by 
2014. But the funds NCLB provides only amount to 7 to 13 percent of state education 
budget.

The challenges to implementing the reforms are manifold. The assessment of 
preschool children is under great scrutiny. “The National Reporting System (NRS), a 
standardized assessment for Head Start instituted by the federal government” (Rothman, 
2005, p. 1) is a much charged debate in journals and newspapers: whether or not those 
are appropriate tools and whether or not they should be administrated. Some feel that 
these tests may not provide accurate information on children’s abilities and others fear for 
the quality of the programs. They “warn that tests like NRS could direct teachers away 
from other essential areas of learning readiness, such as motivation and learning how to 
learn” (p.2). 

Teaching to the Test

The NCLB and GSGS pressure teachers to show results. This compels teachers to 
teach to the tests rather than making learning a fun and rewarding experience. “The tests 
have turned into the objective of classroom instruction rather than the measure of 
teaching and learning” (Smyth, 2008, p.133). Focusing simply on academic needs of the 
child, teachers are compelled to ignore the psychological needs of students. A child’s 
learning abilities are determined by the psychologically potent affective variables such as 
the child’s autonomy, interest and his/her social relationship (Jalango, 2007). If attaining 
higher standards is the goal, then adults cannot overlook these affective domains. 
Development takes place “within the sociocultural context of family, educational setting, 
community and the broader society” (Bredekamp, & Copple, 1997, p. 12). Therefore, 
teaching children isolated skills in not an effective way to teach them literacy skills. 



~ 1�� ~

Education Policy, Reform, & School Innovations in the Asia-Pacific

Kozol (2007) warns about yet another issue to the standard driven approach. “We 
have a major battle now ahead of us, not just about the tone and style of a child’s 
education but about the purposes it should espouse” (p.109). Here, the fundamental focus 
of education and its purposes are being questioned. 

Ignores Student Strength 

Moreover, Stipek (2006) argues that if all that teachers in schools are expected to 
develop is academic skills in children then it only hurts children more. “It … has the 
potential of doing more harm than good by promoting educational practices that 
undermine children’s enthusiasm for learning and, as a result, negatively affect their 
ultimate academic performance” (p.456). Such a focus ignores student’s inherent interests, 
talents and their full potential. 

Promotes Inappropriate Practices 

The narrow focus of K-12 standards is now being passed on to the early childhood 
programs. The Head Start reauthorization bill pushes further the academic core to be 
included in the early childhood programs (Stipek, 2005). This is likely to promote 
inappropriate practices and do greater damage to children. In an essence, this approach 
could steal childhood from children. Despite the fact that several studies demonstrate the 
many positive effects of developing social skills and emotional adjustment on academic 
achievement (Hamre and Pianta, 2005), providing opportunities to nurture the growth of 
prosocial skills and emotional development in preschool age children are diluted when 
the programs focus only on academic skills in isolation. 

Teaching, An Act of Transmitting

The Association for Childhood Education International (ACEI) in its position 
paper on Beyond Benchmarks and Scores: Reasserting the Role of Motivation and 
Interest in Children’s Academic Achievement (Jalango, 2007) states “It is ACEI’s 
position that, as our understanding of the learning process expands, educational initiatives 
and approaches need to reflect a more sophisticated understanding of learning” (p.399). 
The carrots and sticks approach upholds a simplistic view that workbook exercises 
promote greater learning and achievement. It supports the naïve view that teaching is just 
an act of transmitting (Paulo Friaries). The current testing and assessing practice endorses 
this view. It robs teachers from investing time in building relationships and helping 
children develop social competencies. It forces teachers to neglect other developmental 
domains. 

Lack of Funding 

Although the intent of the NCLB and GSGS are to provide a healthy start for the 
socially, economically and educationally disadvantaged it falls shy of providing sufficient 
funds for serving these at-risk children. A faculty member from Florida State added, 
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In grade III if the students do not pass the Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test 
(FCAT), they are retained. This is particularly challenging because of the diverse 
population in Florida. Irrespective of when an ELL child has joined school, they are 
expected to demonstrate their proficiency in FCAT (Szesci, Personal communication, 
2008).   

Yet another professional from Florida who wishes to remain anonymous confessed in 
confidentiality that the VPK which the state proclaims to be successful has had a different 
effect. In VPK children are assessed at the entry and exit. If the students are unable to 
demonstrate their proficiency in the exit test, the program directors fear state funding for 
the program will be cut. As a result the programs have become selective of who they 
accept in their VPK.

Moreover, programs such as Head Start or the public Pre-K have income 
eligibility requirements for acceptance and are restricted to the very poor (See Table 2). 
In 2004, “approximately 50% of Head Start-eligible children participated in the 
programs…. Families with slightly higher incomes-the near-poor and working-poor are 
generally excluded” says Takanishi (2004, p. 69). Besides, much against the general 
belief “only 15% of the states require attendance and only about 55% American children 
attend full-day kindergarten, despite research evidence of its value-particularly for 
improving educational performance of low-income children” (Takanishi, 2004, p.70). 
Many of these children of poverty are from immigrant families.  

Entry Age Increased 

Yet another detrimental effect of NCLB is that many States are considering 
moving up the entry age for kindergarten (Stipek, 2006). To mention a few, Rhode Island, 
Ohio, and Maryland are three states that have either moved or permitted the school 
districts to implement the age eligibility. The consequences of this can be dire because 
children who grow up in a literacy deprived environment due to various reasons will be 
further behind when they enter kindergarten. This would be self destructive. 

Teacher Training 

Teacher training becomes imperative when reforms are implemented. Change 
could be hard on anyone and teachers are no different. Training experienced teachers to 
use the document poses a challenge unlike any other. As one of the Superintendents of 
school districts put it “I would rather hire a candidate who has graduated from a teacher 
training program in the past two years as s/he has a better understanding of the state 
standards and I do not have to deal with resistance”(Personal communication, Nov. 28, 
2007).

Lowered Expectations 

The goal of attaining universal proficiency, particularly in math and reading has 
driven States to develop their own standards and tests. These tests are used as a yardstick 
to measure student success. But some fear that instead of raising the standards, the states 
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have lowered their expectations just to avoid being labeled persistently dangerous i.e. 
low performing schools (Will, 2007). Out of approximately 94,000 U.S. public schools 
only 46 were identified as being needing improvement and it included none from 
California. “The rationale for standards-based reform was that expectations would 
become more rigorous and uniform, but states’ proficiency tests vary wildly in difficulty 
with passing scores’ ranging from the 6th percentile to the 77th” (p.E2). Although the tests 
have become demanding in some States, in twice as many States the tests have been 
made easier.  

Impediments to Implementation

There were some challenges to implementing the reform. The alignment of Early 
Childhood Standards with K-12 system poses a challenge because the preschool 
programs are different from the K-12 system. Experts point to the fact that preschool 
programs are much more diverse in their curriculum and assessment than K-12 system. 
The private programs dominate the industry and are out side of public purview. Therefore, 
implementing the standards are difficult as these programs are barely held accountable 
(Kagan as cited by Rothman, 2005). 

Some States are entertaining the idea of abandoning NCLB. For instance, in 
Virginia the “law makers have been grappling with the idea of withdrawing from Federal 
No Child Left Behind Act” (Dunham, 2008, p. 1). The consequences of this for Virginia 
would mean that the state will have to forfeit the federal government funds which was 
about 6% of the school budget in 2007.

Future of NCLB 

The federal government made a monumental promise to provide a world class 
education to all children when it introduced the NCLB law (Kennedy, 2007). Because of 
this law, most states now have ways to track every student’s progress and teacher 
effectiveness. But this law is not without flaws and the congress and the Department of 
Education are exploring ways to address the challenges. (1) The accountability measures 
of the law are far too punitive and do not reward incremental progress (Hoff, 2008). 
Therefore, Margaret Spellings, the Secretary of Education has invited states to propose a 
growth model, as a pilot project. The modalities of assessment are not known. (2) The 
National Education Association (NEA) estimates that $ 14.8 billion is needed to fully 
fund the NCLB mandate. Therefore, congress needs to shore up additional funding. (3) 
The success of high school students depends on the skills they acquire in school. This 
indicates that graduation requirements need strengthening (Murnane and Steele, 2007). (4) 
States should “build the instructional capacity of schools to educate low-income 
children” (p.163). (5) Senator Edwards (Washington Post, 2008) argues that what affects 
the student achievement is the teacher quality. But this can be achieved only when states 
make a concerted effort to recruit and retain high-quality (Murnane and Steele, 2007, 
p.35) and skilled teachers. These are some of the issues, the congress has to address when 
it reauthorizes the NCLB law. 
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Conclusion

The perils of the NCLB are felt in many classrooms. But the president of teachers 
union expressed the immense anger teachers feel toward this bill. It demoralizes teachers. 
All of the challenges embolden the critiques beliefs that in actuality, No Child Left 
Behind Act leaves behind those children in support of whom this very law was passed. 
Children of poverty attend schools that are lacking in equipment, cleanliness, textbooks, 
computer and information technology (Beers, 2005) confirming the division between the 
haves and have nots. Those who need the support the most to succeed in schools are 
being left behind. It cradles the achievement gap and marginalizes students to simply 
watch from the sidelines the progress of some of their peer group. Senator Ted Kennedy 
is likely to take up the lead in the reauthorization of this bill. Ms. Margaret Spelling, 
Secretary of Education “acknowledged the effort now faces tremendous obstacles” 
(Dillon, 2007, p. 24). The task, in her own words, is as hard as putting the Humpty
Dumpty together again. But as John F. Kennedy put it, “There are risks and costs to a 
program of action. But they are far less than the long-range risks and costs of inaction.” 
No pain, no gain. 
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Introduction 

Reforms of higher education in the United States have become the focus of 
attention of international educators. Within the United States, the State of Georgia is 
currently involved in higher education reforms which are directed toward redesigning 
educational leadership programs. Georgia’s highest college and university governing 
body, the Georgia Board of Regents, along with the Professional Standards Commission, 
the state’s professional certification authority, have instructed all universities to redesign 
educational leadership programs which prepare teachers to become school administrators. 
As guidelines, the Board of Regents and the Professional Standards Commission have 
developed the “Ten Strands” (BOR) and the “Six Standards” (PSC) for universities to 
follow in their program redesign efforts. By May 2008, all redesigned educational 
leadership programs shall have been approved for full implementation for the Fall 
Semester of 2008. 

The background of the redesign initiative can be found in the educational, 
political and socioeconomic changes in the USA in recent years. Several factors account 
for the redesign of a new generation of educational leadership programs.  At the national 
level, the Federal educational mandates of the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act push 
school administrators to meet higher standards for student performance (Jazzar, & 
Algozzine, 2006). It has been noted that rapid changes in demographics nationwide 
demand a new approach for school leadership programs which will address the 
complexity of diversity issues related to the education of students (Darling-Hammond, 
1997). Of major concern is the academic setback of U.S. students in international 
competitions.  This increasingly weak performance puts pressure on school 
administrators to focus on the important role of instructional leader (Phillips, 2007; 
WoBmann, 2007). Clearly, the rapid development in technology integration in classroom 
instruction has given birth to a new role for school principals: that of technology leaders 
(Creighton, 2003). This chapter reports on the redesign criteria of educational leadership 
programs in the State of Georgia and examines how one university meets these criteria 
with innovative strategies.

What Literature Has To Say About Educational Leadership Program  

Educational leadership is probably one of the most disputed programs in the 
preparation of educational leaders. Arthur Levine (2005) discussed many negative 
practices in the educational leadership programs and others have addressed the pros and 
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cons of educational leadership programs in the literature. These discussions have led to 
many controversies in the preparation of educational leaders. 

Common Features of Educational Leadership Programs 

Chenoweth, Carr, and Ruhl (2002) reviewed current professional literature and 
identified seven key elements of best practices in university-based educational leadership 
programs: philosophy and design; recruitment/selection; curriculum; instructional 
delivery systems; internship/practicum; program evaluation; and professional 
development. Of these elements, recruitment /selection, instructional delivery systems, 
and internship/practicum are the ones most discussed in literature. 

Regarding the recruitment and selection of program candidates, Grogan and 
Andrews (2002) urged leadership preparation programs to include the notion of selecting 
candidates who will serve the profession with a new vision of leadership and social 
justice foundation. Chenoweth, Carr and Ruhl (2002) reported the nationwide need to 
recruit diverse candidates into leadership preparation programs while cautioning that self-
selection and supervisor nomination methods of candidate selection could exacerbate the 
situation. Open door admissions may also prevent programs from seeking highly 
qualified and diverse candidates even though the practice may increase the number of 
students enrolling (Hale & Moorman, 2003; Milstein & Krueger, 1997; Preis, Grogan, 
Sherman, & Beaty, 2007). As leadership programs are held more accountable, stringent 
screening of program applicants is critical to attain better quality (Barnett & Muth, 2003). 
Preis et al. (2007) reviewed three major models of delivery of leadership preparation 
programs as follows:    

Cohort model. Many universities use a cohort model as a way to move students 
through a program of study.  A cohort, a fixed group of students taking a common 
curriculum (Barnett, Basom, Yerkes, & Norris, 2000; Barnett & Muse, 1993; Diller, 
2004), has the advantage of creating support and lifelong relationships among group 
members (Bailey, Ruhl-Smith, & Smith, 1999; Norris, Barnett, Basom, & Yerkes, 1996). 
Browne-Ferrigno & Muth (2003) reported a strong sense of community among the cohort 
members and  networking among cohort members after the completion of the program is 
another benefit (Bailey, Ruhl-Smith, & Smith,1999; Barnett, et al. 2000; Barnett & Muse, 
1993; Browne-Ferrigno & Muth, 2003; McCabe, Ricciardi, & Jamison, 2000; Milstein, 
1995). It is noteworthy, however, that Barnet et al. found no research to support the idea 
that program graduates from cohort models have stronger leadership abilities than 
participants in non-cohort models.  

Collaboration model. Collaboration between university and school districts is 
seen as a remedy for the criticism that there is a lack of connection between theory and 
practice in university leadership preparation programs (National Association of 
Secondary School Principals, 1992; Peel & Wallace, 1996; Preis et al., 2007; Thompson 
& Björk,1989; Williams, 1987,).  Increasingly, universities are attempting to bridge the 
gap between theory and practice by establishing collaborative models between 
universities and schools. According to Goldring and Sims (2005), successful 
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collaborations entail having practitioner representation in the advisory, development, or 
redesign of the partnership program. In addition, a shared commitment and mutual 
respect for all contributions in a joint effort are essential (Whitaker & Barnett, 1999). 
Universities are becoming successful at building collaboration with schools when school 
administrators participate in teaching and mentoring candidates (Aiken, 2001; Clark & 
Clark, 1997; Milstein & Krueger, 1997; Whitaker & Barnett, 1999). Offering university 
courses or entire programs on-site within school districts is yet another form of 
university-school collaboration (Grogan & Roberson, 2002; Goldring & Sims, 2005; 
Jackson & Kelley, 2002; Whitaker, King, & Vogel, 2004).   

Technology model. Sherman and Beaty (2007) reported that institutions integrate 
technology in their instructional delivery in three formats: asynchronous Internet 
programs; synchronous Internet programs; and two-way interactive video and audio. 
Technology offers the prospect for more effective teaching and learning, increases 
geographic reach and student access by reducing time constraints (Broskoske & Harvey, 
2000) and it can also reach a more inclusive population of aspiring educational leaders 
(Belcher, 1999; Opsal, Brunner & Virnig, 2005; Savicki, Kelley & Lingenfelter, 1996; 
Sullivan, 2002).  Technolgy has the capacity to cultivate more transformative and 
relational leadership styles (Preis et al., 2007). However, Carr-Chellman and Duchastel 
(2000) warned that the use of technology may threaten the quality of instruction and 
student learning. Furthermore, concerns about quality control, lack of faculty interest, and 
program development costs are issues related to the expansion of technology in 
leadership preparation programs (Sherman & Beaty, 2007). 

In field experiences, Chenoweth, Carr, & Ruhl (2002) identified four types of 
practicum structures: (a) independent practicum, (b) interdependent practicum designed 
to follow the formal course work, (c) embedded practicum as part of the formal course 
work, and d) apprenticeship as the total preparation arrangement. However, most 
programs divide leadership coursework and internship into two separate components 
(Hackmann & Price, 1995, Hess & Kelly, 2005; Jackson & Kelley, 2002; Milstein & 
Krueger, 1997). Research indicates that first year principals with an intern experience 
were significantly more confident than those without an internship experience (Cohen, 
2001; Jean & Evans, 1995). In addition, candidates consider school-based practicum 
activities the most highly valued program experiences (Krueger & Milstein, 1995). 
Chenoweth, Carr, and Ruhl (2002) noted that key factors in determining practicum 
success were the quality of mentorship and the time candidates devoted to practicum 
activities.   

Program Redesign and Quality Assurance 

Researchers noted that program improvement began with engaging in thorough 
and honest program review (Gupton, 1998). Other researchers (Chan, Richardson, & Pool, 
2003; Crews & Weakley 1995; Lovette 1997; Van Berkum, Richardson, & Lane 1994) 
valued listening to the participants and attending to their individual needs as paths to 
program improvement. Additional program improvement channels include becoming 
amenable to both nontraditional and innovative approaches (Hoban, Neu, & Castle 2003), 
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understanding how adults learn (Daresh,1997; Kraus & Cordeiro,1995; Restine, 1997), 
fostering the development of appropriate dispositions (Lee & Keiffer, 2003; Richardson 
& Lane, 1994; Roberts, Lindsey, & Jones, 2003; Sorenson & Machell, 1996), being 
proactive (Klotz & Daniel,1998), recognizing the challenges and difficulties in the 
transition of first-year administrators (Hartzell, Williams, & Nelson, 1994; Henderson 
2002; Lyons, 1992), and becoming more outcome based (Brogan, 1994; Laing & 
Bradshaw, 2003).  Portfolio assessment (Marcoux, Brown, Irby, & Lara-Alecio, 2003; 
Milstein, 1996; Wilmore & Erlandson, 1995) was also commonly used for program 
assessment.    

Additionally, many experts spoke of the importance of mentoring (Coleman, Low, 
Bush, & Chew, 1996; Gordon & Moles, 1994; Jacobson, 1996; Kraus, 1996) and 
networking (Parkay & Currie, 1992) in program redesign. Suggestions were also made to 
develop internship experiences to become more significant, allowing students to integrate 
practice with new knowledge while being mentored by practicing administrators (Gantner 
& Hallsall, 2003; Krueger & Milstein, 1995). 

Using state and national standards as a way to strengthen educational leadership 
programs is common (Lashway, 1997). In Georgia, the Educational Leadership 
Constituent Council (ELCC) Standards, established by the National Policy Board for 
Educational Administration in 2002, have become the foundation for the new standards 
of Professional Standards Commission. Other standards include the Georgia Board of 
Regents’ newly developed Ten Strands that mandate the contents of educational 
leadership programs (Georgia Board of Regents, 2007). Regional agencies, such as 
Southern Regional Education Board (SREB), urge educational leadership program 
developers to respond to criticisms and suggestions from the field to redesign their 
programs (Fry, O’Neil, & Bottoms, 2006). 

Limited research addresses the redesign of educational leadership programs (Preis 
et al., 2007). However, it appears that the practices of team building, goal setting, 
collaborative decision-making and conflict resolution are the foci of program redesign 
(Crews & Weakley, 1995).  In the redesign process, some programs work with school 
districts to admit potential candidates (Murphy, 1993; Ogawa & Pounder, 1993), and 
change traditional semester course structures to align with school calendars. Other 
redesign approaches embed field experience in course content for the purpose of 
providing more relevance (Chenoweth, Carr, & Ruhl, 2002).  A program advisory council 
of school administrators working with faculty keeps the program content relevant 
(Milstein & Krueger, 1997).

The work of program redesign requires quality assurance.  Under the demand for 
accountability, higher education institutes from Australia, North America, Asia, Europe, 
South America, and Africa, have instituted processes to assure the quality of their 
educational programs (Hong Kong Council of Academic Accreditation Tenth Annual 
International Conference, 2001; Bureau for Higher Education, Ministry of University 
Affairs, Thailand, 1998; Fuentelsaz & Jimenez, 2000). Ball (2001) introduced his quality 
assurance model to include the academic, student, and social evaluation components. 
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Beza’s program evaluation process (1984) includes five elements: entry screening, 
increased program competencies, mentoring student teachers, exit evaluation, and 
probation for beginning teachers. Crawford (1998), Meek and O’Neill (1997), and 
Sutherland (1997) also strongly support program quality assurance. Similarly, Leong’s 
quality program criteria (2000) include: institutional mechanisms for course approval and 
monitoring, course design and delivery methods, staff qualifications and appointment 
procedures, student support services, assessment procedures and criteria, and course 
management. Meanwhile, Randall (2000) emphasized program quality assurance to 
include increased demands on the learners in terms of the acquisition of knowledge and 
skills, the capacity for conceptualization, and increasing autonomy in learning. A 
program concern highlighted by Sutherland (1997) was that the cumbersome process of 
acquiring evidence of quality education could possibly erode their core role of providing 
teacher education.

Problems with Existing Educational Leadership Programs in Georgia 

As stated by Levine (2005), university-based educational administration programs 
nationwide suffered from curricular disarray, low admissions and graduation standards, 
weak faculty, inadequate clinical instruction, inappropriate degrees and poor research. 
Some of the problematic issues of the existing educational leadership programs in 
Georgia are similar and can be summarized in the following: 

1. Theory orientation without practical references where most instruction is  based 
on selected textbooks and  specific reference is not made to Georgia related issues;   

2. Disorganized administrative internship experiences in which no standardized 
activities are provided to enrich the candidates’ internship experiences; 

3. No horizontal alignment among courses with little reference to the contents of 
other leadership courses resulting in repetition and disconnection; 

4. Academic portfolios, used by candidates to post artifacts as evidence of learning, 
have limited application and are of little practical value; 

5. Lack of technology leadership skills and few or no courses in leadership programs 
to address this need; 

6. Data-based design component missing and program graduates are not prepared to 
analyze data to improve student achievement as mandated by No Child Left 
Behind Act; 

7. Failure to address diversity issues is a common phenomenon in most of the 
programs (Chan, 2006).   
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Program Redesign Criteria in Georgia 

Throughout the state of Georgia, educational leadership programs are being 
redesigned to match guidelines issued by the Georgia Board of Regents and the 
Professional Standards Commission.  These two state agencies appointed a committee of 
educational leaders to develop the “Ten Strands” (BOR) and the “Six Standards” (PSC) 
to be used as a guide by program redesigners at the college and university level. They are 
briefly introduced in the following: 

The Ten Strands  

The Ten Strands required by the Georgia Board of Regents are intended “to span 
preparation, certification, professional development, performance appraisal, and re-
certification of Georgia’s educational leaders in administrative and teacher leadership 
roles” (Georgia Board of Regents, 2007). The Ten Strands and their guiding statements 
are listed as follows: 

1. Curriculum- Align curriculum vertically and horizontally with the state    
curriculum standards. 

2. Instruction- Engage teachers in cooperative work to design, monitor and 
revise instruction to ensure that students achieve proficiency on state curriculum 
standards and system expectations for learning. 

3. Assessment- Engage teachers in the use of assessment data to design and 
adjust instruction to maximize student learning and achievement. 

4. Data Analysis- Systematically collect and analyze data to identify 
improvement needs. 

5. Organizational Culture- Select or develop instruments designed to analyze 
beliefs, processes, and structures in a school or district that support rigor in 
teaching and learning. 

6. Professional Learning and Development- Lead job-embedded professional 
learning that aligns with school improvement goals and supports student 
achievement. 

7. Performance Management and Process Improvement- Lead collaborative 
development of the vision, mission, and values/beliefs that will guide continuous 
improvement. 

8. Managing Operations- Organize a safe, orderly, and engaging learning 
environment, including facilities, reflecting state, system and local school 
guidelines.
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9. Leading Change- Drive and sustain change in a collegial environment focused 
on continuous improvement that supports academic success for all students. 

10.  Relationship Development- Develop and lead communication strategies to 
support the school’s goals and student achievement.    

(Georgia Board of Regents, 2007) 

The Six Standards 

The Six Standards of the Professional Standards Commission “state field-specific 
content standards and requirements for approving programs that prepare individuals to 
serve in building and/or system level education leadership roles and positions P-12” 
(Professional Standards Commission, 2007). For program graduates to be eligible for 
leadership certification, a university shall offer a preparation program that conforms to 
the following Common Core Knowledge Standards. Program graduates are educational 
leaders who have the knowledge and ability to promote the success of all students by:

1. Facilitating the improvement of schools through the development, articulation, 
implementation, and stewardship of a shared school or system’s vision of learning. 

2. Promoting a positive school culture by providing a research based instructional 
program implementing best practices of student learning, and designing 
comprehensive professional development for staff. 

3. Developing, implementing and managing an improvement plan which addresses 
school organization, operations, and resources as prescribed in Georgia law, rules and 
regulations to contain costs and maximizes benefits for students, parents and tax 
payers.

4. Collaborating with families and community members responding to diverse 
community interests and needs, managing conflict and mobilizing community 
resources.

5. Acting with integrity, fairness, and in a legal and ethical manner based on 
knowledge and understanding of Georgia and federal laws, regulations, and judicial 
decisions affecting education in Georgia. 

6. Demonstrating an understanding of, responding to, and influencing the larger 
political, social, economic, legal, and cultural context. (Professional Standards 
Commission, 2007) 

The Ten Strands and the Six Standards establishes new criteria for the redesign of 
educational leadership programs in Georgia. These criteria stand on a strong literature 
base mirroring the best practices in the educational leadership field.   
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What the New Criteria Really Mean 

As stated above, the educational leadership programs throughout the state need to 
be redesigned to meet new political, socioeconomic as well as academic challenges of 
today. Given these issues, the redesigned educational leadership programs are expected to 
address the major concerns of the existing programs. Some of the requisite features of the 
redesign criteria are identified in the following: 

Practicality. Since the M.Ed. in Educational Leadership Program is intended to be a 
practitioners’ program, the new program criteria mandate a minimum of 30% of the class 
activities to be field based. EDL faculty is expected to provide learning experiences 
which allow program candidates to explore practices in the real school situation. It is the 
belief of the new criteria developers that educational leadership theories need to stand the 
test of practicality. It stands to reason that when candidates can verify in the field the 
practical value of their class learning experiences, they are more satisfied with their 
professional commitment to the engagement of the program. 

School/University Partnership. The new program criteria mandate a strong collaboration 
between schools and universities in the preparation of future educational leaders. They 
will enter into partnership agreements to support program activities in the areas of 
admission, advisement, assessment, practicum and research. School systems’ 
commitments to educational leadership preparation will certainly contribute to building a 
stronger base of program application. 

Instructional Leadership. Under pressure from the NCLB Act, all school administrators 
must demonstrate improved student test scores. In consideration of this mandate, the new 
criteria emphasize that leadership programs need to pay special attention to program 
activities to prepare effective instructional leaders. With the rapid development of 
technology and its integration into classroom instruction, educational leaders are 
beginning to catch up in the use of technology, both in instruction and administration. 
The new program criteria are specific in that school administrators must serve as 
instructional leaders of a technological age. 

School Community Relations. The new program criteria place school-community 
relationships high on the program redesign agenda. The movement toward improved 
collaboration not only with parents but also community and governmental leaders clearly 
points to the growing significance of community participation in every aspect of the 
education process. 

Analysis of School Data. School improvement and increased student achievement as 
required by the No Child Left Behind Act, emphasize the need for school leaders to focus 
on data analysis as a basis to meet these goals.   
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One University’s Redesign Strategies 

The university described in this chapter is located in one of metropolitan Atlanta's 
burgeoning northwest suburbs with over 20,000 commuter and residential students, 
including more than 1,700 from 136 countries, who are pursuing their undergraduate and 
graduate degrees. The student body is a mix of traditional (46%) and nontraditional 
students (54%) with an average age of 26. Approximately 20 percent of the students are 
members of ethnic minorities including African Americans (11%), Asian Americans 
(3.67%) Hispanic Americans (3.7%), multi-racial (1.75%) and Native Americans (0.32%).  
For the past 20 years, female students (61%) have continued to outnumber male students 
(39%) attending this university. 

Facing the challenge of mandated program redesign, the educational leadership 
faculty of this large suburban university in Georgia planned strategies to meet the new 
BOR and PSC requirements while maintaining the mission of the university. At the same 
time, problems of the existing program as identified by graduates and field administrators 
must be resolved in program redesign. Aiming at restructuring an educational leadership 
program in Georgia that this university could claim as its own, faculty members 
eventually agreed on the following strategies that proved later to be both practical and 
beneficial:

Analysis of the New Program Requirements 

The faculty decided that to understand the essence of the redesigned initiative, the 
Ten Strands and the Six Standards needed to be thoroughly analyzed. The requirements 
of the redesigned program were compared line by line with those of the existing program. 
Additional content areas were identified, the intent of redesign was fully understood, and 
foci of the redesign criteria were well identified. The analysis effort helped faculty realize 
the directions of the redesign initiative. 

Soliciting Fresh Ideas from Other University Faculty 

When the faculty members exhausted ideas of their own, they were not shy in 
seeking for fresh ideas from colleagues at other universities. Some faculty members 
attended regional and national conferences to find state of the art educational leadership 
programs. A review of creative programs at other universities also generated ideas the 
faculty in this university could include as part of a plan for a unique educational 
leadership program of its own.  

Seeking Feedback from Graduates 

Faculty members acknowledged problems in the existing educational leadership 
program. They wanted to know the perception of the program graduates who actually 
lived through every stage of the program, believing that graduates would provide candid 
feedback as to the strengths and weaknesses of the current program. This valuable 
feedback could help avoid repeating mistakes and inconsistency in the revised program.
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Securing Assistance from Field Administrators 

To meet the local community needs, the EDL faculty decided to invite current 
educational administrators both from the district and school levels to participate in the 
program redesign effort. This strategy was very effective in recognizing the important 
role that local school administrators played in the program redesign initiative.  

Highlighting Program Uniqueness 

In redesigning the educational leadership program, the faculty’s attention was 
focused on the fact that the new program must encompass the university’s goals. While 
complying with the BOR and PSC criteria, the redesigned program should retain features 
which are unique and applicable to the university.

Making Best Use of Its Own Resources 

One of the important redesign strategies was to assess the resources of the 
existing program in terms of faculty qualifications and experiences, fiscal commitment of 
the university to program development, and the directions of future development of the 
program in this university. This analysis of resources helped faculty members identify 
program strengths and weaknesses. Faculty members were then able to proceed in their 
redesign effort to create a new program by making best use of its existing resources. 

Feedback from Graduates and Administrators 

A survey to obtain feedback from graduates was administered. The survey results 
indicated that the educational leadership program graduates rated their program 
preparation to be above average. ELCC Standard 5, relating to professional ethics, 
received the highest comparative rating and ELCC Standard 3, relating to school 
operations and management, received the lowest comparative rating. A follow-up to the 
survey was an on-site interview of selected graduates and their principals.  The interview 
with both graduates and principals suggested consistent and uniform program activities to 
implement an effective leadership internship program. It is notable that their 
recommendations align with the Ten Standards and the Six Standards in strengthening the 
educational leadership programs (Georgia Board of Regents, 2007; Lashway, 1997; 
National Policy Board for Educational Administration, 2002).  

Part of the interview solicited input from principals regarding topics for 
workshops which would further graduates’ professional development.  They suggested 
data analysis for school improvement, teacher allotment process, class scheduling, public 
relations and school budgeting as areas of need. On the other hand, program graduates 
indicated that they needed for workshops related to legal requirements for special 
education, time management, and student discipline issues. Both graduates and their 
principals identified portfolio and practicum experiences as program areas that need 
improvement.   
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Highlights of the Redesigned Program 

As a result of the program redesign effort, the educational leadership program of 
this university not only took on a new appearance, but also made solid improvement in its 
contents and activities. The faculty believed that the redesigned educational leadership 
program embraced the most successful practices to ensure preparation of effective 
educational leaders. The redesigned program will be delivered both on and off campus 
with face-to-face and on-line approaches. It  now includes a total of 14 courses developed 
to cover two concentration areas: Ethics and Multicultural Leadership (EML) and 
Technology Leadership (TL). The titles of these courses are: 

 Leadership Theory and Practice   

School Operations and Community Relations   

Curriculum and Instructional Leadership   

  21st Century Teaching and Learning   

Data Analysis and School Improvement 

Leading Professional Learning and Change 

Human Resources for School Leaders  

Educational Law and Policy 

Technology Leadership 

Educational Research 

School Leadership in Multicultural Contexts (EML only) 

Ethical Leadership (EML only) 

Productivity & Professional Practice (TL only) 

Technical Support, Management and Operations (TL only) 

The Two Concentrations 

The M.Ed. Program of Educational Leadership is composed of two concentrations: 
the ethics and multicultural leadership, and the technology leadership. Candidates of both 
concentrations complete the same 30 credit hours of basic course work. Ethics and 
multicultural leadership candidates will complete 6 credit hours in ethics and 
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multicultural education while technology leadership candidates will complete 6 credit 
hours in technology management. 

Expanded Program 

Because of specific course content required by BOR and PSC, the existing 
educational leadership program has been expanded from 32 credit hours to 36 credit 
hours. Expanded program areas now include technology leadership, data driven decision-
making, community relations, and an embedded administrative practicum. It is believed 
that these changes will strengthen the potential for program completers to become 
effective leaders. As all the 12 courses are essential to the redesigned program in each 
concentration, no elective courses are offered.  

Embedded Portfolio 

Another change is in the creation of an embedded portfolio in which candidates 
will work on an electronic portfolio as related assignments in various courses are 
completed. Chalk and Wire is an electronic program selected for use in the redesign. A 
part of the candidates’ portfolio responsibilities include reflecting on related school 
experiences as they occur in particular courses.  The intent is to allow candidates to 
become more confident in documenting significant achievements in each stage of the 
program. 

Embedded Practicum 

Practicum experiences in the redesign program will be embedded as part of the 
course activities. Candidates will work with course instructors to complete their field-
based activities and to log in hours for practicum purposes. This new initiative calls for 
immediate verification of educational leadership issues evolving from theory to practice 
and ensures appropriate and consistent field experiences. 

Research Project 

The research project will serve as a capstone project for program assessment. 
Candidates will be required to complete a field-based research project with data 
collection, analysis and interpretation. This new requirement will help candidates 
understand the value and cycle of educational research. 

Assessment of the Redesigned Program 

To ensure that all measurable components are included and assessed, a system of 
accountability has been established.  This series of assessments of candidates in the 
educational leadership program is intended to measure the effectiveness of the redesigned 
program in developing educational leaders. Candidates demonstrate competency via 
assessments of selected significant activities that determine leadership knowledge and 
skills across the program. They are briefly described below:
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a. Candidates’ performance in the Georgia Certification Examination is an indication of 
how well the program prepares its candidates for educational leadership. 

b.   At the end of the program, candidates’ advisors and their field mentors assess the 
      candidates’ program performance in field experiences.  

c. The program’s success can also be measured by how well candidates’ research 
projects address leadership issues of teaching and learning and its impact on student 
achievement.    

d. A Program Exit Survey is to be given to candidates in the last semester to learn their 
perception of the quality of the educational leadership program. 

e. A candidates’ disposition assessment completed by the candidates’ field mentors to 
      indicate the degree of professional maturity the candidates’ have attained  during the
      educational leadership program. 

f. Candidate projects promoting school-community relations will be implemented as an 
indicator of program success. 

       g.   Candidates’ professional portfolios will document successful leadership experiences 
             during enrollment in the program.  

A program redesign report has been filed with the Professional Standards 
Commission to confirm that all program assessment indicators have been included. The 
redesigned program coordinator will be required to file an annual report to reflect the 
progress in accomplishing the requirements of the assessment indicators. Statewide, the 
Georgia Board of Regents and the Professional Standards Commission have continued to 
monitor the implementation of the redesigned program to overcome difficulties in 
ensuring success.   

Barriers to Program Redesign 

The path to successful program redesign is not smooth. The barriers encountered 
by educational leadership faculty of this university were overcome through the 
collaborative efforts of the faculty as they sought consensus. To begin, the faculty noted 
that some of the criteria for revision covered areas which did not exist in the current 
leadership program. This necessitated a program expansion from 32 credit hours to 36 
credit hours. In addition, the program revision task was more comprehensive than a slight 
modification of the current program and required a complete redesign with new concepts 
and innovative ideas.

Next, the faculty needed to weigh the extent and depth to which each course 
would be covered in the program giving consideration to balancing theory and practice. 
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In addition, the faculty had to decide what content should be included at each level of the 
educational leadership program. Another challenge to face the faculty was to work within 
the constraints of different standards and criteria. After having met the mandates, there 
was little room for other important leadership topics to be part of the program. However, 
faculty was able to include some topics recommended by the local school systems.  

One of the special features of the revised leadership program is the embedded 
practicum activities within each course. Initially, the faculty of this university was 
divided in their positions and it took some time to convince the entire faculty to agree to 
try the concept. This particular approach is innovative and has never been tried in 
Georgia.

Lastly, the faculty recognized that topics within the educational leadership 
program could possibly be included in more than one course.  To manage this potential 
problem, a matrix, based on the Ten Strands and Six Standards, was created to align 
course content with the standards. This horizontal checking across courses helped to 
eliminate repetitions and omissions.  

What Lessons Can be Learned? 

In undergoing program redesign, the educational leadership faculty of this 
university has learned valuable lessons which may be shared with colleagues in other 
universities who may experience similar redesign circumstances. Faculty experiences at 
this university can be summarized in the lessons which follow. 

Lesson 1: Explore the background of the program redesign initiative. 

 Understanding the historical, political and social background of how the program 
redesign initiative originates will help program designers to focus on achieving the 
purposes of program redesign. Periodic program redesign is important because it allows 
the development of new programs which reflect the changing needs.   

Lesson 2: Analyze the components of new requirements. 

Comparing new program requirements with those of existing programs helps 
determine where changes are needed in the redesign process. Further, comparisons may 
clarify the need for adding, embedding or integrating elements of course contents in a 
redesigned program. It may also identify repetitive or outdated content areas.   

Lesson 3: Meet the redesign criteria of multiple standards.  

 In most program redesign cases, more than one set of program standards must be 
addressed. Careful planning of strategies to meet common goals of these standards can 
simplify the redesign process. In order to be certain that all requirements are met, 
communication with all agencies involved in the redesign process is essential.  
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Lesson 4: Understand the market needs. 

A review of current practices and trends in educational administration in K-12 
schools provides direction for program redesign which will meet school system needs. It 
is important to become aware of emerging issues impacting leadership practices. It is 
understood that public pressure fed by special interest groups with access to high profile 
advertising may force the hands of program developers to change the redesign focus.

Lesson 5: Take a participatory planning approach. 

Recognizing the strengths of the faculty and organizing faculty members in 
groups with different redesign responsibilities will pave the way to a successful redesign 
process. Give every faculty member specific responsibilities in the redesign process. By 
involving faculty in significant ways, program redesign could be strengthened and more 
comprehensive. 

Lesson 6: Value program graduates’ feedback. 

Feedback from program graduates provides field-based insight of strengths and 
deficiencies. Because graduates are now in the position to use newly acquired knowledge, 
they can provide helpful feedback and can offer constructive ideas in the redesign process. 
It should be noted that feedback from graduates prior to their entry into administration 
positions may not give accurate information of their perception of the preparation 
program. 

Lesson 7: Involve local school administrators in program redesign. 

  Advice from practicing administrators from multiple schools and school districts 
helps validate the need for inclusion of specific experiences and program modifications. 
Clearly, the redesign process is ineffective without insight from field administrators. 
Such feedback may lead to the inclusion of some essential course content that may not be 
part of the requirement of the Ten Strands and Six Standards. 

Lesson 8:  Solicit input from internal and external faculty. 

Colleagues from within the university, as well as from other universities, often 
provide ideas that are useful in the redesign effort.  Their perspectives and approaches 
may stimulate creative ideas which become a springboard for innovation. However, one 
should not assume that successful strategies implemented at one university will guarantee 
the same result in another context. 

Lesson 9: Recognize the department strengths and weaknesses. 

Consider faculty qualifications, fiscal resources, and the organizational culture to 
determine the extent and the level of faculty involvement in the redesign effort. Levels of 
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responsibility may not be the same for everyone, rather, according to expertise, prior 
experience, commitment and dedication. 

Lesson 10:  Seek opportunities for review of revised program. 

 Dividing the completion of program redesign into stages and seeking preliminary 
review from approving agencies could ensure the redesign effort is headed in the right 
direction. Periodic conferences with the representatives from interested parties or 
agencies to seek their guidance and feedback is another way to keep the effort on track.

Conclusion

This chapter has provided the background of redesign effort in one educational 
leadership program in a university located in the state of Georgia, United States of 
America. Current effective practices in school leadership and program redesign were 
identified through a literature review. Program redesign criteria from state agencies were 
included along with the university’s innovative strategies to address redesign 
requirements.  The inclusion of program graduates and field administrators in the 
redesign effort provided meaningful insight to program designers and resulted in a newly 
revised educational leadership program with strong evidence of a successful practitioner-
oriented program.  

As university leaders consider making changes in their own programs, they will   
give careful consideration to the impact of political, social, economic and educational 
influences within their own country. This may be seen in China, where character 
education has been the key to education preparation programs (Li, 2002), and in 
Singapore, where respect for rules has been infused into education program redesign 
(Lourdusamy, Divaharan, Huan & Wong, 2001).  While a top-down approach to 
educational reform is typical in Korea (Kim, 2001), educators in India continue to 
reconcile unmatched differences between policymaking and implementation (Walia, 
2001).  Finally, whatever the varying influences which drive educational redesign in 
other countries might be, the basic principles in program redesign which  has proven to 
be successful in this American university may apply to similar efforts in countries in the 
Asia Pacific Region. Program designers in higher education may find the lessons learned 
by educational leadership faculty of this university in Georgia worth considering. 
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Shing Kun Chan 
The Hong Kong Institute of Education, Hong Kong 

Introduction 

During the past decade, the higher education system in Hong Kong has expanded 
massively. As a result, the concerns about quality in higher education and the nature of 
learning and teaching are more thoroughly examined (Biggs, 2003; Bishop, 2005; Dart et 
al., 1998; Lam et al., 1997; Kwo et al., 2004). It is observed that “the ossified education 
system fails to meet the demands of rapid social development; the exam-led teaching 
mode fails to promote creativity and self-actualizing among students; the inflexible 
teaching process fails to adjust according to individual needs (Lee, 2001, p.11)”. There 
are many ways in which teaching and learning can occur but the most common approach 
in the field of higher education is lecturing in which students are gathered together for 
several hours largely listening to the tutor’s presentation (Barr & Tagg, 1995; Kwo et al., 
2004). In fact, most Hong Kong students progress through their primary, secondary and 
tertiary education doing much rote learning and very little group work. Student learning 
is controlled by highly structured curriculum, conventional lectures and content-based 
examinations (Brien, 2007; Llewllyn et al., 1982; Morris, 1992). Such a didactic and 
teacher-centred approach renders passive learning and fails to nourish the cognitive, 
meta-cognitive and social competencies of the learners.  

Background and Conceptual Work 

In order to cope with the nowadays rapidly-changing environments and the complex 
work processes, university graduates need to achieve not only a sound base of discipline 
specific knowledge but also a number of higher order skills and attitudes (Chan, 2008; 
French, 1999; Tynjälä et al., 2003; Van den Bergh et al., 2006). Constructivists argue that 
learning must be seen as a process of knowledge building and meaning construction 
through a variety of goal-oriented, self-regulated, collaborative and individually different 
activities (Struyven et al., 2006). Such an active engagement would lead to greater 
retention of subject matter, foster problem-solving skills and arouse motivation for future 
learning (Cothran, 2000; Marks, 2000; Snyder, 2003). More importantly, De Corte (2000) 
proposed the design of ‘powerful learning environments’ to encourage active engagement 
of students. The characteristics of the design may be summarized as follows:  

There is a good balance between systematic instruction and personal 
exploration.

The student learning is self-organized and self-regulated. 

Authentic contexts are used to facilitate student collaboration and personal 
meaning. 
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The learning environments cater for individual differences among students with 
regards to cognitive, affective and motivational aspects. 

The environments incorporate the attainment of general skills within the subject 
matter domains. 

The above conceptual framework provides valuable guidelines to help establish 
learning environments that may go beyond the stereotype of Chinese students as passive 
learners and fulfil the social expectation on the university graduates. Moreover, it was 
these rationales and principles that have given rise to the author his design of a new 
teaching strategy called the “TRIO enquiry”. The following paragraph describes the 
theoretical framework used for evaluating this new strategy. 

Tessmer defined formative evaluation as ‘a judgement of the strengths and 
weaknesses of instruction in its developing stages for purposes of revising the instruction 
to improve its effectiveness and appeal’ (1993, p.11). In essence, it is a process of 
gathering data to determine the value or worth of instruction for evaluative means. Salient 
features of the evaluative processes include:    

1. Self evaluation: the evaluator carries out a need assessment to find out the programme 
objectives, content, and feasibility of the delivery system.  

2. Expert review: experts review the instruction with or without the evaluator. 

3. One-to-one: one learner at a time reviews the instruction with evaluator and give 
comments upon it. 

4. Small-group: the evaluator tries out the instruction with a group of learners and 
records their performances and comments. 

5. Field test: the evaluator observes the instruction being tried out in a realistic situation 
with a group of learners (Tessmer, 1993, p.15-16) 

Tessmer recommended practitioners to apply expert reviews and the one-to-one 
procedure after the self-evaluation stage, and then the approach is revised before 
performing to a small group. After some revision, the field test is conducted under 
realistic situation with the learners prior to its final revision for improvement.  

The following diagram illustrates the stages of Tessmer’s formative evaluation of 
instruction (Tessmer, 1993, p. 16): 
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Figure 1: Tessmer’s Formative Evaluation of Instruction 
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In the present study, the author has modified the above framework in order to 
evaluate his new teaching strategy (TRIO enquiry). A brief description of the adjustment 
is mentioned below. The Self Evaluation was the first stage of teaching evaluation. It 
focuses on the needs assessment derived from an open-ended questionnaire responded by 
63 Postgraduate Diploma in Education (PGDE) students in the 2007 academic year. The 
Expert Reviews was an amalgam of literature review and a departmental sharing session 
with teaching experts. The One-to-One procedure was converted to Three-to-One where 
the three students of a task group reviewed the instruction with the author after each 
round of the TRIO session. The Small Group and the Field Test were combined into an 
Immediate Field Test because (1) the author was the instructor as well as the evaluator of 
the approach, and (2) a realistic teaching situation was implemented immediately after 
the expert review. In this immediate field test, the author applied the strategy to his 26 
students in a 2-credit point module titled “The Child in a Classroom”. A four-point scale 
official checklist designed by the  Hong Kong Institute of Education was used to assess 
the effects of the present teaching strategy. 

Design and Implementation of the TRIO Teaching Strategy 

Unlike the didactic methods, the TRIO enquiry approach has provided better  
environment for students to talk, listen, read, write, and reflect in individual or collective 
manner. This innovative method is intended to replace the prevalent passive mode of 
teaching with the provision of ‘powerful learning environments’ (De Corte, 2000). The 
TRIO is used  to introduce the module content through problem-solving exercises, 
cooperative learning, role-playing, critical thinking, formative assessment, technology 
integration and other activities - all of which require students to actively engage in and 
apply what they are learning. Thus, instead of the common passive lecture mode, the new 
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strategy creates active teaching and learning environment leading to the balance between 
systematic instruction, individual exploration and team work. The operational strategy of 
the TRIO Inquiry method may be summarized in four parts as described in the sections 
below. 

Initiation of TRIO Enquiry 

This new teaching strategy has been applied to a module entitled Child in the 
Classroom. This module aims to introduce pre-service teachers to the contemporary 
theories and concepts of classroom learning. It also provides a conceptual basis for 
understanding some of the learning theories in the Hong Kong local context. The module 
lasts for about five months and comprises six topics. Each module topic, e.g. Attribution 
Theory and Learning, is introduced by a scenario to highlight fundamental dilemmas or 
critical issues and provides a theme for the subsequent TRIO enquiry. Each scenario is 
presented by the author to the whole class by using a short story, an interview recording, 
a popular song, a newspaper cutting, a lesson plan, a series of comic strips, a video lesson 
or a piece of written conversation. These materials describe authentic contexts that offer 
possibilities for personal exploration on the one hand and student collaboration on the 
other. The corresponding TRIO enquiry begins after the introduction of a module topic.  

Number of TRIO Enquiry and Student Grouping  

The number of the enquiries and the number of groups are deliberately arranged to match 
the number of topics in a module. For a six-topic module, the whole class of students falls 
into six groups to engage in the six rounds of TRIO enquiries. Each group takes turns to 
complete three tasks by taking the duties of the Role-play Group, Information Group, and 
Opinion Group. Throughout the entire module, each group of students are assigned to 
attempt the three tasks once. Such an arrangement supports active learning through 
systematic instruction and clear guidelines. The students self-regulate their engagement 
and become organizers of their learning process. 

Learning Tasks of Students

 In every round of the TRIO enquiry, three groups of students work collaboratively 
as a team to present a role-play, and provide necessary information and opinions relating 
to a specific module topic. In other words, each enquiry comprises tasks of presentation, 
finding information and being critical. In fact, the name of this new strategy (TRIO) is 
derived from the setting and nature of these tasks – T(team) - R(role-play) - I(information) 
- O(opinion). It is within the prescribed subject-matter domains that the tasks extend the 
learning experience of students to address a wider range of core competencies like 
problem solving, critical thinking, information and interpersonal skills. The details of the 
tasks are described below: 

Role-play Group. This group presents the assigned topic in a role-play format in 
front of the whole class. The role-play involves real-life situations, specifically the 
interactions among teachers, pupils and parents. This activity offers students the 
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opportunities to learn general skills needed in authentic work environments. Although the 
presentation is defined by the content of a prescribed topic, the role-play scripts, stage 
setting, talks, expressions, movements and interpretations are unrestricted and are created 
by the group members themselves. The students must reflect on and share their past 
experience in order to construct the details of the role-play. A written account of the 
role-play preparation is then uploaded to the module website for record purpose. Each 
role-play is followed by a de-briefing session so that students are able to internalize their 
impressions and thinking. This de-briefing is, in fact, a cooperative activity to promote 
critical thinking upon the data and information relating to the prescribed scenario. 
Usually, the role-play begins with a half-minute highlight of the prescribed topic. 
Focusing questions are raised by the Role-play group as an advanced organizer prior to 
their acting-out. Then the role-play moves on and is followed by some small group 
discussions, reporting and a whole class discussion. The entire process which lasts for 
20-30 minutes is videotaped and uploaded to the module website to facilitate the 
subsequent learning activities. 

Information Group. This group collects information in relation to the same assigned 
topic. They serve to provide relevant references to assist the work of the ‘Role-play 
group’ and the ‘Opinion group’. Other classmates can also retrieve the same references 
via the module website in their preparation of the class discussion. Operationally, the 
‘Information group’ plans their search process in the context of the learning content and 
the availability of resources in the Institute. Communication skills and the use of 
information technology are required. The stages undergone in this search process 
replicate the steps advocated by the Project BETTER series (2002). The stages are (1) 
recognizing the area of enquiry; (2) formulating the problem to explore; (3) seeking and 
reading related information about the problem or area of enquiry; (4) formally 
articulating a well-defined problem or area of enquiry; (5) identifying, locating, retrieving,
and gathering information that addresses the area of enquiry; and (6) uploading the 
information on the module website to facilitate the other two groups to do their learning 
tasks. In practice, the Information Group start their search right after the instructor’s 
initiation of the topic. They collect and compile the information into four to five pages of 
A4 papers which are then shared via the module website.  

Opinion Group. This group serves to record and comment on the class discussion 
after the role-play. They summarize, elaborate and make further reflections on the topic in 
focus. Sequel to the role-play, the whole class of students will be involved in discussions 
on the related module topic, specifically on the scenario presented in the role-play. With 
the background information collected by the Information Group, students make 
observations, share feelings, voice opinions, raise questions, note contradictions, 
recognize bias, draw inferences, propose alternatives, and validate claims. Therefore, the 
skills of negotiating, reasoning and problem-solving are performed in this group setting. 
After the class meeting, the Opinion Group composes 3 to 4 pieces of personal reflections 
on the same topic, 50-80 words each. These reflective reports aim to integrate the 
different aspects of the TRIO tasks into a meaningful whole, serving to round up the 
enquiry process of this particular topic and initiate further debate of the same topic in the 
students’ individual assignments. These reports will be uploaded to the module website 
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for reference and record purposes. 

Continuous Feedback to Students’ Assignments 

Assessment can be used as a tool for learning (Dochy et.al., 1997). Moreover, 
student motivation can be aroused when the learning goals and processes are aligned with 
student assessment (Biggs, 2003). The TRIO enquiry is design primarily to help students 
doing their assignments by giving continuous feedback in the learning process. In the 
module assessment, students are required to submit a 2000 word situational analysis of 
their pupils’ learning in the first block of teaching practice. Such kind of analysis is, in 
fact, exemplified by the learning tasks of the TRIO enquiry. 

After each round of the TRIO enquiry, students will be more familiar with the topic 
in focus. Records of the enquiry are kept in the module website to facilitate easy access 
of reference materials. The videotaped recording on the role-playing and class discussion 
are also valuable sources of information and feedback. Gradually, each student will 
choose a similar topic of his/her own interest to probe further as an individual assignment 
of the module. This individual work is further supported by a peer-learning seminar 
where students present their preparation of the assignment and invite comments from 
classmates. Exchange views through the Institute’s email system are encouraged as well. 
Under such circumstances, formative feedback from tutor and classmates becomes a core 
part of teaching and learning. Consequently, six rounds of TRIO are set up to provide a 
constant exchange of views and feedback throughout the whole module. Furthermore, the 
drafts of the three different tasks are vetted by the author and the website materials from 
the three different tasks are also discussed and annotated by fellow students all over the 
entire module. Hence, students are fully aware of the requirement of the module 
assessment and are well-prepared to pursue similar situational analysis in their individual 
assignments.  

All in all, the TRIO enquiry is designed to establish ‘powerful learning 
environments’ to meet the respective challenges from this dynamic world and local 
demands. It is carried out with the goals and outcomes clearly defined beforehand. 
Students are provided with opportunities to improvise in a well-structured manner, 
thereby nurturing emotions, feelings, creativity and critical thinking. Skills on the use of 
library resources, information technology and audio-visual equipment are practised, too. 
It encourages students to become active participants who bring into this cooperative 
learning activity with deconstruction, and/or construction of knowledge and experience 
with respect to the module objectives. Having described the operational details of TRIO 
enquiry, the following section will outline the results of formative evaluation of this 
strategy. 

Formative Evaluation of the TRIO Enquiry 

The adapted version of Tessmer’s framework has been applied to evaluate the new 
teaching strategy. The results are as follows: 
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Self-Evaluation

 This was the first phase of formative evaluation of The TRIO enquiry. The findings 
provided hints and directions to design the new teaching strategy. Results of the 
open-ended questionnaires collected from 63 students of the same module last year (See 
Appendix Part B of the Evaluation of Teaching Questionnaire) were used to interpret 
student background in order to explore students’ needs and provide reasons to introduce a 
new teaching strategy into the present module. Some important findings were listed 
below:

Students generally lack the teaching experience and necessary knowledge to 
perceive and formulate classroom problems for further exploration. Therefore, real 
classroom scenarios, tutor’s personal teaching experience and students’ past learning 
experience are valuable to initiate meaningful learning and invite active 
participation. 

Students generally lack motivation to learn the “theories” which they perceive little 
or no relevancy to classroom practices. It is assumed that effort has to be made 
explicitly to rectify such misunderstanding. 

The teaching schedule is tight. The module content lacks clear linkage with the 
learning process and student assessment. As a result, streamlining and better linkage 
of the content, process, resources and assessment of the module are envisaged. 

Many students find the situational analysis in the module assessment difficult and 
time-consuming. They complained that not much feedback was received, except a 
few lines of instructors’ comments on their marked assignments. Some students 
perceive that the individual assignment is too heavy for a 2-credit point module. 
Many of them opine that they do not understand the assessment requirement early in 
the module, suggesting that formative feedback is needed in the course of module 
learning.

The above ‘Self-evaluation’ has raised the need to use authentic and relevant 
classroom scenarios in the teaching and learning of the module. These scenarios serve to 
illustrate the theories such that the students can acquire, expand and sharpen their 
understanding of the respective principles and applications. Moreover, the module 
content, learning process, and the student assessment all have to be linked up as an 
integrated whole to enhance motivation and meaningful learning. In general, students 
require more guidance and feedback to ensure their successful completion of the module 
assignment. Apparently, this phase of formative evaluation has provided the author with 
valuable clues to contemplate a new teaching strategy such that the teaching and learning 
needs can be fulfilled. 

Expert Review 

 This review was derived from two separated channels, the Literature Review and 
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the Expert Panel. The following paragraphs highlight the related literature from which the 
TRIO enquiry refers: 

 Learning contexts and task structure of TRIO enquiry: Biggs & Moore (1993, 
p.460) reviewed some teaching/learning contexts that have led to deep learning and 
identified the four characteristics which are (1) a well-structured knowledge base; ((2) an 
appropriate motivational context; (3) interaction with others; and (4) learner activity. 
With respect to these characteristics, the author started to design the learning contexts and, 
ultimately, the three-way task structure of this new strategy.  

 Learning tasks of TRIO enquiry: Various groups within a class of students are 
assigned tasks of presentation, finding information and learning to be critical. Students in 
each round of The TRIO enquiry work as a team (T) to take up learning tasks of 
role-playing (R), information search (I) and opinion giving (O). Rationales leading to 
such a design and allocation of learning tasks are derived from (1) the role-playing model 
(Bruce et al., 2000); (2) enquiry approach and information literacy from Project BETTER 
Series (2002); and (3) the 5-step strategy of data interpretation suggested by the Ball 
State University for inquiry-based learning and teaching. 

 Provision of formative assessment through TRIO enquiry: Formative assessment 
has been the theme for quality assurance and improvement within the department in 
recent years. Attention to such a provision is both educational and mandatory. Biggs 
(2003) maintained that “the effectiveness of different teaching methods is directly related 
to their ability to provide formative feedback” (p.142).  He further commented that “in a 
good learning system, the students learn to take over the formative role for themselves, 
monitoring themselves as they learn” (p.143). In the TRIO enquiry, the approach 
(enquiry), sequence (six consecutive TRIOs), and organization (module content & 
learning task allocation) all contribute to facilitate the provision of formative feedback 
from the module tutor as well as fellow classmates such that both the tutor and the 
students know how teaching and learning are improving. In addition, a checklist of 
formative assessment strategies (Angelo et al., 1993) is also used to ensure such a 
provision.

With reference to the above literature, the TRIO enquiry gradually evolved and was 
presented before a panel of teaching experts in a departmental sharing session. These 
experts were the lecturers in the Hong Kong Institute of Education who had a good 
knowledge of and experience with effective teaching and learning methods at the tertiary 
level. Moreover, views from these experts in the sharing session were considered to be 
very helpful and promising. The department head commented that the TRIO approach 
was well-designed and innovative with great capacity to encourage active participation 
and critical thinking of students. Others opined that the TRIO enquiry is interesting and 
applicable in many contexts of teaching and learning for Hong Kong students. Some 
lecturers showed their enthusiasm for the innovative model and agreed to try out the 
approach in the next academic year. 

As far as the ‘Three-to-one’ evaluation was concerned, students generally expressed 
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that the learning tasks were stimulating and worthwhile. Specifically, they found the 
role-playing amusing and capable to increase their abilities to recognize their own and 
other people’s feelings. Furthermore, many comments were made about the usefulness of 
the TRIO tasks, such as “There is a balance between self exploration and team work”, “I 
feel safe when we can work together”, “The Information Groups can provide us with rich 
and meaningful substances”, “The best time is the role-play and sharing”, and 
“Comments from the Opinion Groups are valuable”.

Immediate Field Test 

 The TRIO enquiry was field-tested immediately after the ‘Expert Review’. The 
author applied the approach to a class of 26 students in a PGDE module titled Child in 
the Classroom. Three other classes of 99 students attended the same module taught by 
other instructors. These classes were taught by traditional lectures without using the new 
strategy or other student-centred approaches. The effects of teaching were assessed by a 
four-point scale checklist designed by the Centre for Learning, Teaching and Supervision 
in the Hong Kong Institute of Education. This official checklist comprises 12 items and is 
attached in the appendix for reference. This questionnaire was administered to all 
students at the end of each module to evaluate the effects of teaching. The following 
sections provide the statistical summary of responses from students taught by the TRIO 
enquiry method and comparison of mean values from classes not using the innovative 
strategy. 

In the checklist, student responses were coded as 1 (strongly disagree), 2 (disagree), 
3 (agree) and 4 (strongly agree) for items Q1 to Q12 except Q9 on ‘student workload’ in 
which the responses were coded as 1 (light), 2 (appropriate) and 3 (heavy). Important 
results derived from the experimental group are discussed below: 

 Overall Evaluation Q10, Q11 & Q12 – 100% responses were found to fall onto the 
positive side with 54% of ‘strongly agree’ on Q10 (effective in teaching), 62% of 
‘strongly agree’ on Q11 (valuable to professional development) and 42% of ‘strongly 
agree’ on Q12 (promoting independent learning). The data indicated that the overall 
evaluation of teaching was very satisfactory. 

 On module objectives and content Q1, Q2, Q3 – All responses fell onto the positive 
side with 42% of ‘strongly agree’ on Q1 (matching aims & objectives), 38% of ‘strongly 
agree’ on Q2 (logical and coherent progression) and 42% of ‘strongly agree’ on Q3 
(developing related knowledge and skills). 

 On student learning Q4, Q5 & Q6 – For Q4, 42% of students responded ‘strongly 
agree’ and 46% expressed ‘agree’; yet there were 12% of responses in Point 2 (disagree), 
indicating some students might not find the learning activities interesting. For Q5, all 
students agreed that the learning activities inspired them to think and 62% of the 
responses were in Point 4 (strongly agree). For Q6, the whole class agreed that the 
module encouraged them the make good use of the resources to learn with 88% on Point 
3 and 12% on Point 4. 
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 On assessment and feedback Q7 & Q8 – A majority of student gave positive 
comments with 19% in Point 4 (strongly agree) and 69% in Point 3 (agree).  For Q8, all 
students expressed that they received useful feedback on their learning. 46% fell on Point 
4 (strongly agree). 

The mean scores of the above statistical summary is now compared with those of the 
other 99 students taking the same module but were taught by other instructors without 
using the TRIO enquiry. Results are shown in Table 1 below: 

Table 1: Mean Scores of Q1 to Q 12 

Mean Scores 

Strongly Disagree (=1), Disagree (=2), Agree (=3), Strongly Agree (=4) 

No TRIO Enquiry
N=99

Using TRIO Enquiry
N=26

Difference 

Q1 3.03 3.42 +0.39 
Q2 2.96 3.38 +0.42 
Q3 2.96 3.42 +0.46 
Q4 2.93 3.31 +0.38 
Q5 2.99 3.62 +0.63 
Q6 2.68 3.12 +0.44 
Q7 3.00 3.08 +0.08 
Q8 2.86 3.46 +0.60 
Q10 2.86 3.54 +0.68 
Q11 3.07 3.62 +0.55 
Q12 2.98 3.42 +0.44 

Mean Scores 

Workload: Heavy (=1), Appropriate (=2), Light (=3) 
No TRIO Enquiry

N=99
Using TRIO Enquiry

N=26
Difference 

Q9 2.09 2.13 +0.04 

By comparing the mean scores of the two cohorts of students, the results showed 
that all the means in the TRIO group were greater than those of the non-TRIO group. 
Some items like Q5 (inspired to think), Q8 (useful feedback received), Q10 (effectively 
taught), & Q11 (independent learning promoted) attained the mean differences from 
+0.55 to +0.63, indicating that the new teaching strategy is perceived to have aroused 
more student engagement and active learning. Furthermore, despite receiving extra 
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learning tasks, data from Q9 indicated that students in the TRIO did not regard the 
module workload heavier than those without using the TRIO. Probably, the 
meaningfulness of the learning tasks outweighed the amount of time consumed. Thus, 
this ‘immediate field-test’ revealed that students involved in the TRIO enquiry have 
considered the new strategy a better method for module teaching.  

On the whole, the findings of this study indicated that (1) The TRIO enquiry is 
highly supported by the teaching experts and the students involved, and (2) Tessmer’s 
framework is practical and applicable for formative evaluation of a new teaching strategy. 
Evidently, the TRIO enquiry offered an authentic learning context to arouse students’ 
personal exploration and team work. It allowed the tutor to withdraw in the background 
but still achieving the guiding function. The tasks could motivate the students’ 
self-learning to acquire knowledge, skills, and attitudes within the subject matter domain 
and provide a refreshing appeal to the students, colleagues and the tutor himself. In sum, 
this strategy fulfilled the guiding principles that De Corte postulated for powerful 
learning environments and went beyond the traditional didactic methods to promote more 
active, meaningful, and enjoyable learning. 

It should be noted that the above evaluative framework provides the overall structure 
and the step-by-step procedures for the investigation, nevertheless, Tessmer did not give 
explanation on how to integrate the findings from the different basic types of evaluation. 
Ways to deal with discrepancies from the various types of evaluation have not been 
suggested, too. Although such problems were not prominent in this study, further 
investigation may attend to these weaknesses whenever appropriate.  

Conclusion

There has been increasing concern about the prevalent use of didactic methods in 
Hong Kong higher education because such an approach has failed to prepare university 
graduates to  face future challenges with sharpened competitive edge. Traditional view 
holds that Hong Kong students are” accustomed” to didactic methods, it seems likely that 
the students in the present study might have disliked the TRIO which was 
student-centered, collaborative, creative and required more time and effort to learn. On 
the contrary, these students not only welcomed the TRIO tasks, but also perceived that 
the strategy was a much better method to use. They claimed that the TRIO aroused their 
interest in the subject, promoted self-learning, encouraged collaboration, and was 
valuable to their professional development. 

Past research in learning psychology has indicated that, similar to their western 
counterparts, Hong Kong students on the average do not find much inherent meaning in 
their learning tasks and thus resort to surface learning approaches to meet the demands of 
study and passing examinations (Gow, et.al., 1990; Kember, 2001). These students 
usually rely on memorization and see workload and assessment demands as 
overwhelming. In contrast, the present study shows that the TRIO approach was not 
perceived by learners as additional workload or awesome assessment. Such tasks were 
considered to be worthwhile academic pursuits to achieve meaningful learning through 
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thought-provoking and stimulating activities. Participants searched for inherent meaning 
in their tasks and attempted to integrate the different aspects of their tasks into a 
meaningful whole leading to the accomplishment of the module aims and objectives. 
Obviously, these students manifested an intrinsic curiosity in the subject, determined to 
do well and actively engaged in the process of learning.  

Effective learning often requires learners more than just taking a more interactive 
relationship with the instructor and subject matter; it also requires that learners restructure 
their own thoughts and behavior and apply their acquired knowledge and skills in new 
changing situations. The TRIO strategy moves students away from passive learning to 
active engagement at higher levels of social, emotional, and cognitive complexities. By 
establishing powerful learning environments, students acquire life-long learning attitudes 
and skills so as to keep abreast of times and to adapt flexibly to novel situations that they 
may encounter in the workplace. It should be pointed out that successful learning in the 
information era means that both teacher and student have to “evolve” into creators of 
knowledge and should not play a passive role in the educational process. Teachers must 
take note of the demands for accountability from a growing number of stake-holders. 
They should be aware of their roles not only as facilitators in teaching, but also as 
innovators to design, implement and evaluate their new teaching strategies.  
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Appendix

Evaluation of Teaching Questionnaire 

Module design, teaching, learning and assessment  

1. What was taught matched the aims and objectives in the module outline. 

2. The progression of the topics was logical and coherent. 

3. The coursework helped me develop the knowledge and skills identified in the module objectives. 

4. The learning activities stimulated my interest in the subject. 

5. The learning activities inspired me to think. 

6. The organization of the module encouraged me to make good use of the resources inside and outside the Institute to learn.

7. I understood the assessment requirements early in the module. 

8. I received useful feedback on my learning. 

9. For a module of this credit point value the workload was ____ 

_____ 
10. The teaching of this module was effective. 

11. The module was valuable to my professional development as a teacher. 

12. Through this module I have become a more independent learner. 

,
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Introduction

It is important to identify teacher dispositions, skills, and behaviors that foster 
student success in the classroom (Thornton, 2006).  Cultural sensitivity toward students is 
often nestled among the desired attributes because it emphasizes how important it is for 
teachers to connect with their students and to provide for activities that help them feel 
safe and valued in the classroom so that learning is promoted in a developmentally 
appropriate way (Causey et al., 2000). Classroom rituals can serve as a conduit for 
infusing a sense of community and enriching classroom culture. Today, there is 
tremendous influence on academic achievement. Because of high stakes testing (Amrein 
& Berliner, 2003), student socialization and classroom culture are often overlooked as 
being integral components of development and learning that should be nurtured by the 
teacher. Yet, having a child develop a sense of belongingness or classroom community 
helps him to embrace classroom culture and thus feel a sense of familiarity, safety, and 
connection to others in the class. This enhances the child’s ability to become self-
actualized and a productive learner. Maslow (1998) proposes that before a child, or adult, 
can be fulfilled in his life or work, he must have certain needs met (Prince & Howard, 
2002). These needs are: physiological, safety, belonging and love, self-esteem, and self-
actualization (Prince & Howard, 2002; Maslow, 1998).  

An important component of anthropology that is often ignored in classroom 
settings, yet can offer great insight into successful environments, such as home or school, 
is the role of ritual. Rituals are used to enhance development, learning, and socialization. 
Becky Bailey has brought attention to the role of ritual in her writing (Bailey, 2000). She 
talks about rituals, such as bedtime activities that soothe the children and help them 
embrace a routine.  It is through ritual that we inculcate others into our society and 
provide consistency and structure that helps children, as well as adults, develop a sense of 
being a valued group member or part of a community. Being that ours is a global society 
and that our classrooms are richly diverse, it is important to give more attention to 
helping students develop a sense of belonging when they are in school. We need to 
explore what it is that teachers knowingly or unknowingly do that helps students feel 
familiarity and ownership of their classroom. This research study was designed to 
determine perceptions of ritual, revealing how early childhood educators define ritual, 
envision it best incorporated it into classrooms, and reflect on its value for promoting a 
sense of community. 
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Review of Literature 

Public Agenda, a nonprofit organization founded by former U.S. Secretary of 
State Cyrus Vance and social scientist and author Daniel Yankelovich, conducted a 
survey of high-school students in 1996 on some of the problems endured in public 
schools.  Among the findings were that 70% of high school students felt the school 
standards were too low, and that one of the main problems in school is disruptive students.
Furthermore, 79% of the students surveyed suggested that they would learn more if 
schools enforced being on time and completion of homework (Remaley & Feurey, 1997). 

The students are not alone in their complaints of how the business of higher 
learning is conducted in our public schools. Many parents have developed a lack of trust 
in our schools because of the feeling of disenfranchisement between the needs of their 
children and the practices found in the classroom. Language differences, low socio-
economic status, and time constraints are obstacles that are difficult for many parents and 
students to overcome.  Some recommendations that would help to create a cohesive 
classroom are the development of trust, inclusion of all parents, and the establishment of 
a personal relationship with parents and students (Finders & Lewis, 1994). Understanding 
the need for a sustaining cohesive element in the classroom is not complex, but the 
identification of the elements that serve as the glue that bonds the class  forms a culture 
that transcends the student’s inherited culture, and motivates and transforms the learner 
into greater self-awareness and fruition of development is far more suspect. Such 
techniques are in practice in classrooms (Holbrook & Kolodner, 2000). 

For the purpose of this review, a ritual is defined as a sustained activity or an 
object that utilizes symbolism and is the cohesive agent that bonds diverse students 
together, thus forming a hybrid culture above the individual cultures brought into the 
classroom.  Rituals are observed as being recognizable, symbolic, and reflective of a 
pattern of performance (Bell 1997; Kapferer 1981; Quantz 1999).  Cossentino (2005) 
identifies rituals as things that allow students to understand their culture and their place 
within the culture, and are often identified as being a formal symbolic performance, 
ritualizing concentration, coordination, order, independence, and respect, as was observed 
in a Montessori school. Bell (1992) regards pattern based symbolic action as indicative of 
a ritual, while Brown (2003) alludes to rituals by stating that a successful classroom must 
establish an environment where the cultural and ethnic needs of the students are met.  
There must be a personalized care, an established community, and a strong sense of 
belonging.  Ethnic and cultural differences must be bridged, and the student must feel a 
sense of community in the classroom.   

In Shuford’s (2004) study of immigration and schools, two types of schools were 
exemplified as being successful in academic achievement and community support.  Some 
of this success could be attributed to active rituals in the classroom; however, the 
identification of ritual is not proclaimed.  The Pentagon schools (Department of Defense) 
experienced a high level of parent involvement, partly due to the influence of the 
members of the military, and an already engrained practice of rituals in their jobs.  This 
understanding and practice of rituals further supports the students’ acceptance of order 
and rituals in the classroom.  The Knowledge is Power Program (KIPP) is a second type 
of school that was deemed to be highly successful.  In the KIPP schools, one contract 
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applies to all students, uniforms are worn, and the use of chants and hand signals (both 
parts of ritualistic behavior) are implemented on a regular basis. In teaching Hispanic 
children, Griego-Jones and Fuller (2003) use the term ritual to represent techniques used 
to help cross race, religion, and ethnicity in the classroom and create a class culture.  

         Monzo and Rueda (2001) touch on aspects of rituals in the classroom, but do not go 
as far as labeling them as such.  Being culturally responsive to the students will help the 
teacher successfully teach.  Development is stimulated when students engage in culturally 
meaningful activities, which eventually develop into deep caring relationships with the 
students, thus fulfilling emotional, social, and academic needs.  Each student is seen as a 
whole person, and mutual respect is present. Background knowledge is validated and a 
sense of shared experience and commonality is found. Value is placed on role playing, 
nonacademic concerns are met, and students share concerns with teachers.  

Though recognizing the various cultures brought into the classroom is important 
and conducive to learning, the idea of one culture is still held in suspect.  Such 
generalities as creating a caring environment, and that all members of the school 
community need to be valued (Hord, 1995) may give the reader comfort, but do little to 
provide the educator with a practical approach to unifying the classroom. Confusion 
remains as to what actually constitutes an educational ritual and how it differs with 
general activity and routine. 

         One of the key differences between rituals and routines is that rituals incorporate 
symbols (Cossentino, 2005), whereas routines represent a pattern of activity, but lack the 
symbolic value found in rituals.  Wang, Haertel, and Walberg (1994) discuss the 
integration of classroom routines as a means of establishing cohesion among the students, 
including practices in classroom management, student-teacher interactions, values, 
cooperative goals, and common interests.  Some of these aspects lean toward the 
implementation of rituals, but the term routine is used, and the mechanics of routine are 
confused with some of the principals of ritual.  Watson (2006) describes routines as 
words, role play, and actions that help to establish acceptable behavior, but Cossentino’s 
(2005) observation of the intentional sparingly use of language in Montessori schools is 
deemed ritualistic.  In an online article from Learn North Carolina (Young, 2006), the 
creation of classroom procedures, sense of ownership, and the building of a community 
are labeled routines, as are the day’s beginning and ending activities, which are labeled as 
rituals by Bartel (2007).  In both cases, a definition of ritual and routine is absent, and the 
two terms are used interchangeably.   

         With the use of symbols and the cohesive effect found in rituals, Glickman (2003, p. 
36) reflects on the use of symbols in uniting schools with communities by stating “such 
schools have camp-like qualities, where academic, intellectual, and personal interactions 
between school and community are ritualized in experiences that unite everyone.”   
Ireland (2006) mirrors Glickman’s interpretation of rituals having a cohesive effect in 
community building, and also relates to the use of symbols in the use of the raised two 
crossed fingers symbolizing the need to use the restroom.  The use of the hand symbol is 
similar to Cossentino’s (2005) observation of the Montessori children using the hand on 
the teacher’s shoulder as a symbol of requesting attention.  In both cases, the use of 
symbols, as a part of ritual, help to create a different culture that includes all participants. 
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        Rituals in the classroom can create a community that temporarily sets aside the 
prevailing social arrangements from which the students come. This challenge to a moral 
order is what Turner (1967) called a liminal, or in-between, state.  This temporary state, if 
practiced enough, can transform a group of individuals into an organized, cohesive 
community of learners.  Cossentino (2005) observed the creation of a boundary between 
insiders and outsiders in a Montessori school, and attributed this phenomenon to the 
practice of ritualized education.  McLaren suggests that engaging in rituals is a human 
necessity and that “rituals tend to sprout anywhere people gather in groups” (McLaren, 
1986, p. 39), and in different contexts, rituals “transform participants into different social 
statuses” (p. 38).  

         The definition of ritual is varied and often misapplied.  Fenton (n.d.) mentions 
rituals as events that may occur only once in a year, such as picnics, presentations, 
personalized books, or visits to a lower grade classroom.  Although these events may 
have an important effect on helping to create a classroom culture, the individual events 
do not represent rituals.  Davis (2006) states that rituals do not have to be lengthy events, 
but can be represented in something as brief as the pledge of allegiance.  Contrary to 
Fenton’s (n.d.) use of ritual, Nunn (2001) argues that rituals utilize meaningful symbols, 
and in terms of performance, rituals manifest themselves in regular, not single, instances. 
Routines, on the other hand, are considered the things that add continuity and cohesion to 
the curriculum.   

         Vandegrift (2003) makes good use of the terms routine and ritual, and relates to an 
event that occurred in her child’s Montessori school.  Her son was distraught each day 
before school, but overcame much of his negative feeling by changing a morning routine.  
Once in school, Vandegrift’s son, separated himself from the other children and 
developed the ritual of polishing a wooden duck.  The ritual became a daily event and, 
although the observer may wonder where the development is taking place, the reality of 
the practice of the duck polishing ritual was the production of an internal and external 
order.  Through the practice of polishing a duck, he developed comfort and confidence, 
and equally important, he began to learn the process of work in a Montessori classroom.  
One of the effects of ritual is the formation and strengthening of mental dispositions, 
values, and habits (Nunn, 2001). 

         Rituals are not only found in the actions of people, but can actually be physical 
objects.  Scripted lessons and the arrangements of objects in a classroom can be 
considered rituals, and can be essential in forming cohesion within the classroom 
community (Cossentino & Whitescarver, 2005).  Glickman (2003) observed an 
interactive quilt hanging in the front of a school.  The quilt was added to each year by 
students, parents, and teachers, and symbolized the history of the school. He stated that 
the ritual of maintaining the quilt, and the unity the quilt helped to create, added to the 
formation and continuation of the school community in conjunction with the bonding 
with the school’s external community.  Other examples of physical objects being used as 
rituals include Ireland’s (2006) mention of the use of a Curious George stuffed monkey 
as a tool to help students learn communication and citizenship skills, while forming a 
class community; and, learning mats used in Montessori schools (Cossentino, 2006) serve 
as symbols of work, demonstrate the virtues of patience, respect, and care, and are used 
daily as a ritualized behavior. Cossentino (2005) suggests that rituals can be based around 
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the arrangement of the room as students and teachers alike take in embedded symbolic 
cues found in their environment.

       Rituals are a fundamental aspect found in the successful classroom.  Identifying 
rituals is difficult due to the lack of research and agreement on what constitutes a ritual. 
Cossentino (2005) and Glickman (2003) bring to light some of the aspects of rituals, but 
more research is needed to better identify the fundamental aspects and practices of rituals 
in the classroom. It is hypothesized that many teachers create rituals in the classroom, but 
may not be aware of the significance of these practices.  Just as rituals may create 
cohesion in a classroom, opposing rituals of behavior may serve to detract and destabilize 
the classroom culture (McLaren, 1986; McQuillan, 1994; Quantz, 1999).  By 
understanding what rituals are, and how they differentiate from routines and ceremonies, 
the classroom teacher can take a more thoughtful approach to constructing a culture that 
transcends the various cultures brought into the classroom. 

  The research study addressed in this article used triangulation to help establish 
credibility and validity and assessed rituals in the classroom from observation, interviews, 
questionnaires, and journaling. Information was collected over a three-year period. The 
results of future research will add to the minimal research conducted to date. A better 
understanding of rituals and its placement in the classroom will help to define what 
fosters cohesiveness in the classroom. More specifically, the research will strive to 
approach how rituals can be identified and incorporated in schools that are predominantly 
secular and pluralistic. 

Methodology

Research was conducted over three years to examine classroom community and 
culture; to establish a definition of ritual and what it looks like; and to determine how 
ritual influences classroom community and culture. During the first year, research was 
conducted on seven practicing teachers to see how they developed a sense of community 
in their classrooms and used ritual in the process. During the three-year period, additional 
information was collected from students taking graduate early childhood education and 
human development classes who were practicing and pre-service teachers to define ritual, 
describe what it looks like in classrooms, and determine how it fosters class culture and 
community. Data was obtained through questionnaires, interviews, focus groups, and 
journaling.

Research in Seven Classrooms – First Year 

During the first year, to understand rituals and how they are used in the classroom, 
three avenues of investigation were utilized in researching the learning communities 
found in seven elementary classrooms that included third, fourth, and fifth grades. 
Triangulation of data included: journal questions, questionnaires, interviews, and focus 
groups. Activities were designed to elicit each participant’s perceptions of his or her 
classroom communities and the building blocks utilized to create the classroom culture. 
The research pool consisted of two third-grade teachers, four fourth-grade teachers, and 
one fifth-grade teacher. This was a convenience sampling; however, the researchers 
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selected teachers they thought had developed a good sense of community in their 
classrooms based on personal observation and discussion with the teacher. 

Interviews with Practicing Teachers 

During the first year of the research, two researchers, who were also teachers in 
the same schools as the selected teachers, conducted the interviews right after the last day 
of classes. The questions for the interviews had been developed by both researchers, 
piloted by pre-interview questioning of teachers, and reviewed and revised to insure 
questioning protocol and consistency in questioning and recording responses. The 
participating teachers were asked to reflect on the school year and provide what they 
thought were successful practices that promoted classroom communities.  Four of the 
teachers reflected on the high Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS) scores 
their classes achieved and considered the results an indicator of the classroom community 
constructed throughout the year. In the following reporting, the teachers will be referred 
to by fictitious names. Three of the teachers, reflected on the bonding that took place and 
the sense of community the students experienced throughout the year. One third-grade 
teacher, reflected on the team building activities that transpired throughout the school 
year and stated, “They were very competitive before, mean to each other, and finally 
came to terms that the world did not revolve around each one of them.” 

       With regard to creating the classroom community, the teachers were unanimous in 
the importance of dedicating time at the beginning of the year for the establishment of 
procedures including classroom jobs, activities designed to foster responsibility and team 
play, and encouraging open dialogue and discussions in the classroom. Two teachers 
reflected on the creation of supply centers with the inspired goal of encouraging students 
to develop community in the classroom by sharing resources.

When asked about open recognition of symbols in the classroom, and these same 
symbols serving as focal points, several of the teachers mentioned the use of school 
money and being prepared for lessons as central symbols within the classroom.  Several 
of the teachers spoke of the need for students helping students, and that the central 
symbolic focal point in the classroom was the sense of community experienced by the 
students.  The evidence of a successful community was found in the students not needing 
to be reminded of procedures, behaving well in the absence of the regular classroom 
teacher, demonstrating self-discipline, and proving that their care and concern for their 
classmates was genuine.  Stronger students would assist the struggling students, and 
fellow teachers would praise the well-behaved students. 

  There were obstacles in the creation of the classroom community, both within and 
outside of the class.  Several of the teachers voiced concern with the lack of compliance 
of some students in adopting the desired classroom culture. The teachers reflected that 
parent involvement or lack of involvement in the classroom sometimes created obstacles 
to community building. One teacher told of a parent’s lack of support resulting from a 
philosophical difference of opinion in teaching strategies. Another teacher reflected on a 
parent being derogatory to a student. A third teacher pondered the thought of obstacles in 
creating a classroom community and reflected on the negative effects of district mandated 
testing and the emotional beatings he perceived to occur as a result of excessive testing. 
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A teacher told a story about a parent who openly shared her demeaning opinion of public 
schools with her child and also fragrantly challenged school policies. Another teacher 
said she faced the unenviable situation of other teachers withdrawing collaborative 
support and openly criticizing her students.  Fortunately, she modeled good behavior by 
establishing a positive rapport with students outside of her classroom. After answering 
questions relating to community building and rituals in the classroom, each teacher was 
asked what he or she would recommend to new teachers with regard to creating a 
classroom community. One teacher quickly answered that defining curriculum at the 
beginning of the year and establishing rigid and clear expectations was essential in 
getting a good start to community building. Another teacher agreed and said it was 
essential to establish routines. There was some disagreement on the use of rewards for 
expected behavior, and several of the teachers spoke of the need to wean students off of 
extrinsic rewards or, at least, give them sparingly. Another teacher said new teachers 
should immediately look outside of the classroom to find a mentor or ally who shares in a 
common educational and life philosophy.  He believed that too many of the classrooms 
become islands, and that collaboration among teachers is lacking. Another teacher 
reflected on the need to genuinely care for students and to never humiliate them. 

Questionnaires from Seven Teachers during the First Year 

The responses to the questionnaire yielded responses similar to responses to 
questions and prompts addressed in the teachers’ journaling. Each participant’s answers 
were closely aligned to the concepts presented in journaling.  Feelings of respect, safety, 
and teamwork were echoed throughout the findings, but there were some responses that 
helped the researchers determine the success of the cultures being developed in the 
classrooms.  When asked how the teachers knew that emotional goals had been met in the 
classroom, the answers varied according to the teacher’s expectations of what a 
classroom community should look like. One teacher stated that the evidence of emotional 
goals being met was manifested in the students’ success in completing assignments.  
Several other teachers commented that the general appearance of the students, and 
“normal” behavior in the classroom represented success in the emotional needs in the 
class being met.  One teacher commented “I can’t get into the heads of others, so I can’t 
say for sure.  But I can sense emotional bonds growing between myself and others when 
students and parents start opening up more to me.” 

Each participant stated that the classroom community was dependent on meeting 
the emotional goals of the students.  To achieve these goals, the teachers attempted to 
establish a sense of well being that included teamwork, open discussions, the use of 
chocolate, music, structure, clear expectations on behavior and work, and the right of 
students to voice an opinion.  The emotional goals varied from class to class.  Some of 
the teachers leaned more toward individual goals, like taking ownership of actions, 
developing an internal drive to succeed, developing a high self-esteem, and dealing with 
disappointment. Other teachers reflected on the need to help and comfort students who 
are suffering. 

 The third method of accumulating data is the use of interviews. Open expressions 
of compassion were common with all of the participants in the study.  Some participants 
related the use of hugs, smiles, and public praise when a student is asked to publicly 



~ �1� ~

Education Policy, Reform, & School Innovations in the Asia-Pacific

demonstrate work or express a thought or answer to a question. One teacher commented 
that expressions of compassion were more likely to occur if the student was 
compassionate. A lingering sentiment derived from the questionnaire suggested that there 
can be no true sharing of emotion without mutual trust because without trust, there is no 
community, only self-serving individuals to populate the classroom.

Three Years of Journals 

In addition to the first year of interviews and studying teachers over a three-year 
period, perceptions of practicing and pre-service teachers in graduate school were studied 
to arrive at how they would define ritual, expect to see in classrooms, and the value it 
might have for students. The teachers were asked to journal in response to questions 
about ritual and classroom community.  Exemption from the Institutional Review Board 
(IRB) at the university from which the research was conducted was obtained for all data 
collection. Participation was voluntary. Fictitious names and/or labels were given to the 
participants and information collected from to insure anonymity. In some cases a 
combination of letters and numbers was used to distinguish the participants.  

Based on the definition of ritual established by the researchers, as mentioned earlier, the 
journals were read, according to established guidelines, to determine what activities were 
seen to reflect aspects of ritual. Information that the researchers thought was associated 
with the concept was highlighted and a coding system was developed to determine the 
aspects of ritual that were presented. The following matrix represents the coding system 
that was used. From the participant responses, themes were identified.  
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Coding

 The researchers looked for descriptors that fit the categories and from those themes were 
developed. The following themes were developed to encompass the comments: 

Religion, Family, Annual, Weekly, Daily, Sports, Life Stages, Routine, Geography, 

Children, Self, School, Cultural, Tradition, and Other. 

 The journals from the first two years were examined and themes were compared to 
establish reliability of the information collected. Based on the data from the matrix, some 
categories that were repetitious or duplicated were reduced to one or combined, such as 
routine/maintenance and life stages/passages of life.  

 To establish inter-rater reliability and extend rater review, five journals were randomly 
selected from the first year of research, and five from the second year. These journals were 
examined to insure inter-rater reliability in coding and determining themes. Journals were given 
a random set of coded numbers to insure the anonymity of the students’ journaling.  

 The graduate education teachers/students were given a different journaling prompt each 
day of data collection. These were among the writing prompts used:  

1. What do you think ritual is? 

2. Write, trade, discuss with a classmate what ritual is and then record your responses. 

3. Learn more about ritual by reading online and then write about what you learned. 

Complete these prompts: 

4. Ritual in my family... 

5. Ritual outside my family... 

6. Ritual in public education... 

7. Ritual in my classroom... 

8. Ritual as part of action planning... 

9.  Helping others understand ritual... 

10.  Rituals observed in field experiences for this class… 

11. How ritual changes curriculum... 

The purpose of journaling and answering the questions was to find common descriptors of 
rituals, what ritual looked like in the classroom and other environments, and the influence of 
ritual. The journals from each of the three years were examined to determine themes that 
emerged over that time period. These themes were noted and then a frequency tally was 
completed for each journal to determine how often the themes appeared in the journal. 
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Simultaneously, while reading the journal and key information was identified, it was marked or 
highlighted, coded, and placed within an identified theme.  

Focus Groups  

During the third year of study, two researchers conducted a focus study of five 
teachers/students in a graduate-level education class. The researcher collecting the data gave 
each participant a code name to insure anonymity. The focus group was tape recorded. A second 
researcher took field notes to validate the information from the tapes. Before speaking, each 
participant was identified by use of the code name composed from a combination of letters and 
numbers. The group was introduced to the study with the following script/information: 

You have looked at what forms a sense of community in homes and classrooms. What 
we want to look at today is what you think of as rituals in the classroom. People are 
doing this (ritual) and they really don’t know that they are doing it. Tell me what you 
may have seen in classrooms or that you think happens in classrooms that are ritualistic? 

Among the responses were: 

A-1:  I feel like procedures and expectations you expect on a daily basis is part of rituals.

C-1:   I’m going to say that rituals are going to be like when kids are consistently doing the 
same day after day like a teacher will bring kids to a group maybe by turning off the lights 
and doing a chant and then that signals to them that it’s time for us to work and the kids will 
clue into that then sing along with the chant and then meet at a community spot and then go 
to reading a story together.

The next activity in the focus group was for one of the researchers to give the directions 
for an activity developed to help define ritual. The researcher placed the students in two groups 
and provided them with a large sheet of paper. They were to come up with a definition of ritual.  
These are examples of their sharing: 

C-1: We wrote ritual is a consistent procedure … to do the same thing in every form with 
the children. 

B-1, F-1: It’s routine, procedures, consistency, and expectations.

H-1, A-1: We said that rituals are actions that are performed the same way repeatedly.  

D-1, G-1: Repeated action based on one’s belief, moral judgment. 

Next the researcher asked the participants if they had heard commonalities among all of 
the definitions. The students responded with: consistency, repetition, routine, and bonding. 

The researcher polled the group to insure the descriptors were correct and all the students 
agreed with the indicators of consistency, repetition, routine, and bonding. The researcher then 
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asked where the bonding occurred. The consensus of the group was that it occurred in both 
teacher-to-student and student-to-student. To confirm the groups’ definition, the researcher 
repeated what had been given and allowed the participants to change what had been said. One 
person chose to add a comment about significance. 

H-1: I was thinking of something I wanted to add but I can’t think of the right words right 
now----I feel that it should have something also like ritual has significance----of some 
sort or like towards some purpose. 

The group gave consensus that rituals included: consistency, repetition, routine, bonding, 
and significance. During the first year of research, it was noted that when people referred to 
rituals, they were often associated with favorite teachers and things the teacher did that 
contributed to a sense of class community. Therefore, during this focus interview, students were 
asked to describe favorite teachers and their characteristics. 

Favorite Teacher Characteristics 

Because it had been noted that the rituals that were most often remembered were also 
associated with a teacher who had been considered a "favorite" teacher, five graduate education 
majors/teachers were asked to free write about a favorite teacher they had as a child or adult. The 
characteristics that emerged were: 

How she used discipline as a student teacher---she was nice.  

She was creative and provided a variety of different and challenging ways of learning.  

Very creative. 

We would have celebrations for the end of units that had costumes, dancing, food, & art 
projects.

Very kind & nice:  

- Everyone felt very welcome. 

- Feel very good about their accomplishments.  

- Lots of positive feed back. 

- Never got angry with students for making poor choices. 

- Set environment up for learning. 

“My Kindergarten teacher would have a letter of the week. The ritual part of this was on 
Fridays. We would bring things that started with that letter and describe their meaning to 
us. Then we would put them in a big cauldron after we spoke. My teacher wore a witch’s 
hat, and she would stir the cauldron with a broom. We called it our “alphabet potion,” 
and we loved it.” 
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Next the participants were given an opportunity to expand on how teachers (themselves 
or other teachers) had used rituals to build community. A select response was: “Something that is 
done on a consistent basis—similar to procedure. For example my ritual as a teacher is to stand 
at the door every morning and shake hands/hug my  students as they enter the classroom. I also 
stand at the door and do the same before they leave.” 

Limitation of the Study 

The three-year study was limited in that the number of participants from the graduate 
classes used in the research was small. There was an ethnic and age mix among the participants 
(Mexican American, African American, and Caucasian); however, the sample size was small due 
to the availability of the participants. Most of the participants were female. 

Conclusions and Implications 

Across the three years of data collection, participants were aware of things they and other 
teachers did to foster a sense of community. Even though many activities were identified, most 
of the participants did not label them as “rituals” mostly because they did not have a working 
definition of what ritual looked like in classrooms. The concept of ritual was framed to include: 
consistency, repetition, routine, bonding, and significance. During the first year of working on 
researching the seven practicing teachers and across the three years of journaling, interviews, and 
focus groups, there appeared to emerge an association between rituals and favorite teachers, or 
teachers who were liked and the rituals remembered with fond recall. These teachers were 
remembered as treating their students in a fair and nurturing way. Each of the three years, college 
students were asked to journal. The journaling was ongoing and was a response to a prompt. The 
questions started out in a general way asking about activities that had a bonding nature and 
progressed to specific aspects of ritual and their benefits as participants had a chance to read, 
share, and reflect on what had been learned. The research participants developed an 
understanding of ritual and the role rituals play in helping students to develop a sense of 
belonging and ownership of class activities.

As we look at dispositions and as we think about training teachers for future classrooms 
where there may be socioeconomic, academic, and cultural diversity, we need to keep in mind 
the powerful role that ritual can play in giving structure to the classrooms and empowerment to 
both teachers and children. Many teachers are not aware that what they bring to their classroom 
is closely tied to their own culture, and, purposely or not, inculcate their students into a new 
classroom culture that blends home, school, and other experiences. Teachers who are favored or 
liked seem to be especially apt at attracting students to these new experiences. This evolving new 
classroom community of culture is what offers the students a sense of what is expected and how 
to be successful in the classroom, thus helping to foster their self-efficacy and freeing them, as 
Maslow has told us, to become more self-actualized learners with extended capability for 
learning and performance. 

Cultural anthropology reveals to us the important role that ritual plays in both society and 
development. Yet, many educators are unaware of the rituals that exist in classrooms or how they 
influence classroom culture. Just as a bedtime ritual soothes and prepares a child for restful sleep, 
classroom rituals can help children develop a sense of knowing and safety. They come to know 
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what is expected of them, what appropriate behaviors are, how things occur, and when they 
occur. As the rituals are inculcated in classroom culture, they bring the children from their homes, 
where each has a different set of beliefs and behaviors, to a sense of community where they have 
ways of behaving and doing that highlight their commonalities with others thus strengthening 
their sense of belongingness and safety. Finally, more research needs to be done to better define 
what constitute rituals in the classroom and the effect these have on building a sense of 
community. As schools are becoming more diverse, purposeful selection and use of rituals can 
provide a stabilizing factor in class behavior and sense of belonging.  
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Introduction 

 In 1998, the Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) study, conducted by the 
Centers for Disease Control and Kaiser Permanente was published in the American 
Journal of Preventive Medicine. The study involved nearly 10,000 Kaiser Permanente 
members who completed detailed questionnaires about seven categories of childhood 
trauma, referred to as ACE factors (physical, emotional, and sexual abuse; domestic 
violence; and household members who were substance abusers, mentally ill, or who had 
been incarcerated). Foege (1998) reported that one of the most important findings of this 
study is that childhood abuse is far more commonplace than suggested in earlier studies 
(American Journal of Preventive Medicine, 1998). Among middle-class participants, half 
had been exposed to at least one ACE factor; one quarter of the participants were exposed 
to two factors; and sixteenth of the participants were exposed to at least one ACE factor; 
and 22% had been sexually abused as children. The study also powerfully illustrated the 
ongoing impact, often decades later, of traumatic childhood experiences on adult health. 
One astonishing finding was that boys with six or more categories of adverse childhood 
experiences were 4600% more likely than those with no ACE factors to use intravenous 
drugs later in life. Overall, for participants with four or more ACE categories, there was a 
four- to twelve-fold increased risk of alcoholism, drug abuse, depression, and suicide 
attempt; and a two- to four-fold increased risk of smoking, compulsive and unsafe sexual 
activity, and sexually transmitted disease. Dr. Felitti (1998) states that, “adverse 
childhood experiences are the most important determinant of the health and well-being of 
our nation” (ACE Study, 1998). Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) factors are the 
invisible wounds that stay with individuals throughout life. ACE factors are also 
identified in stress, trauma, and violence; whether as a perpetrator or a victim. A Fetal 
Alcohol Syndrome baby is born into this world with stress and trauma caused by a 
mother abusing alcohol; a form of violence to an individual. A child with a disability 
experiences stress and trauma when not included in peer group activities; this is a child 
vulnerable to joining a gang and using violence as a means of retaliation. The child 
soldier that becomes dependent on drugs and learns to use a gun to kill others is under 
tremendous stress as the perpetrator of violence to others. There are numerous examples 
of stress, trauma, and violence; all with sad accounts of individuals directly or indirectly 
impacted. 

Stress

Stress is a global problem that affects everyone. Research suggests that stress can 
block chemical reactions in the brain that are necessary for learning. Stress can disrupt 
learning and memory development ( long-term potentiation (LTP)) as it forces the brain 
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to revert to more primitive survival needs. To foster creativity and learning, educators 
should learn how to minimize stressful situations. The challenge is to introduce new ways 
or instructional strategies to reduce levels of the stress hormone (cortisol) and increase 
levels of the `happy' hormone (DHEA).  

 Stress usually first affects the inner emotions. Initial symptoms may include 
anxiousness, nervousness, distraction, excessive worry, and/or internal pressure. These 
emotional states can then begin to affect an individual’s outward appearance: Unusually 
anxious or nervous, distracted, self-absorbed, and/or irritable. As the stress level 
increases, or if it lasts over a longer period of time, an individual may begin to feel more 
severe emotional or physical effects such as excessive fatigue, depression, sometimes 
even think of hurting self or others, headaches, nausea and vomiting, diarrhea, chest pain 
or pressure, heart racing, dizziness or flushing, tremulousness or restlessness, and/or 
hyperventilation or choking sensation. 

 Often, children and adolescents do not understand the feeling of stress and are not 
experienced with coping mechanisms to relieve stress. Instead, children and adolescents 
will retreat from stress and choose not to cope with this disturbing feeling. Children and 
adolescents not understanding what stress is and not having the strategies to cope with 
stress tend to get into fights. Whether at school or other events, they see themselves as the 
victim and transfer the blame of their actions to others. By rationalizing the aggressive 
behavior as having to defend oneself, these children do not take responsibility for their 
actions and place the blame with others. 

 There are also the children and adolescents that experience severe stress due to 
being placed in a situation or circumstance that they develop physical symptoms of stress. 
Children and adolescents may find school stress, specific events at school such as tests 
stressful, or having to visit a custodian parent to be stressful, or a visit to the doctor or 
dentist may bring on stress. Children and adolescents in such stressful situations may 
internalize their stress in relation to themselves. For example, a child or adolescent 
feeling stressful about taking a test at school may use a complaint about his/her hand 
hurting and cannot write or having a headache and cannot focus on the test. Any unusual 
excuse is a signal of stress. Another attempt at disguising stress is in actions that are not 
normal for the child or adolescent. Behavior such as disrupting the class or event by 
drawing unacceptable attention to oneself, taking more time than usual to complete a task, 
or may choose not to participate in an activity or event. Stanford and Yamamoto (2001) 
found that “surrounded by many upsetting encounters and unpredictable events, they 
(children) harbor hurt feelings and imagine dire possibilities, whether realistic or not. The 
intricate contingencies of life may be too much for their budding cognitive structures to 
accommodate, and strong, complex emotions can be too threatening to handle. Too often, 
children must persevere and persist in the face of the unknown and the overwhelming” (p. 
27).
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Violence

Violence

The World Health Organization (2002) defines violence as:

The intentional use of physical force or power, threatened or actual, against 
oneself, another person, or against a group or community, that either results in or 
has a high likelihood of resulting in injury, death, psychological harm, 
maldevelopment or deprivation (World Report on Violence and Health, 2002). 

    The UN Secretary-General’s Study on Violence Against Children describes 
violence as:  

Violence takes place when someone uses their strength or their position of power 
to hurt someone else on purpose and not by accident. Violence includes threats of 
violence, and acts which could possibly cause harm, as well as those that actually 
cause harm. The harm involved can be to a person’s mind, their general health  
and well-being, and as well as to their body. Violence also includes deliberate 
harm people do to themselves, and the violent act of killing themselves. (UN 
Secretary-General’s Study on Violence Against Children Adapted for Children & 
Young People, 2001). 

 Research on how the brain works reveals how violence affects the learning 
process (Levine & Kline, 2007). Messages of danger bypass the neocortex, where 
thinking, planning, and reasoning take place and go directly to mechanisms which trigger 
the instincts of flight, fight, or freeze. To prepare, the brain releases chemicals and closes 
down parts of the brain not necessary for survival. It also dampens activity in the Broca’s 
area, which is responsible for language. Repeated trauma can lead the brain to see a 
novelty, excitement or anxiety as a threat. As a result, learners who attempt to learn in the 
context of violence may: 

Act defiantly and pick fights 
Daydream and miss classes, or 
Look bored and listless 

They may often be diagnosed with disorders and/or learning disabilities. 

 A number of studies have reported that children, regardless of the social economic 
status, are exposed to high levels of violence. Episodes of violence may be family 
violence, school violence, or community violence. Any type of violence can have 
significant negative effects on children. Recent research revealed that when children are 
exposed to violence over time as a witness or as a victim, these children experience more 
behavior problems as compared to children not exposed to violence. Children may 
exhibit a variety of symptoms following exposure to violence. Pynoos and Nader (1990) 
stated that preschool children become withdrawn hope to escape. Older preschoolers have 
trouble understanding how they could and escape these events but imagine themselves 



~ ��0 ~

Education Policy, Reform, & School Innovations in the Asia-Pacific

with super powers or getting help from a relative (Eth & Pynoos, 1994). School age 
children can take a passive role but also relive the event with new twists. Others remain 
in a hyper vigilant state in which fantasies of future threats preoccupy them. These 
children are often found to be irritable, rude, and provocative and, in turn, social 
relationships are affected (Eth & Pynoos, 1994, p. 299). Psychosomatic complaints are 
common for school aged children. Adolescents react with feelings similar to adults: rage, 
shame, and betrayal. It is characteristic of this age group to have a post-traumatic acting-
out period. Teenagers may engage in school truancy, precocious sexual activity, 
substance abuse, and delinquency (Eth & Pynoos, 1994). Academic difficulties may also 
be a consequence of violence exposure. Mazza and Overstreet (2000) cite academic 
difficulties as a common effect. Margolin and Gordis (2000) noted a negative impact on 
cognitive functioning. 

 Often, children and adolescents, unaware that they are experiencing thoughts of 
violence, try to hide their feelings. Hiding feelings is a mechanism to guard against 
repeated violence as victims until the children or adolescents feel comfortable with and 
can trust another person. Children and adolescents may use education as a tool, becoming 
so absorbed they do not have to deal with the thoughts of violence they may have 
witnessed or experienced. Others may create their own world; an ideal world free from 
violence often becoming isolated. Children and adolescents also may use violence as a 
means of coping by acting out leading to labeling the child or adolescent as conduct 
disorder. The children and adolescents that retreat to their own world escape from reality 
and may not be focused on their education; these children and adolescents may be labeled 
as having a learning disability or as not social. Children and adolescents experiencing 
violence in some form may see themselves as not fitting in with the other children and 
see themselves as not belonging in school or any type of educational program. Juvenile 
crime surges upward each year. Violent teen-agers terrorize communities. The number of 
youths arrested for murder, robbery, rape and assault has leaped 254%. An aroused 
citizenry, politicians, judges, and police are now talking tough. Bills have been 
proposed ... to try "dangerous- teen-agers in adult courts and hit them with adult 
sentences. (Time Magazine, 1976) 

 In the 1970s, violence was described as an overturned garbage can or a four-letter 
word spoken by an adolescent or teenager as a sign of independence or written on a 
bathroom wall. Today, violence by youth goes beyond the garbage splashed on a front 
lawn. Children and adolescents in particular are participating in such acts of violence as 
dropping bricks on cars from highway overpasses. Violence is extending to schools 
where the “bully” means more than just using inappropriate language toward another 
individual. Bullies are now using threats with guns gain power over the weaker students 
or unsuspecting adults . . .100 homicides, 9,000 rapes, 12,000 armed robberies and 
270,000 burglaries occurred in schools.... Psychiatrists and youth workers theorize that 
children most often react violently when they feel alienated by society . . . Kids feel they 
are the victims of society. (Journal of American Insurance. Winter 1976/1977) 

 There has been an over abundance of books, articles, and research reports written 
about youth violence and aggression. Youth violence has been the most overstated topic 
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at conference presentations, public forums, and community meetings. In an attempt to 
provide a solution to youth violence, a number of initiatives at all levels of government 
and by hosts of community institutions, including schools has surfaced. Furthermore, 
recent reports indicate that violent crime is at its lowest level since the early 1970s 
(Fields, 1999; Glassner, 2003) and that as many as 90% of children aged 6 to 14 say that 
they feel safe in their neighborhoods and schools (Wallis, 1999). However, violence is 
still growing and becoming a more serious problem among children, adolescents, and 
young adults; affecting communities in injured or lost lives and as a financial burden. A 
desirable outcome would be an initiative that would reduce the threat of violence 
occurring daily to eliminating violence altogether. 

 Short-term solutions will be a starting point for discussion regarding youth 
violence. However, long-term solutions will take a global initiative to understand the 
many arms of violence and how to address each act of violence in a manner that will 
bring about positive results such as significantly changing the conditions that contribute 
to violence. Global initiatives will strengthen the foundation of a secure future for 
children and adolescents with less dramatic and tragic multiple-victim incidents. The 
current preoccupation with school safety includes other initiatives, such as those in 
Minnesota and elsewhere (e.g., Colorado), where efforts are under way to generate new 
strategies to prosecute youth more quickly and to impose stiffer consequences (Adams, 
1999). However, incarceration is not the long-term solution to a growing and serious 
problem. It will take community leaders and organizations working together to break the 
chain of violence with a solution that begins in the home. 

Trauma

Research documenting the effects of trauma on learning and behavior has become 
increasingly available and consistent in its descriptions of the cognitive and behavioral 
alterations following exposure to trauma. From early infancy through adulthood, trauma 
can alter the way we view ourselves, the world around us, and alter how we process 
information and the way we behave and respond to our environment. Without 
intervention these cognitive processes and behavioral responses can lead to learning 
deficiencies, performance problems, and problematic behavior. 

 The word trauma comes from the Latin word for wound. With traumatic 
experiences, the body, mind, spirit, and relationships with others can be wounded. There 
is increasing recognition of the intertwining of trauma, loss, and grief (Figley, 1998; 
Lattanzi-Licht, & Doka, 2003; Litz, 2004; & Neimeyer, 2001). Deaths that are untimely, 
sudden, and/or violent are the most common source of trauma (Norrris, 2002). Traumatic 
events may involve physical illness, harm, or disability; abduction, torture, incarceration, 
or persecution; relationship dissolution; job loss; migration/relocation; violent death; 
and/or sexual abuse. Traumatic losses posing high risk for complicated recovery require 
careful assessment and intervention focus. 

 The British Medical Journal estimates that 90% of individuals will experience a  
traumatic event at some time and that a combination of distress, intrusive memories 
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(flashbacks, nightmares), avoidance and numbing will occur in 20-50% of those who 
have suffered major trauma. Psychological trauma is any sudden, shocking, unexpected 
event that overwhelms the ability to respond adequately. These events include road traffic 
accidents, terrorist attacks, violent assaults, heart attacks, miscarriages and accidents at 
work. Children and adolescents exposed to these events can experience loss of 
concentration, motivation, and memory, and develop learning disorders, somatisation, 
anxiety, depression, acute stress disorder, post-traumatic stress disorder, dissociative 
disorders, separation problems, sleep difficulties, aggressiveness, and high-risk health 
behaviors (alcohol or drug abuse, delinquent behavior, risky sexual conduct). Every day 
numerous children and adolescents all over the world will witness or become victims of 
traumatic events such as natural or man-made disasters (earthquakes, tornadoes, floods, 
hurricanes, tsunamis, fires, shipping disasters, motor vehicle accidents, wars, and terrorist 
activities), chronic or life threatening illnesses (cancer, burns), sexual assaults, and 
incidents of domestic or community violence.

 Symptoms of Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) similar to what is found in 
combat veterans have been reported in children exposed to violence. Exposed to such 
horrific events may lead to self-destructive behavior, revenge, or wanting to do harm to 
others whether directly or indirectly involved in the traumatic event. Various facets of 
grief may alternate and reemerge with unexpected intensity, particularly with 
anniversaries and other nodal events (Rando, 1993). Attention commonly oscillates 
between preoccupation with grief and reengagement in a world forever transformed by 
loss (Stroebe & Schut, 2001). Child victims of domestic violence or child abuse (for 
example) or of exposure to other traumatizing events such as the injury or death of a 
caregiver as a result often suffer irreparable psychological damage. Anyone coming in 
contact with children and adolescents whether in school, a medical facility or law 
enforcement must be aware of the potential for negative effects of such trauma on their 
mental, and often, physical development.  

 Hurley and Jaffe (1990) report the immediate and usually short-term effects of 
violence on children and adolescents as experiencing withdrawal, depression, abnormal 
fears, regression, learning problems or a decline in school performance, truancy, bullying 
or a tendency to become a victim, difficulty in building or maintaining relationships, 
impulsiveness, behavioral and emotional problems, denial or obsessive retelling of the 
incident. Adolescents and young adults, often neglected in studies of this nature, are 
equally subject to stress related trauma and also need assistance in meeting their needs to 
resolve such traumatic incidents. 

 Recovery is a gradual process that takes time. Coming to terms with traumatic 
events requires individuals having the ability to make meaning of the traumatic event(s), 
having an understanding of what took place, and putting event(s) in perspective of using 
the experience(s) as a tool for recovery. When a traumatic situation occurs, the right 
intervention will ease the individual into a calm state. The goal of crisis intervention 
initiated is to restore a sense of safety and control for all students. It is essential the staff 
understand the signs of trauma and know how to safely intervene. Crisis intervention 
should be the first step in neutralizing the situation immediately following a critical 
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incident. Follow-up immediately after the incident should be the next course of action. 
The follow-up treatment usually continues for two-to-three days. Intervention should 
consist of organized responses (protocols), and dissemination of information regarding 
the trauma. Protocols are designed to be a form of orderly thinking. Think of protocols as 
putting events in order as they should take place prior to the incident happening allowing 
for an orderly response. This is why it is so important for schools to provide training to 
equip staff and faculty with the ability to prepare for trauma in the classroom. “Prior 
preparation and orientation of staff members regarding management of a crisis will 
greatly assist those expected to assume leadership roles and, initiate actions appropriate 
to the time of need (Webb, 1986, p. 476). Schools should consider using case studies of 
trauma situations and integrate these case studies in their curriculum. Understanding 
trauma and how to respond to traumatic episodes will encourage a safe classroom and 
less panic from students. Using age appropriate resource materials (tools) is needed to 
help facilitate successful intervention and understanding of stress, trauma, and violence 
as it relates to learning.

  Instead of dismissing that stress, violence, and trauma exists in classrooms today, 
educators must acknowledge that stress, violence, and trauma do exist in classrooms 
today and that the impact on learning is severe. Stress, violence, and trauma block 
children and adolescents from learning leading to academic failure and becoming a 
candidate for dangerous risk taking.

Challenges to Learning 

Physical, Emotional, and Social Challenges 

Especially vulnerable are the learners with challenges including learning 
disabilities. Experts estimate that 6 to 10 percent of the school-aged population in the 
United States is learning disabled. Nearly 40% of the children enrolled in the nation's 
special education classes suffer from a learning disability. The Foundation for Children 
With Learning Disabilities estimates that there are 6 million adults with learning 
disabilities as well. Learners with physical disabilities have an added challenge to 
learning. Learners with challenges have the same range of intellectual abilities as their 
counterparts without challenges or disabilities. However, children with challenges and 
learning disabilities are denied basic education in a “normal” academic environment. 
Physical impairments can take many different forms. They can be temporary or 
permanent, fluctuating, stable or degenerative, and may affect parts of the body or the 
whole of it. Learners may have experienced barriers to learning that relate to negative 
perceptions of disability and low expectations. They may also have missed out on vital 
stages of learning during their schooling, affecting language acquisition and the 
development of literacy.  As educators, we must understand that “Education is a human 
right with immense power to transform. In its foundation rest the cornerstone of freedom, 
democracy and sustainable human development” (Annan, 1999). 

 The principal of P.S. 65 in New York speaks of the depression that he sees in 
many children. This principal reports that “In the past two weeks I’ve had three children 
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speak of suicide. I mean, they indicate suicide. I have one child in the sixth grade who is 
so depressed he stays up until four A.M. He takes a shoe and hammers at roaches all 
night long. He’s not destructive, just so terribly unhappy” (Kozol, 1995, p.63). There was 
gunfire last week during recess. When it stopped, we saw the man who had been shot. He 
was face down across the street, covered with blood. Several of the children said, Oh God! 
It’s my daddy! It wasn’t anybody’s father that I know of, but you can see from this why 
children you’ve been meeting speak so frequently of heaven. The notion of trauma as an 
individual event does not really get at what they feel is taking place, because these things 
are happening so often. Traumatization as an ordinary state of mind is closer to the fact of 
things for many children here. They lead the life most people only read about (Kozol, 
1995, p. 124). Listening, attending, acknowledging, summarizing, reflecting, normalizing, 
nurturing, correcting false information, planning for the remainder of the day, the evening, 
empathetic responses are the primary crisis responses at this time. This type of special 
attention for those having a difficult time emotionally, often is all that is needed. 

 Crisis intervention related to trauma, violence, and stress in the classroom should 
be a standard response following critical incidents. Unfortunately, teachers and staff are 
not always training to respond to such incidents. The connection in schools today 
concerning the emotional, social, and physical challenges facing students outside the 
classroom is lacking. There should be an orderly and appropriate awareness and 
understanding of the nature of trauma, the way it can impact victims, the different levels 
of needs of victims, and the training needed to initiate appropriate intervention methods.   

Focus

The Global Issue 

A UNICEF report, " Childhood Under Threat," The State of the World's Children 
2005, described that the majority of the world's children are suffering greatly due to 
poverty, war and HIV/AIDS. Its opening sentences paint a grim portrait of the miserable 
conditions that so many young people find themselves in: 

“ Pictures of childhood: boys and girls scavenging in the rubbish piles of Manila, 
coerced into carrying an AK-47 in the jungles of Democratic Republic of the 
Congo, forced into prostitution on the streets of Moscow, begging for food in Rio 
de Janeiro, orphaned by AIDS in Botswana. Pictures that are replicated again and 
again – different lives, different countries, but hauntingly similar images – as 
millions of children grow up in poverty, are caught up in armed conflict or are 
orphaned and made vulnerable by HIV/AIDS in these beginning years of the 21st 
century.”

 Contrast the experiences of these children with the ideal of childhood at a time 
when children are allowed to grow and develop to their full potential: healthy children in 
school and at play, growing strong and confident with the love and encouragement of 
their family and an extended community of caring adults, gradually taking on the 
responsibilities of adulthood, free from fear, safe from violence, protected from abuse 
and exploitation.” (UNICEF, 2005: 1) . 
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 The picture of happy and healthy children is a much different scenario when seen 
through the eyes of children as victims of armed conflict; it is estimated that nearly half 
of the 3.6 million people killed in war since 1990 were children. Hundreds of thousands 
of children in conflict situations around the world are still recruited or abducted as 
soldiers, victims of landmines, forced to witness violence and killing, orphaned by 
violence, and/or targets of sexual violence (particularly females). The picture of armed 
conflict is not just in places such as Iraq or Iran. Pictures of armed conflict and the killing 
or wounding of children is seen in every part of the world and in some of the most 
prestigious cities. 

 Stress is also seen in children with HIV/AIDS; there are now 15 million AIDS 
orphans worldwide. Stress associated with the death of a parent affects every aspect of a 
child's life and has a negative impact on their physical and psychological wellbeing. The 
loss of a parent or both parents may result in children, especially girls, being forced to 
drop out of school in order to work or care for their families. They then face an increased 
risk of assuming hazardous jobs or being otherwise exploited. This becomes a stressful 
situation as well as a traumatic encounter for these children. 

 The United States is often seen as one of the most advanced nations in the world, 
a nation that advocates on an international level for the protection of human beings and 
their civil rights in other countries. Yet in the U.S. many children are unprotected from 
abuse and are denied basic human and civil rights. Denied these basic human rights, 
children with challenges and/or learning disabilities are not receiving a quality education. 
In areas where the majority of the population is low income, there exists little to no 
education for children with challenges and/or learning disabilities.

The State of the World's Children (2005) argues that the appalling conditions in 
which half the world's children find themselves is a matter of societal and governmental 
choices. According to UNICEF Executive Director Carol Bellamy, "The quality of a 
child's life depends on decisions made every day in households, communities and in the 
halls of government. We must make those choices wisely, and with children's best 
interests in mind. If we fail to secure childhood, we will fail to reach our larger, global 
goals for human rights and economic development. As children go, so go nations. It's that 
simple" (Bellamy, 2004). 

Education for All 

 Education of all children is a fundamental right. “Education saves lives. It gives 
children the skills they need to escape poverty, live healthily and have hope for the future. 
The right to go to school belongs to every child” (Save the Children, 2005). Save the 
Children (2005) reports that, 115 million children are still out of primary school or 18% 
of the world’s primary school-aged population. At least 43 million of these children (one 
in three) live in countries affected by conflict (Rewrite the Future, 2005). Save the 
Children (2005) also reported that in 2000, world leaders pledged to get all children into 
school by 2015 as part of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). However, even if 
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current commitments are kept, this goal won’t be achieved for children whose lives are 
torn apart by conflict (Rewrite the Future, 2005). 

 Children’s entitlement to education is well established in international law, 
including through the Geneva Conventions, the UN Convention on the Rights of the 
Child, and a number of UN Security Council Resolutions (Harvey, 2003). Although a 
strong legal framework exists, its application in practice is limited, particularly during 
war. However, additional international impetus provided by the Millennium 
Development Goals agreed in Dakar in 2000, including that of quality basic education for 
all by 2015 (UNESCO, 2000). In countries affected by conflict, meeting education goals 
for all children presents an enormous challenge. Information regarding education and 
goals for children at the basic level is available. However, the information is not detailed 
and lacks any mention of children with challenges or children in general and the after 
effects of war should these children survive.

There needs to be a program that defines what stress, trauma and violence is and 
the effects on children and adolescents especially with challenges and learning 
disabilities that can be used globally. Clearly, abuses of any kind are a major impediment 
to children learning in school and must be eliminated before education can take place. 
Jonathan Kozol has written eloquently about how poverty, pollution and other economic 
factors damage children's lives in his 1991 book Savage Inequalities: Children in 
America's Schools. Kozol documented the conditions which make it difficult or 
impossible to receive a quality education, including toxic wastes in playgrounds, 
malnutrition, lack of school resources, and dangerous neighborhoods (Kozol, 1991). He 
believes that things are worse today for poor children, especially African Americans, than 
thirty years ago. Add to this scenario, children with challenges and disabilities that are 
being denied an education because the need is not seen as important as educating children 
that are “normal” by standards set by such initiatives as No Child Left Behind.

 Given the current push in the United States education for standards and 
accountability, resulting in repressive educational expectations, it is a particularly 
challenging time for educators to pursue the promotion of anyone’s rights. Consider the 
effects of the No Child Left Behind Act (PL 107-110) where the curriculum is primarily 
aimed at preparing students to pass standardized tests. Teachers who educate students 
from low-income communities of color are finding themselves labeled by state and 
federal systems as D, E, F, or FF schools. These labels stereotype schools, their students, 
the faculty, and the communities they reside in. Because of the “teacher proof” 
curriculum that some districts have instituted, teachers are prevented from addressing the 
individual needs of students and “teachable moments” go unheeded while emphasis is 
placed on high test scores in the basic skills. The move toward governmental control of 
schools has led to teachers having less control over their schools and instruction in their 
own classrooms. The more prescriptive federal mandates become, the more the 
curriculum is narrowed and teacher creativity diminished.  
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Positive Change 

 It is crucial to note that despite the disheartening circumstances of many children 
in this nation, there are many educational programs that are making a positive difference. 
Among them are 6-to-6 programs which help care for kids before and after school, times 
of peak danger since many parents are not available to supervise their children because of 
job obligations. The 6-to-6 program provides supervision, homework assistance, and 
activities for children from 6:00 AM to 6:00 PM. The program is for students at the 
middle and elementary level at 132 school sites. These services are available at no cost to 
participating families through the After School Education and Safety (ASES) state grant 
funds.

 Another example is the San Diego-based Barrio Logan College Institute, an after-
school program for low-income youth. This specialized program offers academic 
enrichment, tutoring, homework assistance, and provides mentoring in planning for 
college. The mission of the institute is simply stated, yet not simply achieved: prepare 
school age children from low-income and minority areas for college by introducing the 
notion of higher education at an early age. The concept behind the organization came 
from a public-service entrepreneur who felt such students needed a way to push past 
obstacles blocking their access to higher education. To achieve this, the institute focuses 
its efforts on after-school enrichment programs, parent involvement, and mentoring. Such 
programs are critical given the fact that fewer than 4% of Latino high school graduates in 
California meet eligibility requirements for the University of California or California 
State University systems (Speivegel, 2001b).  

 As effective as these programs are, no program exists that effectively addresses 
the needs of individuals with challenges and/or learning disabilities. Especially crucial 
when addressing the needs of these individuals is the understanding that stress, trauma, 
and violence often are factors that make learning even more difficult. How should 
educators respond to the shocking and overwhelming abuses of children's rights which 
occur in our nation and throughout the world? First of all, it is important that we 
understand that abused children from other nations immigrate to the United States and 
attend American schools. Many children from Central America and Southeast Asia with 
harrowing stories of survival have found their way to this nation and have very different 
experiences and values than many of their U.S.-born classmates. Regardless of where our 
students were born, we have the ethical obligation to educate all of them to the best of our 
ability (Children’s Defense Fund, 2002; Fernekes, 1999).

 The need for a program that addresses issues of challenges and learning 
disabilities with a focus on the effects of stress, trauma, and violence on learning is 
essential to anyone involved in education whether a traditional classroom or in a number 
of institutions such as hospitals, orphanages, or other types of facilities. There is a need 
for such a program to enable all children globally to have the same education as their 
peers whether in areas of poverty or in areas of wealth. Refugees and immigrants are also 
not being addressed in current programs. Refugees and immigrants bring to the classroom 
a significant issue in learning; the need to understand the culture before addressing the 
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learning needs.  By not educating all children to be productive citizens leads to children 
growing up without focus and turning to unhealthy life choices where gangs are the 
teachers of crime; a life that destroys the hope of any country with a vision to the future 
of well educated adults advancing toward equality for all. 

The Need for Education Reform 

Resources and Opportunities 

The hope of Education for All (EFA) is not to be shared by children in war and 
especially not to be shared by children with challenges and/or learning disabilities around 
the world. No one is under any illusion that children can emerge from conflict 
undamaged. Where there are resources and opportunities, assistance is needed to protect 
teachers and children engaged in making a positive change in the life they encounter. 
Wanting an education should not in anyway be the mark of death. Education is of 
primary importance to the future. The way to secure that future is with educating children 
to understand the positive effects of academic knowledge and how this knowledge will 
lead to a better life.  

 Education is a fundamental right that everyone, especially individuals with 
challenges and/or learning disabilities have a need to participate in and benefit from the 
knowledge gained. Education leads to change in the form of being globally competitive 
and the foundation for a democratic society. The Education for All (EFA) movement, a 
global commitment to provide quality basic education for all children, youth and adults, 
has not provided education for all children. The movement was launched at the World 
Conference on Education for All in 1990. Ten years later the international community 
met again in Dakar, Senegal and affirmed their commitment to achieving Education for 
All by the year 2015. The goals are important to educating all children. However, in the 
year 2007, eight years from reaching the goals set, education is being denied to children 
in areas where war is the basic business of the country and children are recruited to fight 
or as part of the labor force. Children lacking an education worldwide due to a number of 
reasons, including the allure of gang membership has decreased the number of students 
completing a basic K-12 program. More importantly, children born with challenges 
and/or learning disabilities do not have an opportunity to be educated and live a full and 
productive life. Children who become impaired due to all types of conflict do not see 
themselves as getting the care and support needed to live out their life with respect and 
dignity. Education is the foundation for a productive society that can compete in the 
global marketplace, provide knowledge for making informed decisions, lessen the burden 
put on organizations and institutions, and reduce the cost of violence to communities. 

  When children leave school they should have a specific plan for their future. They 
might start a job, go to college or go to a day service. This time is called transition. This 
can be a difficult time for young people with a learning disability or other type of 
disability. A strategic plan designed for the future of next generation once they leave 
school should be in place long before the individual leaves school. All the services that 
help and support young people with disabilities need to work together and not stop when 
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they leave school. Young people should be able to make informed decisions and choices 
about their lives. 

 Providing quality education for thousands of children is costly and time 
consuming, especially during a humanitarian emergency or schools needing improvement 
such as the 11,008 schools identified in 2004-2005 in the United States (Education Week, 
2006). Re-establishing schooling restores a sense of normality to the community and 
provides protection for children who are at risk of failing, dropping out, and/or turning to 
a destructive way of life. Especially crucial to field research is the need to provide valid 
documentation on children with challenges. There is a need to understand what becomes 
of these children in order to better understand how to improve the structure of living a 
productive life. There is a need to meet the needs of challenged children to raise their 
self-esteem and hope for the future; educate for peace; improve school curricula; improve 
funding for education; provide funding for needed resources to restore disabled children 
to a full and functioning life; and provide trained professionals to assist the process of 
rebuilding a shattered life.

 Roughly 120 million primary-school-age children around the world are denied the 
chance to go to school. More than 95% of children with disabilities in the developing 
world do not attend school. There are an estimated 150 million children with disabilities 
in the world; the majority live with the reality of exclusion. The vast majority of children 
with disabilities in developing countries have no access to rehabilitative health care or 
support services, and many are unable to acquire a formal education. 

Making a Commitment to Education Reform 

When children are identified as being pre-occupied, extremely anxious, or acts 
out to the point of disruption, it is necessary to ascertain the exact cause of these visible 
signs that the child may be traumatized due to past life circumstances. If not properly 
identified and addressed; a physical, emotional, and/or social challenge may have an 
adverse affect on a child’s educational performance. 

Medical and Learning Disabilities 

 It should be mandatory that all educators and healthcare providers be trained in 
cognitive, academic, physical, behavioral, and communication characteristics of medical 
and learning disabilities that may affect children. Understanding the whole child 
addresses the needs that may not be met by simply administering academic and/or 
medical tests for rule out the obvious symptoms of disease or emotional stress. Children 
who have experienced stress, trauma, and violence may not be visible on charts or paper. 
A child brought into a classroom with a physical and/or mental disability may be seen by 
the teacher as a burden. Inclusion has become a term teachers resent and see themselves 
as having less time for the whole class of students. Teacher preparation programs should 
include a minimum of a one year practicum in teaching students with challenges. To 
understand that being patient with students that may take a longer to comprehend and 
complete an assignment. To include in teacher preparation programs instruction on how 
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to model being patient, calm, and flexible under circumstances that are different from the 
daily classroom routine. 

Family Matters 

 An important part of teachers succeeding in being effective teachers is 
recognizing the importance of family and getting to know the caregivers of the students. 
Caregivers should be considered an extension of the classroom; working together to 
achieve success of all students. This in turn assists parents and teachers in working 
together to support the student in the classroom and at home. This approach also assists 
teachers in identifying children that may be in an abusive household. It is important for 
the child to receive help as much as getting help for the caregiver. Especially vulnerable 
are the children living in low-income housing where the caregiver is unlikely to provide 
an enriching and academic environment for the child. Frustration of not providing 
adequate surroundings may increase the chance of the child becoming abused. Add to this 
scenario a child with a disability and the situation becomes more crucial when caregivers 
are not able to cope with the stress of having a child with a disability. The caregiver, not 
adequately prepared to meet the demands of child with a disability, is more likely to 
mistreat the child.  

 A program for teachers and caregivers of children with disabilities should be part 
of the school program. To meet the demands of inclusive classrooms, adequate funding 
should be made available for schools to provide professional assistance by experts in the 
field. Included in the program should be effective communication skills to better 
understand the verbal and nonverbal cues and responses made by children with a 
disability that may not know how to communicate his or her needs. Parenting classes for 
caregivers should also be part of the program. To alleviate the child feeling confused 
about why there is one set of standards at school and another at home; this situation 
contributes to the stress felt by the child, the caregiver, and the teacher. It is important to 
recognize that children with disabilities need structure to succeed. Typically, the school 
day is structured to meet the academic school standards. Continuing with the consistent 
pattern of structure at home provides a balance between school and home. In addition, 
expectations and specific goals set at school should also be carried through in the home.  

Guide to Stress, Trauma, and Violence 

 An updated guide to stress, trauma, and violence and the effects on learning and 
health should be maintained yearly as situations change. Educators and healthcare 
professionals should update their skills when working with the needs of children with 
medical and physical disabilities. There needs to be in place effective interventions and 
instructional adaptations for children who have experienced stress, trauma, and violence 
in plain language; if necessary, using pictures to illustrate each intervention along with 
instruction in more than one language taking into account the culture and sensitivity of 
the issues. 
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Assistive Technologies 

 The use of assistive technologies to enhance learning, provide valuable feedback 
from children too traumatized to speak, or to encourage one-on-one learning. There is no 
price too high on addressing the needs of children who have experienced stress, trauma, 
or violence in their lives. Governments and world leaders are in a strategic place to begin 
investing in the future, the children of the world. The need is right for a program that will 
identify and bring together services and community resources to assist individuals with 
disabilities, especially children and young adults and their families. To have resources 
that help and support the disabled in one location will enable everyone to work together 
for a more productive society where everyone has an opportunity to succeed. There 
should be a life coach within this program that will assist individuals with disabilities to 
help them to plan the next steps in their life such as family life, school, college, and 
obtaining a career. 

Conclusion

Educators and childcare practitioners must develop the awareness and ability to 
recognize the signs of stress, trauma, or violence as it relates to the ability to learn at all 
ages and levels and in all parts of the world. In-depth and extensive research is needed on 
the extent to which young people are turning to violence and crime because disabilities 
are not recognized and made a priority for education, and the social, economic, political, 
psychological and cultural factors that surround these activities. The lack of valid 
information on children with disabilities and their outcome in life, whether in war or on 
the streets involved in gangs, is evident that this issue, combined with violence is needed 
to understand the future of all countries. Children are the future. Lacking is accessible 
published research, or at least not accessed by those who might make use of it in practice. 
There is a gap between research and practice that needs a stronger connection. A stable, 
uninterrupted learning environment in the midst of conflict gives children and youth 
structure, stimulation and can make them safer. This support network can be integral to 
children’s healing processes and can provide life-saving, practical information on 
landmine awareness, HIV/AIDS prevention and basic hygiene and health care. Attending 
school can also lessen the chance that a child will be recruited into or join a fighting 
group, face sexual or economic exploitation or become exposed to other risks. This is the 
state of the world today; children growing up without an education and children without 
resources to become productive citizens. The combined efforts of agencies, networks, and 
organizations will be the driving force in collecting information that will provide the 
positive aspects of globalization in a positive manner and working toward eliminating the 
negative aspects of growing up with a disability. As noted in the San Diego-based Barrio 
Logan College Institute, it takes the whole community working together to ensure that all 
children have an education that will encourage leaders for tomorrow continuing to assist 
leaders for the future.
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Bibliotherapy Revisited: Developing Teachers’ Awareness and 
Techniques to Help Children Cope Effectively With Stressful Situations 

Marilyn N. Malloy Jackson 
University of Guam, Guam 

Introduction

All teachers have one thing in common; at one time or another they have 
experienced a child with a difficult life situation.  Each year, young children are victims 
of maltreatment; physical, sexual, or emotional abuse, as well as neglect.  In many cases, 
children are the victims of more than one type of maltreatment (Tucker, Brady, Harris, & 
Fraser, 1993). Children may develop posttraumatic stress disorder, leaving them 
vulnerable to phobias, behavioral difficulties, anxiety disorders, depression, and other 
neuropsychiatric disorders (Lowenthal, 1999). It is apparent that too many young 
children are growing up and going to school with a wide range of problems.  Are teachers 
aware of the stress in their classrooms?  Do teachers plan for stress control?   Educators 
need to understand why stress is a part of classroom life and how it affects the teacher-
student relationship. It is not the goal of school to eliminate stress in the lives of children, 
but rather to manage and help children handle childhood traumas and stressful problems 
and situations that may arise.  Bibliotherapy can be an intervention in stress management 
through books. The purpose of this article is to help the classroom teacher of young 
children come to an understanding of stress and childhood traumas, and how to 
effectively control and plan for stress management in classroom situations. 

The Human Condition and Traumatic Events

On August 29, 2005, Hurricane Katrina devastated the American gulf coast, 
leaving hundreds of thousands of people homeless and without food, water, shelter, and 
clothing.  Hundreds, perhaps thousands, of men, women, and children perished.  The 
human and material consequences of this disaster are still being assessed, but it is 
believed that this disaster will be considered the most monumental natural disaster in 
American history (Frost, 2005). In many respects, the damage and human suffering from 
Hurricane Katrina are similar to the 2004, South Asian tsunami.  This massive disaster 
resulted in the loss of parents, homes, schools, and personal belongings for tens of 
thousands of children in South Asia who struggle to cope with its devastating effects.  
The Holocaust and the ongoing African uprisings and concurrent AIDS epidemic have 
subjected children to as much pain, misery, and loss on such an epic scale (Grossfeld, 
1996). Each year, young children are victims of maltreatment; physical, sexual, or 
emotional abuse, as well as neglect.  In many cases, children are the victims of more than 
one type of maltreatment (Tucker, Brady, Harris, & Fraser, 1993).  There are no words to 
adequately describe some disasters and their effects on children, whether they are natural,  
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as with disease, tsunamis, earthquakes, typhoons, or hurricanes; or national tragedies like 
school shootings, the Oklahoma City bombing, the 9-11 terrorist attacks, or the recent 
war with Iraq. About four million American children are exposed to traumatic events 
yearly (Schwartz & Perry, 1994).  Incidents of children experiencing stress are not 
necessarily more limited than those of adults.  Young children do not have the life 
experiences or cognitive development to understand these events or grieve them as adults 
do (Christian, 1997). 

  Today we are all “at risk.”  The term “at risk” may encompass a vast majority of 
children who have been exposed, directly or indirectly, to violent trauma. Too many 
young children are growing up and going to school with a wide range of problems 
associated with situations that not only fail to promote healthy development, but may 
leave them with long-term severe problems.   

The purpose of this article is to help the classroom teacher of young children 
come to an understanding of stress and childhood traumas, and how to effectively control 
these problems in the classroom.  It does not attempt to investigate stress, but to provide a 
guide and design hands on activities or lessons, and materials for discussion so that the 
teacher can plan for stress management in classroom situations.  Being aware of stress is 
the first step in preventing or controlling it. A conceptual understanding of the ideas is 
valuable.  As concerned professionals, we need to understand why childhood traumas, 
stressful events and situations are a part of classroom life and how they affect the teacher-
student relationship.  Many school-age children are subject to school-related stressors 
such as failing grades, overly demanding classroom environments, athletic requirements, 
peer relationships, experiences with tests, and conflicts with teachers (Jewett, 1997; 
Romano, 1997; Scherer, 1996; Sears & Milburn, 1990).

What Exactly Is Human Stress?

Hans Selye is considered by many as the pioneer who noted the existence of 
human stress.  He described its qualities, defined the concept, and gave the phenomenon 
an appropriate name.  Selye (1976), defined stress as: 

Stress is the nonspecific response of the body to any demand made upon it to adapt 
whether that demand produces pleasure or pain. Stress is a “response of the body.” 

Stress is an inappropriate, over-response to the kinds of problems that occur in school.  
For the school-age child, stressors may include anxiety about school conflicts with 
teachers, competition with peers or siblings, lack of parental interest, personal injury or 
loss, poor grades, fear of success or failure, and fear of medical visits (Dickey & 
Henderson, 1989; Sears & Milburn, 1990).  Other stressors could include fear of negative 
evaluation, parental conflict or loss, unfair punishment, schoolwork, and boredom 
(Atkins, 1991; Dickey & Henderson, 1989; Kanner, Felman, Weinberger, & Ford, 1987; 
Lewis, Siegel, & Lewis 1984; Spirito, Stark, Grace & Stamoulis, 1991).  
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Children who have been exposed to a traumatic event may become emotionally 
upset or disturbed.   They may display nighttime fears, anger, irritability, lower tolerance 
for stress, nervousness, compulsiveness, helplessness, and/or powerlessness (Armsworth 
& Holaday, 1993; Richards & Bates, 1997).  Also, children with post-traumatic stress 
disorder may display developmentally regressive behaviors such as thumb sucking, or 
loss of previously learned academic and social skills.  Older children and adolescents 
may try drugs, drink alcohol, or even attempt suicide. Stress can lead to a decrease in 
productivity and bad feelings, and the long term effects are detrimental to the health of 
students and school personnel.  Too much stress is also a signal that something in the 
school environment is wrong (Sylwester, 1983).  Since social stress occurs when the 
mind is unable to solve threatening problems that confront it, nothing else but appropriate 
information properly used can generate appropriate stress responses. 

What is Bibliotherapy? 

Have you ever read a book for self-help or to find answers to your difficulties, 
such as how others dealt with a loss, learn to become self-assured, or overcome a 
hardship?  Then you have used bibliotherapy.  Bibliotherapy is simply defined as the use 
of books to help people solve problems (Aiex, 1993, p. 1).  Most people have read books 
to determine how others have approached a delicate situation. Bibliotherapy can be used 
with a single child, with a small group of children, or with an entire class, with minor 
variations in procedures.

After lunch, Mr. Cruz was reading aloud to his third-graders, “The Meanest Thing 
to Say,” by Bill Cosby (1997), when all of a sudden, John raised his hand.  He 
enthusiastically exclaimed, “I’m going to try that the next time my brother calls me a 
name.  I think by saying that I will get him to stop.”  John identified with the literary 
character in the story and discovered a new solution to his challenging problem.  
Identification and insight (see more on page 23) that John received from the literary 
character result from the use of appropriate reading material.  .  

Identification may go beyond personal characterization to include others in the 
story and the child’s own life.  Second, a child who identifies with a fictional character 
may imitate that character.  When the real persons in the child’s life do not provide 
appropriate models, fictional characters may.  The third, important advantage of reading 
as a form of intervention is that the child is in control.  He can choose not to continue, or 
to continue at a pace appropriate to his feelings.  Bibliotherapy involves a child reading 
about a character who successfully resolves a problem similar to the one the child is 
experiencing.

Bibliotherapy Used for Psychological Purposes 

Bibliotherapy was first documented as an intervention technique in 1840 
(Afolayan, 1992).  In 1916, the term “bibliotherapy” was used in a published article to 
describe the process of presenting books to medical patients who needed help 
understanding their problems (Crothers, 1916).  Bibliotherapy was primarily used for the 
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remediation of emotional difficulties in adults. Bibliotherapy was also used with military 
personnel during both world wars and with civilians in rehabilitation hospitals. During 
the early 1900s, French psychiatrist, Pierre Janet, believed that patients could be helped 
toward a better life through assigned readings.  Today, bibliotherapy is viewed as “an 
emerging strategy that can be used not only for clinical problems but also as a technique 
for helping children handle developmental needs” (Pardeck, 1986, p. i). 

Three Case Studies 

Case 1: Children and Loss – In an Elementary Classroom 

An example of how teachers might use bibliotherapy and children’s literature in 
difficult times such as a move, a death, or a divorce is described by an elementary teacher.  
Ingall reported on the use of books for helping children in the stress of divorce.  Two 
students in her third-grade class had parents who were going through a divorce.  The 
teacher was also aware of three other students whose parents were already divorced and 
one girl whose mother had died when the girl was five years old. 

 These students from time to time would talk with their teacher about their feelings 
and problems in their family situations.  Through a discussion with the school social 
worker about the problems these children were having, it was decided to teach a unit on 
the family to the whole class, using books to provide the focus and structure in dealing 
with the stressors of divorce and death. In implementing the unit, four sessions were 
organized for consecutive Monday afternoons during the last part of the school day, from 
2:30 to 3:15 P. M.  One teacher read a story and the others followed with an activity that 
processed the feeling and reactions of the children. 

 In the first session, the book All Kinds of Families, was read.  This book is about a 
variety of family forms, including families from different ethnic groups, three-
generational families, single-parent families, adopted families, small and large families, 
extended families with a variety of relatives living in the same home, and unrelated 
people living together as a family.  The presentation is positive and supportive about 
different family forms and deals realistically with feelings, such as anger and sadness, 
that occur within the different family frameworks. 

 In the second session, A New Mother for Martha, was read to the class, followed 
by a group discussion of the events in the book and feelings about those events.  In the 
third and fourth sessions, Boys and Girls Book about Divorce, was read.  The students 
were eager and some even anxious to share personal experiences and feelings.  The girl 
whose mother had died when she was young talked about that and her father’s new lady 
friend.  Several other children talked about deaths of family members and their feelings 
about those deaths.  The discussions were not limited to divorced and reconstituted 
families.  Students welcomed the opportunity to talk about death, divorce, and other 
frightening events that had occurred to them or others. 
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 This teaching unit on the family was developed out of a recognized need to help a 
number of children who were experiencing stress from divorce and death.  This 
bibliotherapy intervention generated coping, increased awareness, and adaptive behavior 
that any of the students might use in the future with events surrounding separation, 
divorce, or death in their own families. Specifically, these interventions involved 
opportunities for the children to practice reflective thinking, problem solving, internalized 
responses, and consideration of alternative solutions.  The unit also taught behaviors such 
as directing attention, showing concern, using physical activity, recognizing peer support, 
listening, labeling, clarifying, supporting, acknowledging, and praising. 

Case 2:  Children’s Grief – In a Preschool Classroom

Bereavement in childhood is a traumatic experience of intense and painful loss 
that has a lasting effect on children.  Children need information, reassurance, and an 
opportunity to express their feelings, and adults who share their feelings.  Without this 
support, children may be unable to grieve, or they may suffer from unresolved grief and 
distress as they struggle to understand the confusing and troublesome feelings that they 
have no words for. 

 Mrs. Cohen arrived early to her preschool classroom.  She was thinking of the 
mother of one of her students, Caroline.  Caroline’s mother had been killed in an 
automobile accident.  Caroline had been attending the preschool for two years.  Her 
mother had volunteered in the classroom often, helping with field trips, holiday parties, 
and other activities. When Mrs. Cohen told the children about the death of Caroline’s 
mother, the children were sad and had many questions about the accident, and about 
death itself:  “What happens when you die?”  “Why do people die?”  “Will Caroline’s 
mommy ever come back?”  Mrs. Cohen sat on the floor while she answered the 
children’s many questions, using concrete language and supporting their concerns. Over 
the next several days, Mrs. Cohen read the book When Dinosaurs Die:  A Guide to 
Understanding Death (Krasny & Brown, 1996) to the children.  She allotted time for the 
students to talk about grief and ask questions.

 During this special reading time, Mrs. Cohen talked with the class about ways 
they could “help Caroline feel better.”  She told them that saying, “I am sorry about what 
happened to you and your dad” might make Caroline feel better.  Mrs. Cohen made 
preparation for Caroline’s first day back at school.  Mrs. Cohen was aware that it would 
be hard for Caroline to return, as she now might feel “different” from her classmates. Mrs. 
Cohen told Caroline she was glad to have her back at school and told her that there was a 
“safe space” where she could go when she felt sad, the large yellow beanbag chair near a 
shelf of books.  Mrs. Cohen reassured Caroline throughout the day. 

 Young children often must grieve significant losses in the presence of peers and 
teachers.  A teacher may need to prepare the class for a bereaved classmate’s return to 
school after a death in the family.  It will also let the bereaved child know that adults will 
be there  to help her as she copes and adapts following a family tragedy.  Teachers may 
reassure the bereaved child that her classmates know about the death and that they are 
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sorry it happened.  This relieves the child from either trying to explain the event or trying 
to keep it a secret.  In addition, children need to believe that they are not alone in their 
grief.

Case 3:  Children’s Reactions to a Tragic Event in a Kindergarten Classroom 

Monday morning, Helen Campbell arrived early to her kindergarten classroom.  It 
had been only two weeks since the terrorist attack.  The constant news of the terrorist 
attacks made Ms. Campbell wonder how her students were responding.  The bell rang, 
signaling the start of class. All students were present except Josh.  Later, Josh and his 
mother entered the classroom.  Josh was sucking his thumb and clinging to his mother’s 
leg.  Ms. Campbell was surprised to see him acting this way.  Josh was an active child 
who previously had seemed to be afraid of nothing.  Josh’s mother stated that “Josh just 
hasn’t been the same since the terrorist attacks.  He continues to want to watch the news 
coverage of the disaster. My husband is a firefighter and well… Josh is worried about his 
Dad.  He won’t let either of us out of his sight.  I just don’t know what to say to him.  He 
has been so upset… and he has been having nightmares.  Last night, he climbed into bed 
with my husband and me.  He hasn’t done that for a long time and well… now he is 
acting like a baby.  We are worried about him.  Would you let me know if you have any 
suggestions about how we can help him get back to his old self?” 

 When Josh realized that his mother had left to go to work, tears instantly began 
running down his face.  Peter, a classmate, said, “Josh is scared about his Dad, you 
know… if he would get killed.  I told him it is OK to cry.  I sometimes worry about my 
dad too … he is a police officer.”   Ms. Campbell notice that Amy was sitting under her 
desk.  As she moved to talk to Amy, Max stopped her and asked, “Why does everyone 
keep talking about those buildings?”  Ms. Campbell said after recess that they would 
have a special time to talk about the disaster together.

 Ms. Campbell walked around the room, commenting on each child’s drawing.  
Many of the drawings represented the World Trade Center on fire or collapsed into 
rubble.  Some pictures represented people caring for others.  While many children did not 
talk about the disaster, they did draw pictures, indicating that they were thinking about it. 

 Bibliotherapy appears particularly viable for promoting support to children as 
they try to understand an event such as the recent terrorist attacks and learn to express 
their grief and fears.  They can benefit from hearing such short stories as The Little 
Engine That Could, or The Tortoise and the Hare.  These classics have enduring 
messages about conquering difficulties through patience and perseverance. 
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Table 1: Stressors and Behavioral Reactions Identified in 
Elementary School Children 

  Child              Stressor                        Behavioral Reactions____

6 yr old girl  Loses scissors in class   Wrings hands, cries easily 

7 yr old girl  Anticipates doctor visits and shots Outbursts of crying without  
provocation 

7 yr old girl  Father looks for another job in   Clings to teacher 
   another city, might move 

7 yr old boy  Jehovah’s Witness, can’t celebrate Tears, asks to leave the room 
   Halloween 

7 yr old boy  Grandfather seriously ill   Headaches, hyperactivity,  
flushed face 

8 yr old girl  Child abuse    Headache, not wanting to go  
home after school 

8 yr old girl  Dropped baton during school  Crying, stomping feet 
   performance 

9 yr old girl  Mother in hospital for a week  Cries easily, less attentive to  
work

10 yr old boy Very small stature, failed high jump Cries, runs from gym to class, 
slams books on  in gym   on desk 

10 yr old boy Leukemia, treatment causes loss of Reluctant to attend school 
 hair, wears a cap 

10 yr old boy Parents separated, compete with each Fights on playground,  
other for child    complains about unfair  

situations

10 yr old boy Frequent family moves   Wrote a very gory Halloween  
story 

10 yr old boy Superior intelligence, parent pressure Uses knowledge to put others  
down

10 yr old boy Father abusive to children, problem Aggressive behavior toward  
with drinking     peers 

11 yr old girl Father in hospital for surgery,   Throws down spelling test,  
chronically ill     didn’t know word 

11yr old girl Father loses job, financial crisis   Withdraws, puts head on desk,  
at home     does not relate to peers 

12 yr old boy Birth of sister    Tattles on other children in class 

_______________________________________________________________________________ 
Source: Blom, Cheney and Snoddy, 1986
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How to Teach Using Bibliotherapy 

Three Key Elements in the Bibliotherapy Process 

A number of positive consequences may occur when a child reads a story with a 
pertinent psychological theme.  Studies of therapeutic emphasis suggest that the content 
and theme of a story is not only a source of information, but also create a positive 
emotional impact on the reader.  There are three main steps usually present in the process 
of bibliotherapy: 

Identification - From the reading, children come to realize that they are not the only 
person with particular fears, frustrations, worries, or stressful living conditions.  
Recognizing similarities between themselves in the story book characters, thus they may 
work out their problems vicariously.  Identification is not limited to a reader’s 
identification of self with a story character.  As a result, the child may develop a better 
understanding and appreciation of the real person.  Children may also identify with 
characters in animal stories as well as with fictional human beings; when the animals 
have believable human characteristics.  Identification entails recognizing the thoughts 
and behaviors of others. 

Catharsis -  Catharsis builds upon identification.  When a child who identifies with a 
fictional character lives through situations and shares feelings with that character, that 
child experience catharsis.  This vicarious experience may produce a release of tension or 
an imitation of the character’s behavior.  When this happens, it is important that the child 
have someone with whom to discuss the reading, on a one-to-one basis or in a group.  
After releasing emotional tensions, individuals become better able to apply what they 
have learned to their own similar situations, resulting in insight.  An advantage of reading 
as a therapeutic experience is that it does not force a child to participate.  If the fictional 
situation becomes too intense, too stimulating, too painful, the reader can back off (or the 
child being read to can assume the role of observer). 

Insight  -  Through reading, children may become more aware of human motivations and 
of rationalizations for their own behavior.  They may develop a more realistic view of 
their abilities and self-worth; the written word tends to carry authority.   Colville (1990) 
describes insight as “an arrow to the heart” (p. 35).  Insight targets an individual’s 
specific problem and brings issues to the surface so they can be addressed. Children who 
feel doubt and suspicion toward adults and peers tend to be less doubtful and suspicious 
of books.  Authors of fiction generally become trusted because they rarely impose 
judgment explicitly.   
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Table 2: Using Books To Help Children Cope With Anxiety, Fears, 
Hospitalization, Illness, Moving, Separation From A Parent, 

Divorce, A New Baby, Or Changes In Family Lifestyle 

Bedtime Stories 
Soothing, Reassuring Stories 
Stories Portraying Some Inner Concerns Surrounding Bedtime 
Stories About Dreams and Dreaming 

The New Baby 
Books Emphasizing Reassurance and Love for the Older Child 
Books About Older Sibling Who Attempt To Run Away – but Return When They 
Feel Love & Needed 
Books Showing an Older Sibling’s Role in Caring for a New Baby 
Story Revealing a Young Child’s Fantasy Life When a New Baby Arrives 

Moving
Books Showing Children Coping With a Recent Family Move 
Books Describing Moving-Daily Activities 
Moving From One Country or Setting to Another 
When a Friend Moves, When a Newcomer Arrives 
Home as a Symbol of Security, Belonging 

Books Portraying Experiences and Emotions That May Have Special Meaning for 
the Hospitalized Child 

Separation Feelings and the Hospitalized Child 
Self-Esteem and the Hospitalized Child 
Stories About Illness or Pain in General 
Nighttime in the Hospital 
Books Describing a Visit to a Doctor’s or Dentist’s Office 

Divorce Stories Highlighting Visits with Father 
Nontraditional Divorce Stories Acknowledging the Possibility of Custody 
Stories Showing Child and Single Parent Living Alone and Managing Well
Together
Imaginative Stories Showing Children Coping with Divorce 
Stories About Feelings and Families That May Have Special Meaning for 
Children of Divorce and/or Their Friends and Peers 
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A Teaching Framework for Bibliotherapy and Problem Solving

 Most teachers when exploring bibliotherapy with students will use everyday types 
of life problems such as anger, teasing, bullying, and issues of self-concept.  These types 
of problem-solving issues are best accomplished through small-group or whole class 
readings and discussions of the topic.  Doll and Doll (1997) describes this approach as 
developmental bibliotherapy because it focuses on helping children cope with 
developmental needs rather than relying on clinical or individualized bibliotherapy. There 
are four steps for the teacher when using bibliotherapy: 

1. Pre-reading Plan, 

2. Guided Reading, 

3. Post-reading discussion, and 

4. Follow-up Problem-solving/reinforcement activity. 

Pre-reading Plan 

This is s the first step in the selection of an appropriate book. Emphasis is placed 
on this step when reading any book to children, but it is most important when literature is 
to focus on feelings, attitudes, beliefs, and values.  Careful selection of reading material is 
significant so that students can identify, connect and relate to the real or fictional 
character. There are various subject access guides which are available to help teachers 
determine which books can be used to with children’s problems, such as A to Zoo: 
Subject Access to Children’s Picture Books; The Best in Children’s Books: the University 
of Chicago Guide to Children’s Literature; The Bookfinder: A Guide to Children’s 
Literature About the Needs and Problems of Youth Aged 2- Up; and Middle and Junior 
High School Library Catalog.   Pre-reading plans should  include  a brief discussion of 
students’ background knowledge to help them link their past experience with the book’s 
content. The teacher should display the cover of the book and ask students to predict what 
the story is about.  He/she should provide students with a brief statement about the story 
and ask open-ended questions.  He/she should also allow children to predict similarities 
and differences between their lives and the character(s) in the book.  Pre-reading 
activities should include appropriate questions that will enable students to identify what 
they know about the topic, and what they want to know.  These types of activities will 
help students activate their prior knowledge and identify with the book’s content. 

Guided Reading

This step involves actually reading the story aloud to students, preferably in one 
sitting. Read the story at an appropriate pace and appropriate volume so students are 
listening and pay attention.  He/she should interject prepared questions and respond to 
children’s comments and concerns.  A crucial aspect of bibliotherapy is the advance 
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preparation of specific questions that can in interspersed throughout the story to focus 
attention on major points.  

Post-reading Discussion 

 This is the third step of the bibliotherapy process.  Once the story is completed the 
teacher and students will engage in a sequence of discussions.  The teacher should make 
students retell the plot and then evaluate character feelings and any situations that 
occurred.  It is important to ensure that students comprehend the story before moving 
forward.   Next,  the teacher should  ask probing questions to help students think about 
their feelings and better identify with the characters and events in the story.  The 
questions should vary in that some are knowledge and comprehension questions, and 
others require analysis and evaluation.  When students pass through identification and 
catharsis they learn to problem solve.  By identifying with the literary character(s), 
students recognize that they are not alone in experiencing a problem.  This is the key, as 
young children often feel alone when experiencing a specific problem.  This type of 
dialoguing will help students as they develop insight into the character’s difficulty and 
discuss the merits and shortcomings of any solutions.  In addition, the class can generate 
possible solutions to their own problem by using their newly acquired insight.

Follow-up Problem-Solving/Reinforcement Activity 

In the fourth bibliotherapy step, we help students learn how to become 
independent problem solvers.   As students identify with characters in the story and 
discuss solutions to the problems, they apply an interpersonal problem-solving strategy 
and developing additional alternatives.  The first step is to identify the problem presented 
in the book.  It may be necessary to guide students in discussion to address any secondary 
problems.  Students should try to list all solutions the book’s characters considered to 
solve the problem as well as generate their own original solution to the problem.  
Students and teacher will then examine each solution and determine if there are any 
obstacles to those solutions.  Identifying each obstacle reassures students that it is typical 
for many of the solutions to have obstacles but they must find a solution with few or no 
obstacles.  The teacher should make the students look over the solutions again and choose 
one.  The purpose of this step is to emphasize to the class the need to select good 
solutions that solve their problem in the long-run, not just a solution for the moment.   
When students realize that they have chosen a good solution; they now need to try it out.  
When students learn to become good problem solvers, they begin to develop feelings of 
self-control, a process that becomes helpful in creating a positive classroom environment 
(Dreikurs & Cassel, 1997).

The next responsibility of the teacher should include reinforcement activities to 
give students practice and application of the solutions they found.  Activities should use 
social skills within a natural setting or real-life situation or incidental learning such as 
role-playing.  Not all children can verbalize their thoughts and feelings, for these children, 
art work, poetry, writing stories, play activities and many opportunities to draw can 
provide valuable alternative modes of expression. In children’s play activities the teacher 
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can also become incorporated into the child’s role playing. This will allow the teacher to 
give constructive feedback of students’ performance. The next time students are 
presented with the problem or situation, they will try their solution.  In addition, teachers 
should also use reinforcement activities for home assignments.  These activities (or 
application) will reinforce the student’s ability to use the strategy for generating an 
appropriate solution when confronted with a problem.  By learning a problem-solving 
strategy and applying it to children’s literature, students can learn to become independent 
and effective problem solvers. 

Reinforcement Activities 

When preparing for bibliotherapy follow-up or reinforcement activities, 
information from a number of writing activities can be used with different open-ended 
questions like, “What do you think about…?  or “How would you feel if…?  An effective 
technique is for the teacher to give questions to stimulate writing and then to give 
suggestions back to students. Some of these open-ended writing activities could be: 

Title Starters:  “The Thing I Would Change About Me” 
                          “My Three Worse Fears” 
                        “My Home” 

If… Starters:    If I were my mother I would … 
                          If it weren’t for… 

If I had enough money I would… 

Unfinished Sentences:  School is… 
 At  the bus stop… 
  I don’t do my homework because… 

Wish test:  You have been give three wishes.  What would they be and why did   
you choose these three? 

Dear Abby:  Have a mailbox where students can put letters about their problems. 

Throw-Away Box:  Students write their worries on a piece of paper and throw 
them away into this box. 

Art activities is an excellent way to gather information about children’s concerns such as: 

Coat of Arms: Each student makes a shield that is divided into six parts: favorite 
past times; things that make me sad; things that make me happy; my family; me; and 
things I hate.  The student will draw something to express his feelings in each part of the 
shield or coat of arms. 
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Pizza:  This is the same idea as the shield, but children draw responses on each 
slice of a pizza. 

Me Collages:  Children find pictures and words that tell about themselves and 
paste the words and pictures on paper cut in the shape of their bodies. 

About Me Book:  Children draw or paste words and pictures on pages in a book 
made of construction paper.  Each page is labeled with topics: Things that make me 
happy, My favorite hobbies, Wishes I Have, About my family. 

Conclusion

           Bibliotherapy is the use of books to help children who are experiencing a variety 
of emotional and developmental difficulties, as well as solving personal problems 
(Riordan & Wilson, 1989).   Bibliotherapy is very useful and deserves to be 
acknowledged and developed as a valuable part of classroom management for young 
children.  Stress and childhood traumas are serious, life-threatening issues facing children 
today.  Educators should not try to avoid stress in their classrooms, but learn to control 
and manage it.  Books have an important role in everyday life in the classroom, and can 
also be used to help children become better equipped for tomorrow’s challenges by 
meeting similar challenges today in the stories that they read. Using stories with a 
specific stressor can help to teach coping skills and strategies that restore or increase a 
child’s level of functioning after a trauma.  Teachers should encourage children to share 
experiences and feelings privately or in a group discussion.  Such discussions are good, in 
that, they validate feelings, reduce fears and anxieties and help children learn from each 
other.

 Bibliotherapy gives children permission to talk and express their feelings through 
words.  Young children need their teachers and parents around to support, listen to them 
carefully, believe in their thoughts and feelings as they heal.  Bibliotherapy merits a much 
higher profile than it has had up to the present time.  Teachers, especially early childhood 
educators at the pre, primary, special needs and elementary levels, need to be more aware 
of the potential benefits of bibliotherapy or self-help strategy.  It deserves greater 
recognition, wider implementation, and increased systematic research.  Bibliotherapy is a 
child-friendly, noninvasive method that employs reading - a very natural technique used 
in the classroom.           
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Notes

This article submitted by the author is an excerpt from her book with the same title that 
she published in 2006. 

References 

Aiex, N. K.  (1993).  Bibliotherapy (Report No. EDO-CS-93-05).  Bloomington, Indiana 
University, Office of Educational Research And Improvement. 

Afolayan, J. (1992).  Documentary perspective of bibliotherapy in education.  Reading
Horizons, 33(2), 137-148. 

Armsworth, M. W., & Holady, M. (1993).  The effects of psychological trauma on 
children and adolescents. Journal of Counseling and Development, 72(1), 49-56. 

Atkins, F. D. (1991).  Children’s perspective of stress and coping:  An integrative review.  
Issues in Mental Health Nursing, 12, 171-178.

Blom. G. E., Cheney, B. D., & Snoddy, J. E., (1986). Stress in children. New York: 
Teachers College Press. 

Christian, L. G. (1997).  Children and grief. Our Children, 23 (2), 34-35. 

Colville, B. (1990).  Magic mirrors.  Bookmark, (Fall), 35-36.

Cosby, Bill. (1997).  The meanest thing to say. New York: Scholastic. 

Crothers, S. (1916, September).  A literary clinic. Atlantic Monthly, 188, 291-302.

Dickey, J. P., & Henderson, P. (1989).  What young children say about stress and coping 
in school. Health Education, 20, 14-17. 

Doll, B., & Doll, C. (1997).  Bibliotherapy with young people: Librarians and mental 
health professionals working together.  Englewood, CO: Libraries Unlimited. 

Dreikurs, R., & Cassel, P. (1997).  Discipline without tears.  New York: Hawthorn. 

Fassler, J. (1976). Helping children cope.  New York: Free Press. 

Forgan, J. W. (2002).  Using Bibliotherapy to teach problem solving.  Intervention in 
school and clinic, 38 (2), 75. 

Frost, J. L. (2005).  Lessons from disasters: Play, work, and the creative arts.  Childhood
Education, 82 (1), 2-8.



~ ��� ~

Bibliotherapy Revisited: Developing Teachers’ Awareness and Techniques to Help Children Cope Effectively with Stressful Situations

Gardner, R. (1971). Boys and girls book about divorce. New York: Science House. 

Grossfeld, S. (1997). Loss futures: Our forgotten children. New York: Aperture 
Foundation.

Green, P. (1978). A new mother for Martha. New York: Human Sciences Press.   

Hogan, N., & Graham, M. (2001).  Helping children cope with disaster.  ACEI Focus on 
Pre-K & K Quarterly Newsletter, 14(2) 1-7. 

Jewett, J. (1997).  Childhood stress. Childhood Education, 73, 172-173. 

Kanner, A. D., Feldman, S. S., Weinberger, D. A., & Ford, M. E. (1987).  Uplifts, hassles, 
and adaptational outcomes in early adolescents.  Journal of Early Adolescence, 7,
371-394.

Krasny, L. & Brown, M. (1996). When dinosaurs die: A guide to understanding death.  
Boston: Little, Brown and Company. 

Lowenthal, B. (1999). Effects of maltreatment and ways to promote children’s resiliency.  
Childhood Education, 74 (4), 2-4-209. 

National Institute for Clinical Excellence (2004). Depression: Management of depression 
in primary and secondary care.  London: NICE. 

Riordan, R. J., & Wilson, L. S. (1989).  Bibliotherapy;  Does it work?  Journal of 
Counseling and Development, 67 (9), 506-508. 

Schwartz, E., D., & Perry, B. D. (1994).  The post-traumatic response in children and 
adolescents. Psychiatric Clinics of North America, 17, 311-326. 

Sears, S. J., & Milburn, J. (1990).  School-age stress.  In L. E.  Arnold (Ed.), Childhood
stress (pp. 224-246).  New York: Wiley. 

Selye, H. (1976). Stress without distress. New Jersey: Harper & Row.. 

Simon, N. (1976). All kinds of families. Chicago: Albert Whitman.  

Sylwester, R. (1983).  Coping with stress.  Theory into practice. 22(1), 3-6. 

Tucker, C. M., Brady, B. A., Harris, Y. R., & Fraser, K. (1993).  The association of 
selected parent behaviors with the adaptive and maladaptive functioning of black 
children and white children. Child Study Journal, 23, 29-36.



~ ��0 ~



~ ��1 ~

The Impact of Participation in Workplace Learning 
for Senior Secondary School Students in Australia 

Richard Laidlaw 
 Putai Jin 

 Renae Low 
University of New South Wales, Australia 

Introduction 

Over the last two decades, Australian governments have initiated a number of 
reforms encompassing the content of vocational education and training: the ways in 
which content is decided, the ways in which skills are recognised, and the ways in which 
the system is funded and administered.  As a result, senior school students are 
increasingly undertaking vocational structured work placement programs as a component 
of their senior secondary school studies (ACER, 2001; Malley, Ainley & Robinson, 1999; 
Marks, Fleming, Long, & McMillan, 2000).  Workplace learning has increasingly been 
used as a delivery option for a range of education and training initiatives, supported as a 
policy solution to a range of problems, including pressures for educational institutions to 
be more relevant, to customize courses to clients and their stakeholders (Fang, Jin, & 
Low, 2007; Fuller, Hodkinson, Hodkinson, & Unwin, 2005; OECD, 2000; Smyth, 2005).  

This paper examines structured work placements for adolescent Australian post-
compulsory senior secondary school students. The aim of this study is to develop a more 
comprehensive understanding of the impact of participation in contextual workplace 
learning on senior secondary students. In the present study, workplace learning refers to a 
structured placement of varied time periods under the supervision of a company 
employee at their worksite. The placement is characterized by regulated teaching and 
assessment of nationally accredited courses where the curriculum, delivery and 
assessment strategies ensure a clear link between course outcomes and workplace 
requirements (TAFE NSW, 1995).  Structured workplace learning programs comprise on-
the-job and off-the-job components.  The on-job components are delivered in workplaces 
by employers or staff.  The off-job components are delivered in the classroom.  
Employers provide the on-job training based on pre-determined learning outcomes agreed 
prior to the work placement. The incidence of workplace learning as a component of 
senior secondary schooling has shown a marked increase in recent years.  Participation in 
structured workplace learning by students in their final years of secondary schooling is a 
recent trend, dating for most of Australia from the mid-1990’s (Ainley & Flemming, 
1995).  Research in this area is scant; there is need to explore the impact of secondary 
school participation in workplace learning on the constructs of self-esteem and intrinsic 
motivation, constructs that provide a valuable guide to the healthy development of 
adolescent students moving to adulthood.  Specifically, the present study attempted to 
examine whether the placement attributes have a significant effect on the self-esteem and 
intrinsic motivation of the participating students. 
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Senior Secondary Workplace Learning 

In the senior secondary school-to-work literature, many lists of the potential 
purposes or benefits of work-based learning can be found (Hamilton & Hamilton, 1997; 
Pauly, Kopp, & Haimson, 1995; Pedrazza, Pauly, & Kopp, 1997; Urquiola et al., 1997).  
The benefits are widely cited as the acquisition of occupational, technical, or workplace 
readiness; career exploration and planning, which can include learning about all aspects 
of an industry; psycho-social development and preparation for adult responsibilities.  
Others include the reinforcement of academic learning through contextual or situated 
learning and through increased motivation. The emphasis is on application of knowledge 
and skills in the context of real-life experiences, problems and events (Brown, 1998). 
Weinbaum and Rogers (1995) describe the type of learning characterized above as 
contextual learning.

A number of studies highlight the impact of student participation in work 
placement initiatives. High school students were described as more motivated and 
confident as a result of completing the workplace component of their program, and that 
there was a perceived increase in skills, self-confidence and esteem (Keating, 1996).  
Kopp and Kazis’ (1997) review of senior high school students involved in eight pilot 
work placement programs found students reporting their workplace learning 
opportunities as enhancing their motivation at school. In addition, the workplace learning 
experiences were of high quality and rich in learning with two thirds of students reporting 
that their workplace experience was more enjoyable than school, while three quarters said 
that participation enabled them to form special relationships with a worksite mentor or 
supervisor.  Teese, Davies and Ryan (1997) found that students who undertake and 
complete placements were very positive about the value of work placements, finding 
them “challenging and interesting”.  Students thought that work placements were 
valuable on three main counts - gaining useful job skills, building self-confidence, and 
enhancing confidence in finding work. They saw the placements as valuable mainly in 
improving their potential productivity as workers, helping them get jobs and lifting their 
self-confidence.

The literature on student participation in work placement initiatives indicates that 
participants can expect to acquire general work based competencies and develop specific 
industry competencies.  They can also expect the enhancement of overall learning 
outcomes and attitudes, and the establishment of connections with industries and 
enterprises that may lead to further work or training.  Participation has been shown to 
provide access to expert guidance and greater connection between school and work.  It 
has also been shown to increase self-esteem, confidence and student motivation, has 
enabled students to feel more positive about high school and has enabled participants to 
develop special relationships with adults at worksites. Anecdotal and research evidence 
from work placement students indicates that they feel an improvement in employability, 
self-confidence, self-esteem, attitudes towards the industry, attitudes towards co-workers 
and positive attitudes towards their schooling.  The present study examines the impact of 
workplace participation on student self-esteem and intrinsic motivation. 
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Self-esteem 

The everyday notion describing the construct is that self-esteem is the extent to 
which one prizes, values, approves or likes oneself (Coopersmith, 1967). The role of self-
esteem in adolescent development has been extensively researched.  Low self-esteem has 
been associated with depression (Harter, 1986; Reinherz et al., 1989; Rosenberg, 1965) 
suicide (Kazdin, French, Unis, & Esveldt-Dawson, 1983) and poorer academic outcomes 
(Barnes & Welte, 1986; Hawkins, Catalano, & Miller, 1992; Johnston & O’Malley, 1986; 
Kandel, 1980). Low self-esteem has been shown to correlate with low life satisfaction, 
loneliness, anxiety, resentment, irritability and depression (Rosenberg, 1985).  High self-
esteem has been correlated with academic success in high school (O’Malley & Bachman, 
1979) internal locus of control, higher family income and positive sense of self-
attractiveness (Griffore, Kallen, Popovich & Powell, 1990). 

One connotation of high self-esteem is that the person thinks that s/he is very 
good. A very different connotation of high self-esteem is that one thinks one is “good 
enough” (Rosenberg, 1989).  High self-esteem, as reflected in this study, expresses the 
feeling that one is good enough. Low self-esteem implies self-rejection, self-
dissatisfaction and self-contempt; the individual lacks respect for the self he observed.  It 
is a construct that has been labeled as quite stable, however, there appears to be periods 
of time in an individual’s lifespan in which either positive or negative changes in self-
esteem are considered as normal. Eccles and Midgely (1990) found that a decline in self-
esteem was more likely as a consequence of school transition and periods of change. 

Rosenberg (1979) maintains that self-esteem is based not only on our conception 
of our own worthiness, but also by interpretations of feedback from significant others.  It 
is suggested that significant others are determined by those individuals who are important 
to us, whose opinions we desire, value and respect (Juhasz, 1989).  Luck and Heiss (1972) 
maintain that significant others have a greater influence on an individual’s self-esteem, 
primarily because their evaluations have a greater reward potential.  Research in the field 
of significant others has presented evidence that faculty and peers are considered as 
influential others in an individual’s academic life (Rosenberg, 1979).  Gurney (1987) 
concluded that self-esteem could be enhanced, particularly if parents or significant others 
participated in the enhancement effort. 

Intrinsic Motivation 

Intrinsic Motivation is seen as a basic motivational propensity that is continuously 
present and acts as a primary motivator of behaviour (Deci, 1975). A motive is defined as 
a recurrent concern for a goal state based on a natural incentive – a concern that energizes, 
orients and selects behaviour (McClelland, 1987).  A person’s intrinsic need for feelings 
of competence and self-determination makes them aware of potential satisfaction, which, 
in turn, provides the energy for them to set goals and to behave in such a way as to try to 
achieve these goals.  This need for competence and self-determination is the 
psychological basis of intrinsic motivation (Deci, 1975).  In bringing together the results 
of a number of studies, Boggiano, Barnett, Wecher, McLelland, & Lusk (1987) 



~ ��� ~

Education Policy, Reform, & School Innovations in the Asia-Pacific

summarise that intrinsically motivated activities, that is “those that are self determined 
and based on interest or curiosity and the desire to master new challenge, do not require 
extrinsic rewards or coercive techniques to be performed” (Boggiano et al., 1987, p. 867). 

Intrinsic motivation underlies a pattern in which people seek out and conquer 
challenges optimal for their capabilities.  Intrinsic motivation is influenced by perceived 
control over choice of tasks and the competence one feels to accomplish it.  Intrinsic 
motivation is also seen to gradually increase over time.  Students who exhibit higher 
intrinsic motivation have more favourable perceptions of their academic competence. 
Student perceived competence and control are predictors of self-worth and intrinsic 
motivation.  Attributions of personal causation and positive competence information 
enhance intrinsic motivation, whereas perceptions of external constraints and information 
suggesting low task competence reduce intrinsic motivation. The present study examines 
the impact of placement attributes on the self-esteem and intrinsic motivation of students 
who participated in workplace learning. This basic premise, while widely reported in 
documentation supporting this type of contextual learning, had to date not been 
empirically studied in the senior secondary cohort. 

Method

Participants 

Workplace learning programs are offered in over half of all secondary schools in 
Australia, covering rural, regional, remote and urban areas of the country. A random 
process was used to identify schools offering both structured work placement programs 
and regular senior high school classes. A representative sample of twenty-four schools 
was identified. Subjects were categorized into two distinct groups, the Non-Participant or 
Participant group.  The schools administered the three survey instruments using a process 
of stratified random sampling to identify students for both the Participant and Non-
Participant groups.

From the 1000 respondents identified, 620 completed instruments were returned 
following the first administration.  The removal of those subjects with incomplete data 
sets left 422 subjects. Of the 422 subjects, 227 are classified as participants, with 195 
being classified as non-participants.  The students who did not undertake or complete a 
work placement, career-placement or work-experience placement during the school year 
formed the Non-Participant group.  The Participant group consisted of students who did 
complete a structured placement during this time. 

Instruments

The survey instrument consisted of the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSE), the
intrinsic motivation section of Quality of Work Life Inventory (QWL, Jin, 2000), and 
some questions to gather data regarding the respondents, family background, structure of 
the placements undertaken, student self-perception of performance, future study and 
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employment, parental levels of education and parental choice for further study/work upon 
leaving school.

The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSE) was used to measure subjects’ self-
esteem, as the scale is considered a measure of global self-esteem (Fleming & Courtney, 
1984; Rosenberg, 1965, 1979; Wylie, 1979).  Intrinsic Motivation was measured using a 
component of the Quality of Work Life Inventory (QWL).  The QWL contains 50 items 
collecting demographic and lifestyle information, job satisfaction, self-efficacy, 
organizational commitment and intrinsic motivation data.  The section relating to 
Intrinsic Motivation towards work-life was adapted to measure Intrinsic Motivation 
towards school-life. The eight items provide an orientation toward school life, with 
respondents indicating preferences on a scale of 1-9, with four of the items required 
recoding before being able to generate a score from 8 to 72, with higher scores indicating 
a more positive orientation towards the items measured.  The respondents are asked as to 
whether they find school to be routine or exciting, painful or pleasurable, boring or 
interesting, bad or good, ordinary or different, dull or stimulating, easy or hard, simple or 
complex.  Tests of reliability for the eight items measuring intrinsic motivation towards 
school-life resulted in an alpha value of 0.82.  Table 1 outlines the Alpha Reliability 
Estimates for the instruments when administered in this study.  Questions relating to 
student perceptions of the value and quality of the work placements were adapted from 
the questionnaire developed by Kopp and Kazis (1997) and used in a study of ten school-
to-work career programs.  Data were collected on three occasions, listed as Occasions 
One, Two and Three. The instrument was the same in all respects other than the RSE and
the intrinsic motivation section not being used in Occasion Two.  Questions relating to 
parental levels of schooling were included at Occasion One only. 

Table 1: Alpha Reliability Estimates 

Reliability Estimates 
Variables Instrument Alpha 
Self-esteem RSE .7327
Intrinsic Motivation  QWL .8160

Procedure

This study employed a longitudinal method with data collected on three occasions; at the 
beginning of the school year prior to work placement commencement, midway through 
the school year and also at the end of the year when all placements had been completed.  
The instrument designed for administration at the commencement of the year was piloted 
using 40 students from a comprehensive high school in metropolitan NSW with 20 
students representing the Non-Participant group and 20 students representing the 
Participant cohort.  Minor changes were made to the questions regarding the nature of the 
work placements following the pilot study. The final instruments were administered by 
nominated school personnel.  The instrument for Occasion One was administered in 
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February/March.  The second and third instruments (Occasions Two and Three) were 
administered in July and November respectively to measure potential differences in the 
identified variables from both cohorts.  Each instrument took approximately fifteen 
minutes to complete. 

Results

The industry / employment categories under which students undertook placements 
included Agriculture/Forest/Fishing, Manufacturing, Construction, Retail,  Hospitality, 
Transport, Communication,  Business Services & Administration, Education, Health and 
Community Services, Cultural and Recreation. Table 2 summarizes the data relating to 
student time on placement. The most common amount of time spent in the workforce was 
6-10 days during the year.  Students were most likely to complete their placements on a 
one-day per week schedule.   The placement time was organized as a one-week block for 
31%, one day a week for 40%, as a two-week block for 19%.  Other scenarios include 
one week, one day a week and two days a week. 

Table 2: Days on Placement 

Number of days
on Placements 

1-5 days 6-10 days 11-20 days More than 
20 days 

As % 26% 32% 15% 27%

Most placements were organized by the program coordinator with some by 
parents or by students themselves. Two thirds of participants indicated that they were 
given a list of skills to achieve in the workplace before they started the placement. Three 
quarters of participants indicated that they were able to discuss the program with the 
employer/supervisor to agree on a plan of action while on the placement. More than nine 
in ten participants indicated that they were able to discuss issues and problems with the 
supervisor while on the placement.  Participants indicated that the supervisors, managers 
and other workers were responsible for teaching them skills in the workplace.  Almost all 
students indicated that they were given an assessment of their performance. Of the 90% 
who reported receiving an assessment, most indicated that they were assessed at the 
worksite while around half reported that they were assessed at both the worksite and 
school.  80% reported that they thought there to be a good link between the work 
placement and the study they had completed at school.   

Table 3 summarizes the results for the variables of self-esteem and intrinsic 
motivation towards schooling. 
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Table 3: Results for Self-Esteem and Intrinsic Motivation 

Self-Esteem

Analysis of variance between subject factors indicated a significant interaction 
over time for the Self-esteem variable, (MSh = 61.69, MSe = 7.43 F(1,420) = 8.30, p = 
0.004), a significant decrease in self-esteem for the non-participant group between 
Occasion A and Occasion C.  Mean scores for the Non-Participant group decreased over 
time, while those for the Participant group showed a slight increase from Occasion A to 
Occasion C.  The results indicate that the self-esteem of the participants has remained at a 
consistent level, with that of the non-participants decreasing significantly over the period 
of the school year.

Post-school Study and Work Intentions

The extent of non-participant change in post-school preference as compared to 
participants over the school year was tested using the Fisher-Irwin “exact” test  (Fleiss, 
1981, pg 25).  Seventy four of the 227 participants (32.6%) had changed their preference, 
while 153 had not.  For the non-participants, 104 had changed their preference (53.3%) 
while 91 had not.  Using a two-tailed test, the absolute value of Z using test was 7.40 
indicating that the non-participants were significantly more likely than the participants to 
change their preferences by the end of the school year. 

Intrinsic Motivation 

The mean for intrinsic motivation towards school is lower for the Participant group than 
the Non-participant group at the commencement of the study.  The mean for intrinsic 
motivation towards school of Participants significantly increases by the end of the study, 
and, the mean for intrinsic motivation towards school of Non-Participants did not 

Construct MSh Mse F p N
Mean
Occ A

SE
Mean

Std
Dev

Mean
Occ C 

SE
Mea
n

Std
Dev

Self Esteem 61.69 7.43 F(1,420) = 8.30 0.004 
           

Participants   F(1,226) = 0.37 P=0.546 227 31.02 0.24 3.66 31.16 0.26 3.96
Non-
Participants 

  F(1,194) = 9.73 P=0.002 195 31.15 0.34 4.77 30.21 0.33 4.56

           
Intrinsic
Motivation 

156.9 24.7 F(1,420) = 6.43 P=0.012        

           
Participants   F(1,226)=28.73 P=0.000 227 37.34 0.55 8.29 39.71 0.58 8.78
Non-
Participants 

  F(1,194) = 1.42 P=0.235 195 39.77 0.63 8.80 40.41 0.66 9.15
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increase by the end of the study. There was a significant difference at the commencement 
of the study between the two groups, with the mean intrinsic motivation of the 
participants being lower than that of the non-participants at the commencement of the 
study.  While both the participant and non-participant groups showed an increase in 
intrinsic motivation over time, the increase for the participant group was significantly 
greater than that of the non-participant group. 

Discussion 

Contextual Learning

This study was designed to examine contextual learning using the specific 
delivery mechanism of senior secondary structured workplace learning programs. It was 
proposed at the outset that the characteristics necessary for contextual learning to take 
place would be evident in this study.  As indicated in the work placement characteristics 
reported by participating students, this has been confirmed.  Contextual learning is seen 
as learning by doing.  It enables learners to participate in authentic and meaningful goal 
directed activity outside the classroom. The literature relating to situational and 
contextualised learning mirrors the characteristics reported by participating students.

Nearly all students received some form of assessment of their competence in 
achieving an agreed set of workplace skills, workplace knowledge and attitudes. This 
assessment was provided by supervisors, managers, other workers on site and sometimes 
by school personnel. Many were assessed at both the school and the worksite. Most 
students indicated that there was a good link between the work placement and the study 
they had completed at school, characterized by the students as an enjoyable and fulfilling 
experience.  The majority of respondents report the value of learning something new, 
whether it is learning new skills, new tasks, mastering new situations or learning about 
working with others in new situations.  The responses also capture the significance the 
students placed on interaction with people, the welcoming nature of staff and the 
importance of being treated as an equal.  While it was not for most an intention pre-
placement, it appears that workplace interaction is one of the most noted aspects of the 
placement.  The students reported that they were undertaking tasks and receiving 
assistance from others to achieve mastery of skills. The students report being challenged 
in some way by the tasks, environment and people during the placement. 

When questioned about the placement, over a third of students reported that 
participation had made them feel more positive about school.  Students reported that 
participation made school more interesting, while also noting that experienced workers 
on the placement made them think about the benefits of a good education.  Respondents 
were reminded by managers and supervisors of the range of study and work options 
available through perseverance and completion of secondary schooling.  A small 
proportion commented that school should be as interesting as the placement, and that 
attending school was much easier than going to work.  Others thought that getting out 
into the workplace might assist other students to mature and prepare for life after school.  
Students responded that the placement provided, gave them skills for a job, made them 
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more employable, gave them confidence in their ability and the skills and confidence to 
find work.  The students indicate that they were guided, challenged, and productive while 
working and learning in an environment of respect and trust.  During the placements, 
students worked with professionals and related theory to practice with high quality 
supervision and guidance of employers and education staff. 

The criteria for effective contextual work placement provided in the literature 
included substantial learning and assessment occurring in the workplace, teacher/trainer 
control of formal on-the-job training, a predetermined set of skills, learning based on the 
application of specific skills and knowledge, and planned and supervised training 
experiences in work environments. The data provided on workplace characteristics 
indicates that this environment was supported for the large majority of students 
undertaking structured work placement.  The data also suggests that contextualised 
learning is an authentic process for participants and that the workplace is a viable 
contextual place of learning.  The literature highlights the importance of focusing on what 
matters to students, especially feedback about the quality of their work, how to improve it 
and opportunities to work with peers and experts.  The assertion by Nikerson (1988), and 
Glaser and Bassok (1989) assertion that effective learning takes place through using the 
physical environment on real and useful problems have been supported.  It is therefore 
necessary to examine how the contextual learning environments reported in this study 
have impacted on participant self-esteem and intrinsic motivation towards schooling. 

Self-Esteem

In exploring the maintenance of student self-esteem through participation in 
workplace learning, it is necessary to examine the environment and pressures impacting 
on all senior secondary students in Year 11.  As adolescents, both the participants and 
non-participants are undergoing a period of change in their schooling life and preparation 
for post-school destinations.  Not only is adolescence a time of continuous physical, 
mental and emotional change, the subjects involved in this study are making and acting 
upon important decisions that impact the preparation for their life after school (Lamb & 
McKenzie, 2001).  As Year 11 students, their subject electives and level of success affect 
their post secondary schooling opportunities.  Each assessment task completed in the 
final two years of secondary schooling contributes to the calculation of a tertiary entrance 
ranking, a ranking that serves as a passport to future work and study options.  During 
adolescence they are faced with the realization that the next step of growth for them is 
adulthood, and school completion is one of the ways they begin to prepare for their new 
roles (Thomas, 1990).

At Occasion One, students were asked to indicate their preferences for post-
school destinations.  The results are outlined in Figure 1. The first preference distribution 
of students in the Non-Participant group is characterized by their expressed intention to 
attend university as the dominant destination following secondary schooling.  This is 
followed by TAFE, the commencement of an apprenticeship or traineeship, then full-time 
work.  Students in the Participant group most commonly list their first preference as the 
commencement of an apprenticeship or traineeship, enrolling in TAFE, attending 
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university and the commencement of full-time work. In analyzing the responses 
regarding parental engagement in schooling and post-compulsory education, it was 
shown that parents of Participants are more likely to have completed their schooling at 
Year 10, equally likely to have left school at Year 11 and less likely than parents of non-
participants to have continued on to Year 12, or the equivalent final year of post-
compulsory senior schooling.  Regarding parental participation in post-compulsory 
education, parents of Non-Participants are at least twice as likely to have completed a 
degree following secondary education and are equally likely to have completed an 
apprenticeship or diploma.

Figure 1: Student’s First Preference Post-School Intentions at Occasion One 

Student's First Preference Post-School Intentions Occasion 1
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At Occasion One, students were also asked to indicate what they believed to be 
their parent’s expectations for their time after school.  Students were able to give multiple 
responses to this question, hence the percentage totals being greater than 100%.  The 
results are listed below in Figure 2. The pattern of perceived parental expectation for 
student further training following school is almost identical to the student’s own 
expectations.  The overwhelming focus for parents of the subjects in the Non-Participant 
group is university. Parents of the Participant group are perceived by their children to 
support full time work as an immediate post-school destination, followed various forms 
of vocational preparation, with the fourth choice being university as a post-school study 
destination.   The response pattern is also quite similar to parental completion of post-
school education and training. The patterns observed suggest that student perceptions of 
parent intentions align quite closely to actual parental participation in post-secondary 
further education and training, an observation that appears to be true for both the 
participants and non-participants. 
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Figure 2: Student Perceptions of Parental Expectations 
at the Completion of their Secondary Schooling 

Figure2: Student Perceptions of Parental Expectations at the Completion of their Senior
Schooling
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Figure 3: Occasion Three Preference for Post-School Activity 
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In the final instrument, subjects were asked to identify and prioritise their choices 
for post-school training and education.  The data is presented in Figure 3.  In comparing 
the first preferences, Non-Participant’s remain focused on university as the preferred 
destination following secondary schooling, followed by TAFE, the commencement of 
full-time work, and then the uptake of an apprenticeship or traineeship or the absence of 
any further study.  The most noticeable change from Occasion One for non-participants is 
the increase in responses identifying full-time work as a preferred option following 
schooling completion.  By Occasion Three, Participants were listing the commencement 
of an Apprenticeship or Traineeship as the most common first preference, while the 
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commencement of full-time work matched TAFE as a preferred destination.  University 
remained one of the least likely intended destinations for subjects in the Participant group. 

In analyzing the participant data regarding preference changes, thirty two and a 
half percent (32.5%) of the participants had re-ordered their first choice of post-school 
destination.  The most consistent choice was one from some form of post-secondary 
study to entering the workplace. The second most common selection indicated a new 
emphasis on post-school vocational training.  Only a few altered their preference so that 
university was now the preferred post year 12 destination.    

Through analysis of the participant responses it is possible to state that 
participation in workplace learning gives students belief in their own employability and 
confidence in terms of their capacity to find work.  More than nine out of ten participants 
responded that they thought participation made them more employable, that it gave them 
skills for the job and that participation gave them more confidence in their own ability.  
While participants are changing preferences, the new intended destinations do not require 
a different school study pattern to enhance either preparation or qualification, therefore 
the change of preference is not one that will cause undue concern. While 32.5% of the 
participants changed their immediate post-school preference, 95% of those who did will 
either have advanced standing or a real and perceived head start in finding work.

The participants are experiencing new environments with significant others 
guiding their learning. The success they experience can in some part be attributed to the 
challenges they have overcome to move beyond the school gate to become increasingly 
aware of their success and progress through the evaluation processes utilized on the 
programs.  The students are also achieving academic success in a school subject that for 
some is a new experience. They are given recognition and feedback from significant 
others and a sense of self in a new and challenging environment.  This has impacted as an 
increase in the self-esteem score as measured using the RSE scale at the end of the year. 

The pattern regarding preference changes for non-participants is a different 
scenario. At Occasion One, it was more likely that preparation for post-school destination 
was aimed toward university entrance.  In 1998, 257,800 students left school. Barely one 
third (30%) of those students who left high school, went on to a higher education 
institution. The preference for the majority of non-participants is attendance at university; 
however as only 30% of the student population move straight from school to university, it 
is increasingly unlikely that all non-participants will be able to take up a place at 
university following senior school completion.

By the end of the year, university as a first preference had dropped to fifty percent.  
Of those who altered their preference, nearly half indicated a new priority for 
commencing an apprenticeship, traineeship or to enter TAFE, while over one third 
indicated that the workplace was their preferred destination.  These preference changes 
have different ramifications for the non-participants as compared to the participants.  
Apart from part-time work undertaken outside the school, the participants are not 
developing the same degree of workplace experience and work-readiness as the 
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participants.  The non-participants are also unlikely to be completing industry recognized 
modules as found in work placement subjects, or meeting with and learning from 
significant others at worksites.  Their current subject selection may also be more strongly 
geared towards university than gaining advanced standing at TAFE or in a traineeship or 
apprenticeship.  It is likely that they not as adequately preparing for work, TAFE, 
Traineeships and Apprenticeships as the participants.  The non-participants are not 
gaining opportunities to break age-old employment challenge that you cannot get 
experience without a job, but you cannot get a job without experience.  Considered in the 
context of all non-participant respondents, around half of the non-participants who altered 
their preference at Occasion Three have steered away from their first choice destination 
of university.  Almost half of all non-participants who changed their preferences now 
have to prepare for destinations other than university, and it is likely that their pattern of 
selected subjects is not providing adequate preparation.

The non-participants present from a family background of higher levels of high-
school completion, accompanied by increased proportions of parental post-secondary 
study.  This could be contributing to an environment in which students’ perceived relative 
worth is governed by their goals for schooling, family goals for schooling and family 
expectation of student participation in post-secondary education and training.  As non-
participants progress through the first of their two-year senior secondary schooling 
program, the reality of likely post school destination and the reliance on academic 
achievement to reach those goals appears to create an increasing level of uncertainty.  As 
a result, the directional change in self-esteem for the non-participants is most likely 
related to self-expectancy/parental expectancy of success towards post-school 
destinations and the concern regarding the likelihood of that being achieved. 

Non-participants have shown a decrease in self-esteem over time as the school 
environment focuses more stringently on their individual academic, leading them to 
assess their post-school preferences by the end of the school year.  The non-participants 
have continued a course of study that reinforces their position within the school, the 
school structures and the already influential relationships with their teachers and peer 
groups.  In this way, their determination of self-worth is strongly influenced by the school 
environment, their success within that environment and their relationships with those at 
school.  In contrast, the participants are undertaking learning in an environment external 
to the physical school environment, achieving clearly defined learning goals, interacting 
and developing positive relationships with and learning from significant others, and 
report as being challenged, busy, productive and one of the staff.  At the same time, their 
pre-participation post-school intentions remain for most unchanged. 

It was asserted that significant others would have an influence on the maintenance 
of participant self-esteem during this time of uncertainty.  The literature suggested that 
adolescents benefit from adults who are removed from their home setting and who will 
listen to them, based on the body of research that considers self-esteem as originating 
with the person’s perception of how significant others viewed the self.  Rosenberg (1979) 
maintained that self-esteem is based on our own conception of our own worthiness, 
which is determined not only by self-perceptions but also by interpretations of feedback 
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from significant others.  Significant others are those individuals who are important to us, 
and whose opinions we desire, value and respect (Juhasz, 1989).  Luck and Heiss (1972) 
maintain that significant others have a great influence on an individual’s self-esteem, 
primarily because their evaluations have a greater reward potential. Faculty and peers are 
considered as influential others in an individual’s academic life (Rosenberg, 1979).    

Student interaction with significant others in the contextual work placements 
studied is extensive. The contextual learning environment recorded by the student 
respondents contain multiple references to the activity of significant others in work 
placement programs.  Half of all respondents reported being taught by a manager at the 
worksite, almost ninety percent reported that they were taught by other workers, while 
seven out of ten were taught by workplace supervisors.  Almost nine out of ten 
respondents indicated that they could discuss problems with the workplace staff to which 
they reported.

While the work placement program studied was a small component of 
participants’ total subject load, the participants were learning in an environment where 
their effort was noticed, monitored and rewarded on a regular basis by a number of 
significant others, including employers, workplace supervisors and school liaison 
personnel (Lent, Hackett, & Brown, 1999).  Similar to the non-participants, the 
participants complete the majority of their schooling in the physical classroom 
environment with the tutorage and guidance of certified teaching personnel.  The subjects 
are not more than 1/6th of their total schooling subject load.  With all school students 
completing around forty contact weeks during the school year, workplace participation of 
between 1-2 weeks on placement is not more than 5% of their school time for the year. 

 As adolescence is characterized as a time of continuous physical, mental and 
emotional change, the subjects of this study are making progress regarding their future 
work and education options (Rogers & Creed, 2000).  They are benefiting from adults 
who are removed from their home setting and who listen to them.  Students 
overwhelmingly value being treated as one of the staff and being able to talk with 
managers and other workers. Their life adjustment through external experiences is giving 
them the opportunity to begin to cope with their fears and their problems and to meet the 
world of adulthood with realistic expectations. 

Intrinsic Motivation 

While both the participant and non-participant groups showed an increase in 
intrinsic motivation over time, the increase for the participant group was significantly 
greater than that of the non-participant group.  The research regarding intrinsic 
motivation in the area of schooling also suggested that students who reported lower levels 
of academic attainment at school were more likely to report lower levels of intrinsic 
motivation towards schooling. It was predicted that at the commencement of the study, 
participants would report a lower level of general school performance and also a lower 
level of attainment in the subject English.  At Occasion A, participants identified a lower 
level of general performance and performance in English than the non-participant group. 
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Teese et al, (1997) found that “self-assessed achievement in English is not an unreliable 
guide to examination results”. 

The prediction that general academic performance and performance in English 
would be lower for the participants was supported.  As identified in the literature 
presented, a consequential impact of lower academic performance is that those students 
receive less recognition for their academic achievements at school when compared to 
others, and that participants are receiving less positive feedback regarding their own 
abilities as compared to others.  Regarding supervision and assessment, nine out of ten 
respondents indicated that the supervisor, manager or other workers were responsible for 
teaching them skills in the workplace, with nine out of ten respondents indicating that 
they were given an assessment of their performance.  In terms of student engagement 
while on placement, eight out of ten participants reported mostly or always being 
productive and mostly or always being busy. 

It was proposed that where students undertake structured contextual work 
placements the combination of physical and environmental aspects of the setting would 
increase their sense of achievement and intrinsic motivation towards schooling.  As 
evidenced in the data already presented, the characteristics evident in the placements 
studied included the guidance of experienced workplace and school staff, the provision of 
regular feedback, agreed performance standards and the completion of a structured 
performance assessment.  The data indicates that the opportunity to learn in the 
workplace provided a significant impetus to students’ intrinsic motivation towards school 
life.  The situational and contextual learning site combined with the support of significant 
others in the workplace provided an enriching learning experience.  The findings 
regarding participation in contextual learning mirror the work of other researchers in the 
area of student motivation. The workplace presents as a meaningful context in which to 
engage in learning.  Student exposure to authentic activity including practitioners and the 
use of workplace tools to wrestle with real problems has shown to impact student 
motivation.  Previous patterns of student disengagement through perceived subject 
irrelevance have been overcome by students learning what matters to them.  The delivery 
of clear prompt feedback telling them about the quality of their work and how to improve 
it, and opportunities to collaborate with peers and experts have combined to impact 
positively on the participants.  Feeling competent has enhanced intrinsic motivation 
where attaining competence is a primary goal of the task.   

It is possible to conclude that the opportunity to learn in the workplace   
contributes substantially to the resulting significant increase in intrinsic motivation 
towards school life (Williams, 2000).  Feelings of self-determination are critical 
determinants of intrinsic motivation.  Perception of competence is the one of the major 
variables that is assumed to affect intrinsic motivation.  Children’s self-reported 
perceptions of academic competence and personal control have been shown to relate 
positively to their intrinsic interest in schoolwork and preference for challenging school 
activities.  
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The findings relating to intrinsic motivation are promising for the participants.  
The results indicate that participation in contextual work placements has a significant 
impact on student intrinsic motivation regarding their school life.  As predicted, the non-
participants showed a steady positive increase in self-reported student intrinsic 
motivation towards schooling.  The participants showed a significantly larger increase in 
student intrinsic motivation towards schooling.  While the intervention has shown to be 
beneficial, the large difference at the commencement of the study requires further 
investigation. One possible explanation for the difference at the commencement of the 
study between the participant and non-participant mean intrinsic motivation scores is 
linked to extensive work in the area of motivational goal theory.  The perceived purpose 
of doing something, a course of action, is hypothesized to be a primary factor in 
determining the individual’s level and quality of engagement.  The research in this area 
relevant to schooling has focused primarily on two types of goals; usually classified as 
task-focused goals related to task mastery, and ability focused goals, in which students 
are interested in demonstrating their ability or outperforming others (Ames, 1992; Ames 
& Archer, 1988; Dweck & Leggert, 1988; Nicholls, 1986). Numerous studies have found 
that the classroom environment can have a strong influence on the goals that students 
adopt (Ames & Archer, 1988, Ames & Maehr; 1989, Anderman & Johnstone, 1993).  If 
the activities in a particular class emphasize relative ability, grades and performance, then 
students are likely to adopt ability focused goals.  In contrast, in classrooms where task-
mastery, effort and improvement are stressed, students are more likely to adopt task-
focused goals. A number of studies indicate that students adopt different goals in 
different classrooms and that the adoption of goals is related to specific instructional 
practices and student perceptions of goal stresses (Ames & Archer, 1988; Meece, 
Blumenfield & Hoyle, 1988; Nolen, 1988; Powell, 1990). 

Mastery and performance goals represent different conceptions of success and 
different reasons for approaching and engaging in achievement activity (Ames, 1992).  
Central to a mastery goal is a belief that one’s effort will lead to success or a sense of 
mastery.  Individuals are oriented toward developing new skills, trying to understand 
their work, improving their level of competence.  Central to a performance goal is a focus 
on one’s ability and sense of self-worth, where ability is evidenced by doing better than 
others, by surpassing normative-based standards or by achieving success with little effort.  
Especially important to a performance orientation is public recognition that one has done 
better than others or performed in a superior manner.  As a result, learning itself is 
viewed only as a way to achieve a desired goal.  When a performance goal is adopted, 
self-concept of ability becomes an important determinant of student’s achievement-
related behaviors. Performance goals can evoke evaluation anxiety and disrupt task 
involvement, whereas mastery goals may be better able to promote task involvement 
because they highlight self-referential evaluation and ongoing improvement (Butler, 1992; 
Dweck, 1985; Nicholls, 1984).  Considering these effects together, mastery goals should 
have the most positive resultant effect on intrinsic motivation.  Research evidence 
suggests it is a mastery goal orientation that promotes a motivational pattern likely to 
promote long-term and high-quality involvement in learning.  When mastery goals are 
adopted, pride and satisfaction are associated with successful effort, and guilt is 
associated with inadequate effort.  Students are more likely to approach and engage in 
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learning in a manner consistent with a mastery goal when they perceive meaningful 
reasons for engaging in an activity: that is, when they are focused on developing an 
understanding of the content of the activity, improving their skills, or gaining new skills 
and when task presentations emphasize personal relevance and meaningfulness of the 
content (Ames, 1992). 

The participants have shown an increase in intrinsic motivation towards schooling 
that is significantly greater than that of the non-participant group.  The significance of the 
increase is supported by the opportunity to focus on mastery goals through the work 
placement program rather than on performance related goals as has been the case for the 
majority of their high school years. With the opportunity to learn outside the school 
environment being not more than one quarter of a student’s total study allocation, the 
findings of this study are worth noting. 

The characteristics and structure of the placement provide an insight as to how the 
mastery focus is established and maintained. Of the placements outlined by the 
participants, more than three quarters of respondents were given a list of skills to achieve 
before starting the placement, able to discuss the program with the employer/supervisor 
to agree on a plan of action, able to discuss issues and problems with the supervisor.  
Nearly all students thought that there was a good link between the work placement and 
the study they had been completing at school. The students reported that managers, 
supervisors and other workers were responsible for teaching the skills learned in the 
workplace. Most students were assessed at the worksite and given the assessment of their 
performance. As a result of these contributing factors, 81% of participants report mostly 
or always being productive, 84% of participants report mostly or always being busy, less 
than 5% were never challenged, and less than 5% at no stage indicated that they were one 
of the staff. 

It is evident that participants have undertaken placements that include a focus on 
mastery of competencies relevant and focused on individual performance against clearly 
defined standards.  Rather than the relative performance assessment process to which the 
participants have been subjected in the past, the placements have given the opportunity to 
set and achieve mastery goals through tasks set in agreement with site staff on an 
individual learning needs assessment.  As a result of participation in structured work 
placements with agreed mastery goals, the participating students have reported an 
increase in intrinsic motivation that is significant when compared to the non-participant 
group.  Elliot and Harackiewicz (1994) found that mastery focused goals have a more 
positive effect on intrinsic motivation than do performance goals.  The results suggest 
that the students have undertaken learning where task/mastery activities have served as 
the measure of learning rather than ability and performance assessments.  The responses 
to questions regarding the placements suggest that students participating in work 
placements do so in an environment more likely to be supporting mastery than ability 
measurement. The work placement participants have been in an environment that 
supports and encourages mastery goal focus through a negotiated course of study, solving 
real-life problems and applying their learning in a meaningful, interactive context.  
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Previous research supports the view that mastery activities and goals enable greater 
intrinsic motivation, a result that has been replicated in this study. 

Recommendations 

The findings of this research provide a foundation for further developments in 
senior secondary education.  Work placements have been shown to provide a contextual 
learning environment conducive to student engagement in learning.  For many high 
school students, the chance to undertake structured placements may be an opportunity to 
re-engage in post-secondary education, an essential opportunity for those students who 
find the de-contextualized classroom reason enough to disengage completely from senior 
secondary schooling.  Other recommendations from the findings of the present research 
include: 

1) The establishment of formal mentoring opportunities for non-participants so that 
they can experience the positive influences of significant others regarding their 
future.  This may include the provision of regular career counseling to enable 
those students feeling career anxiety to be identified more quickly.  The process 
may even look at parental intentions for their children to make sure that those who 
want to challenge parental intentions are supported by significant others, while 
also being given the opportunity to undertake placements in various settings.

2) The establishment of specific criteria in order for the contextual learning 
framework to be in existence.  At a minimum this would include the identification 
of workplace skills, agreements regarding the delivery of workplace and 
classroom skills, the selection and readiness of workplace personnel, assessment 
based on mastery oriented activities and the provision of specific feedback 
regarding student competence. These formal learning frameworks may assist in 
improving the perception of vocational workplace learning by the wider school 
community, making it less of a second choice option by highlighting the 
relevance for many students who will ultimately enter the workplace at some 
future point.

3) Enabling of task/mastery orientation in academic subjects so that intrinsic 
motivation can be supported by mainstream programs rather than focusing on an 
ability orientation for some and a task/mastery orientation for other. 
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Preschool Super Achievers: Socio-Emotional 
Development, Self-Concept, and Parental Involvement 
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Introduction 

In today’s fast-paced society where both fathers and mothers join the workforce 
for economic survival, children have become more vulnerable and at risk for more 
serious behavior problems than in the past decades. What is disturbing to note is that 
some of these children were found to have IQ levels higher than children of the same 
chronological age. Educators refer to such children as academically gifted, that is, having 
the potential to demonstrate outstanding, intellectual aptitude, and specific academic 
activity (Division for Exceptional Children, 1986).  According to Schneider (1987), the 
perception of academically gifted children’s social competence is affected by two 
dichotomous beliefs. The first is the assumption that bright children are destined to be 
social outcasts. Because of their inappropriate social skills, academically gifted children 
are plagued with unsatisfactory social relations throughout their lives. In contrast, the 
second belief, based on empirical research, is that gifted children are well-adjusted, 
emotionally stable, and socially skilled individuals (Janos & Robinson, 1985).

 Many longitudinal studies, especially those pioneered by Leta Hollingworth (1926, 
1942) and Lewis Terman (1926, 1954) produced profiles commonly found among 
academically gifted children. Cognitively, academically gifted children were found to 
have the following characteristics and abilities: inquisitiveness, good memory, able to 
read at an early age, likes to experiment, has good reasoning skills, and strong vocabulary.
However, Clark (1983),  states that high levels of cognitive development do not 
necessarily imply high levels of affective development. Some of the affective 
characteristics displayed by academically gifted students include:  sensitivity to 
themselves, others, and their environment, preference to be with adults, perfectionism, 
strong sense of right and wrong, resourcefulness, and advanced sense of humor. 
Physically, many academically gifted children have difficulty in handwriting, and may 
lack gross and fine motor coordination. Clark (1997) and Seagoe (1974) did further 
studies on academically gifted children’s affective development.  Their findings reveal 
that some problem behaviors are associated with characteristic strengths of gifted 
children. 

Majority of the above-mentioned problem behaviors are evident at home and in 
school and are mostly reported by the academically gifted child’s teachers and parents:  
their ‘essential others’. Parents and teachers play a vital role in the development of any 
child’s social skills which enable a person to interact effectively (Gressham & Eliot, 
1990).  Empirical work focused on the social competence of children most often rely on 
teachers’ and parents’ ratings of behavior. Research done with teachers and parents report 
them to have observed social and emotional concerns among academically gifted 
children and that some of these children were prone to interpersonal isolation (Alvino, 
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1989).  However, not all parents and teachers are aware of the potential problem 
behaviors associated with academically gifted children.  The discrepancy between 
cognitive capacity and actual socio-emotional behavior, even when children are 
psychosocially somewhat advanced, creates problems for parents and teachers, who may 
expect behavioral maturity to match mental maturity (Janos and Robinson, 1985). 

Several misconceptions about academically gifted children come from parents 
and teachers. Among these modern fallacies are that “academically gifted children will 
make it on their own and require no special help . . . that they should be equally mature 
academically, physically, socially, and emotionally” (Whitmore, 1980, p. 33). Teachers’ 
misconceptions of giftedness can result in inappropriate expectations of gifted students, 
placing these students at risk (Whitmore, 1986). Teachers may expect same-aged 
children to have the same levels of social maturity. In addition, teachers’ perceptions of 
behavior have been found to influence their judgments of children’s academic ability. For 
example, children who follow classroom rules are judged more favorably on ratings of 
academic achievement than those who are less cooperative (Wentzel, 1993). Sometimes, 
the perception of these ‘essential others’, affect the self-concept these academically gifted 
children have of themselves. Similarly, a mismatch between parent beliefs and their 
children’s abilities can negatively affect the quality of the child’s home and school 
experience and may have long-term effects at that. Whitmore (1986) had the following 
important insights on the socio-emotional aspect:  (a) significant numbers of primary-age 
gifted children were being identified as low achievers with serious emotional and social 
problems; (b) intervention is most effective in the first 3-4 years of school when the 
perceptions, self-concept, and behavior patterns are being formed; and (c) school 
experience can be hazardous to the mental health and achievement motivation of young 
gifted children. Whitmore added that rather than facilitating development of exceptional 
potential for learning and academic achievement, schools could produce damaging 
effects on the child’s perception of self and others, attitudes toward school, and social 
competence.   

Given the possible threats of unrecognized problem behaviors potentially present among 
academically gifted children, this research compared academically gifted preschool 
children with their nonacademically gifted peers in terms of their socioemotional 
behavior as reported by the essential others in their lives:  parents and teachers. This 
study compared the two groups of children on other variables found to be closely 
associated with giftedness such as self-concept and parent involvement in school.   

Review of Related Literature 

Several studies and research determine all aspects of gifted children other than their 
remarkable intellectual capacities.  This review of related literature presents available 
written works that are relevant to the study of academically gifted children, specifically 
their socioemotional development.  

Studies on Giftedness and Socioemotional Behavior 
The first belief maintains that academically gifted children are better adjusted 
emotionally. Longitudinal field studies for the purpose of comparing intellectually 
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superior children from average children’s social development were done by Terman 
(1959).   Results revealed that the gifted group remained superior to the generality in all 
areas tested even 25 years after. Gifted children were highly productive, well-rounded, 
well-liked, and often chosen as leaders. He also debunked the myth that smart children 
are necessarily scrawny, and weaklings. Instead, he said that academically gifted children 
are usually healthy and even well-developed physically. 

  Academically gifted children have a unique way of perceiving, which brings them 
to a reality different from that of his peers, parents, teachers, and allies.  This difference 
separates him and leads him to isolation and loneliness (Freedman & Jensen, 2000). 
Webb and Kleine (1993) believe that although academically gifted children are advanced 
in cognitive conceptual abilities, they often exhibit developmental lags in their motor 
skills, especially fine motor.  This prevents them from achieving certain goals that require 
a mastery of skills they lack.  As a result, frustration or emotional outbursts may occur. 
Silverman (2000) refers to this as asynchronous development, wherein gifted children 
develop cognitively at a much faster rate than they develop physically and emotionally.  

Studies on Giftedness and Self-Concept 

  The sense of self develops throughout a lifetime and begins at least at birth 
(Galatzer-Levy & Cohler, 1993). The self-concept is the product of interaction between 
the child’s innate sense of self--of potentials, dispositions, abilities, and the perceived 
messages from experiences and people. There are at least two ways in which the self 
arises: (a) mastery over objects in the environment contributes by producing the direct 
experience of competence, (b) comparisons to others and evaluations by others lead to 
judgments of relative worth. If these external evaluations are positive, a benign, accepting 
view of the self develops. If they are negative, the self is negative, and shame may be 
experienced. External evaluations can be verbal or nonverbal. If a child looks into a 
parent’s eyes and sees oneself reflected there, in the mirror of his parents’ pride, the child 
can grow to feel worthwhile and valuable as a person. If a child sees the opposite of this 
in ones parents, a fragmented and confused self develops. Thus, even more influential on 
the concept being formed is feedback from others, particularly persons significant or 
essential to the child.

  Studies comparing self-concept and self-esteem of intellectually gifted students 
generally report gifted students to be as well adjusted as regular students (Coleman & 
Fults, 1985). Norman, Ramsey, Martray, and Roberts (1999) investigated potential 
differences between average students and highly gifted students through as battery of 
self-concept and adjustment measures. Contrary to his hypothesis that a difference would 
emerge between these groups, no significant differences were found on any measure.  
Trotter (1971) agrees with this by stating that academically gifted individuals often have 
lower self-concepts than their more typical peers. Often, they see themselves as alien, not 
belonging to the group. By labeling, these children may feelisolated and unnoticed for 
any reason other than their ability level.  In the development of their self-esteem, they 
tend to develop an image not true to themselves, to meet everyone’s expectations.  They 
try so hard not to disappoint their parents and teachers.  The problem is, parents’ needs 
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may differ from teachers’ needs.  Because of this, gifted children undergo varying levels 
of satisfaction for themselves (Clark, 1997). 

Studies on Giftedness and Parent Involvement

 No doubt that a parent profoundly influences the child’s physical, emotional, 
social intuitive and cognitive abilities. Newland (1976) comments that all social traits 
reflect family patterns. Satir (1972) found that as problem children come from problem 
families, healthy, open, growing children come from nurturing families. The family 
characteristics of gifted children have been identified in the work of Colangelo and 
Dettman (1983), and Cornell (1983, 1984). Some of the most influential characteristics 
have identified for the development of giftedness and their abilities are parental interests 
and commitment. Kirk and Gallagher (1986), in their study of 1,528 gifted children, were 
able to derive a common family profile.  They conducted this study in the public schools 
of California where gifted children were identified through teacher nominations and 
group intelligence tests. These children usually came from homes that belong to the 
higher socioeconomic level.  Their parents had 4 to 5 years more schooling than the 
average.  The median family income was more than twice of that earned by the regular 
family.  There was a low incidence of broken homes.  

 Research show that children demonstrating exceptional academic ability as well 
as children manifesting exceptional domain-specific gifts (Feldman & Goldsmith, 1986) 
generally have spent their earlier years in homes willing and able to stimulate the budding 
gift. They add that children themselves are important to this process in actively shaping 
their environment as a response (Morelock & Feldman, 1992). Parents who have 
identified their children’s remarkable capabilities implement parenting patterns that may 
create problems for the child. Overly critical parents impose highly unrealistic 
expectations on their academically gifted child.  As an effect, the child feels that he could 
not fulfill these expectations. Overly dominating parents control their academically gifted 
child’s decision-making.  The child fears failure since he gains approval only because of 
his achievements. Overly conscientious parents shower the child with structured learning 
activities, without considering his need for play and peers. Overly directive or permissive 
parents focus only on teaching, challenging, and testing the child.  They fail to develop 
the child’s initiative.  These parents also find it difficult to discipline their child with the 
apprehension of disrupting the child’s creativity (Alvino, 1989). 

In summary, divergent beliefs describe the socioemotional behavior, self-concept, 
and degree of parent involvement found among academically gifted children. While there 
are beliefs that academically gifted children are well-adjusted socioemotionally, other 
beliefs place these children as having lower self-esteem because of special qualities 
common among these types of children. In the same way, certain studies support 
academically gifted children as having higher views of themselves, although a substantial 
number of research also believe them to be suffering from lower levels of self-concept. 
Parent Involvement is, likewise, believed to directly affect the self-concept and 
socioemotonal behavior of academically gifted children. The present study hopes to 
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investigate how academically gifted and nonacademically gifted preschoolers in Miriam 
College Child Study Center compare on these three variables. 

Statement of the Problem 

Essentially, this study hopes to compare academically gifted and nonacademically 
gifted children on the following variables: social skills, problem behavior, gender, self-
concept, parent’s educational achievement, and parents’ involvement in school. 
Specifically, this study aims to answer the following questions: 

1. How do parents and teachers perceive the social skills of academically gifted 
and nonacademically gifted children? 

2. How do parents and teachers perceive the problem behavior of academically 
gifted and nonacademically gifted children? 

3. Does the child’s gender affect the ratings done by parents and teachers? 

4. Do academically gifted children differ in self-concept from nonacademically 
gifted children? 

5. Do academically gifted children have parents with higher educational 
achievement levels than nonacademically gifted children? 

6. Do parents of academically gifted children supervise schoolwork more 
frequently than parents of nonacademically gifted children?   

7. Do parents of academically gifted children engage in school-related activities 
more frequently than parents of nonacademically gifted children? 

Method

This study used a quasi-experimental design. The subjects were classified 
according to some characteristics, in this case, academically gifted versus non-
academically gifted.  

Sample Selection 

 The study made use of a nonprobability, purposive sampling procedure in 
determining academically gifted and nonacademically gifted students. One hundred two 
kindergarten students out from a total population of 561 kindergarten students enrolled in 
Miriam College Child Study Center, with intelligence quotients (IQ) determined by the 
Culture Fair Intelligence Test were randomly selected from the17 kindergarten sections 
such that from each section came three academically gifted children and three 
nonacademically gifted children. Hence, the academically gifted group was composed of 
51 students with IQ scores 110 and above, with a mean IQ score of 122 whereas the other 
51 composed the nonacademically gifted students with IQ scores that range between 90-
109 with a mean IQ score of 104 in the Culture Fair Intelligence Test. Among the total 
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sample of students, 32% were male and 68% were female. All these students were self-
rated using the Pictorial Self-Concept Scale. 

 Likewise, parents and teachers rated these children using the Preschool 
Kindergarten Behavior Scales (PKBS). After initial protocol review, 23 protocols had 
incomplete information on the PKBS, leaving 79 protocols accepted for final processing 
of the PKBS.  Of the 79 students rated by their teachers and parents on the PKBS, 53% 
were classified as academically gifted, whereas 47% were nonacademically gifted. 
Furthermore, out of the total sample, 29% were males whereas 71% of the children were 
females. 

 The parents responding to the PKBS and the Parent Academic Involvement-
Behavior Scale (PAI-BS) were predominantly mothers with children living with both 
parents. The mean age of fathers for academically gifted children was 39 whereas the 
mean age of mothers was 37. The mean age of fathers of non-academically gifted 
children was of 39 whereas the mean age of mothers was 40.  The teachers that rated the 
children based on the PKBS were all females with teaching residency ranging from 1 to 
25 years, with a mean of 8.8 years teaching residency at the Miriam College Child Study 
Center.

Instruments

  Three instruments will be used in this study: The Preschool and Kindergarten 
Behavior Scales (Merrel, 1994), Pictorial Self-Concept Scale (Munnariz & Pasao, 1988), 
and the Parent Academic Involvement–Behavior Scale (Tejido, 2001).

Preschool and Kindergarten Behavior Scales (PKBS) 

The Preschool and Kindergarten Behavior Scales (PKBS), the instrument 
intended to measure the socioemotional behavior of the children, is a broad-based 
behavior rating scale for use with children between the ages of 3and 6. It is designed 
primarily to be completed by parents and teachers, but may also be completed by other 
persons who know the child well enough to make an informed rating. The development 
of the PKBS began in 1991 by Merrel.  The content and organization of the PKBS was 
developed to approximate closely the dimensions of early childhood behavioral 
development. Two variables, social skills and problem behavior, comprise the total socio-
emotional state of each child. The items in the Social Skills (Scale A) were designed to 
reflect both peer-related and adult-related forms of social adjustment, whereas the items 
in the Problem Behavior (Scale B) were designed to reflect both internalizing and 
externalizing forms of problem behavior. According to the PKBS manual, three types of 
reliability commonly referred to as internal consistency, test-retest, and interrater 
reliability, in addition to the Standard Error of Measurement (Sem), were investigated. 
During the development of the PKBS, several methods of test validation were researched. 
These procedures include the following three major forms of test validity:  content 
validity, construct validity, and criterion-related validity. (Merrel, 1994). 
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Pictorial Self-Concept Scale (PSCS) 

The Pictorial Self-Concept Scale (PSCS), developed by Munnariz and Pasao in 
1988, estimates the self-concept of children 4 to 10 years of age. It is nonverbal, being 
meant for young children who are still developing the skill of reading. The prototype of 
the PSCS was constructed in 1983 in response to a felt need for a local instrument, which 
did not require any reading skill. The respondents merely choose from among the pictures 
or figure, the ones, which represent themselves. The 16 items were based on the response 
of the children to the question, “What do you like about yourself? What do you not like 
about yourself? What do you like doing?” These made up mainly the content of the 
construct Endearing Traits. The second construct, Relationship with Significant Others, 
was based on prominent personologists input. Test-retest reliability shows the PSCS 
significant beyond the .001 level. Correlations of the PSCS with other rating scales were 
done to establish the instrument’s validity. A correlation study was done using the
Teacher Rating Scale (TRS). The Teacher Rating Scale had identical items with the 
Parent Rating Scale with N = 450.  The t-test applied to the data gave a t of 3.82, which is 
significant beyond the .01 level. This finding shows that the PSCS can discriminate 
between those with high and those with low self-concept.  

Parent Academic Involvement-Behavior Scale (PAI-BS)

The Parent Academic Involvement-Behavior Scale is a new instrument developed 
by Tejido (2001) during her study, Parental Involvement on the Learning Readiness of 
Filipino Preschool Children. The scale is divided into two parts, the Scale A:  Parental 
involvement in school-related activities and Scale B:  Parental involvement in 
schoolwork. The first scale deals with items like attendance to parent teacher’s 
conferences, class meetings, parent enrichment seminars, and communication between 
school and home through circulars and letters from the teacher. The second scale includes 
items that describe parents’ direct supervision of the child’s school assignments, review 
of lessons taken up in class among others. The pretest included 50 parent-respondents of 
children from various preschools in Manila. The Guttman Split-half reliability scale was 
used before running the actual test to 41 parent-respondents. Based on the reliability scale 
output, the PAI-BS yielded a Guttman Split-half equal to .6191 showing a moderately 
good measure of parental academic involvement for the behavior scales.   

Procedure

Miriam College Child Study Center is composed of 561 kindergarten students 
from the morning and afternoon sessions. The total population of kindergarten students is 
divided into 17 classes of 33 boys and girls, with ages ranging from 5 to 6½ years old. 
From this population, a sample of 51 academically gifted and 51 nonacademically gifted 
students were selected based on IQ scores taken from the Culture Fair Test, an 
assessment that measures mental ability. With the assistance of the researcher, the 
students self-rated themselves, using the Pictorial Self-Concept Scale (PSCS). Meanwhile, 
their respective parents and teachers were asked to be the respondents of the Preschool 
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Kindergarten Behavior Scales (PKBS) and the Parent Academic Involvement–Behavior 
Scale (PAI-BS).

Data Analysis 
 A multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) with repeated measures was 
conducted to determine differences between the parents and teachers’ perception of 
children’s socioemotional behavior. This type of analysis made possible having the same 
sample of students rated on the different measures found in the two instruments used in 
this study: the Preschool Kindergarten Behavior Scales (PKBS) and the Pictorial Self-
Concept Scale (PSCS) for Preschoolers and Early Graders. The type of rater, type of 
student and child’s gender, were studied to see which of these factors significantly 
influenced the rating of the PKBS. The subscales highly rated by parents and teachers 
were identified and a comparison between how parents and teachers rated each of these 
subscales were done. The between subject effects showed the main effects of some 
variables such as gender and type of student on the ratings done by teachers and parents. 
A multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) with repeated measures was likewise 
done in computing the results of the Pictorial Self-Concept Scale (PSCS). The type of 
student, whether academically gifted or nonacademically gifted were compared based on 
the instruments different subscales:  endearing traits and relation traits. The between 
subject effects of gender with the PSCS subscales were also analyzed using this measure.  
As for parent involvement construct, the results were analyzed using a simple t test for 
independent groups to determine whether there was a significant difference between the 
levels of parental involvement found among academically gifted students with the level 
of parental involvement found among the nonacademically gifted students. For 
significant items, the mean scores of the two groups were compared to see whether 
particular items were in favor of academically gifted or nonacademically gifted children.      

Results

Socio-emotional Behavior 

A total of 102 PKBS questionnaires were sent home for parents to fill out, 51 
were for parents of academically gifted children and the other 51 for parents of non-
academically gifted children. At the same time, teachers were asked to rate the same 
students belonging to their homeroom class using the same scale. After initial protocol 
review, only 79 questionnaires were accepted for final processing of the PKBS, reducing 
the intended sample size form 102 to 79. Out of this 79, 42 were classified as 
academically gifted and 37 were non-academically gifted. 

Social Skills

For the first problem statement, “how do parents and teachers perceive the social 
skills of academically gifted and nonacademically gifted children,” results revealed that 
among the subscales of the PKBS, the parents significantly rated the students higher than 
the teachers on the following social skills subscales: social interaction, social 
independence, and total score for social skills (see Table 1). 
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Table 1: PKBS Social Skills Subscales versus Parent and
Teacher Ratings 

Measure Mean Square
F

p < 

Subscale A1, Social Cooperation 3.33    .26 .61 

Subscale A2, Social Interaction    648.42 24.30 .00 

Subscale A3, Social Independence      81.53   7.77 .01 

Social Skills Total  1067.25 10.46 .00 

Table 2: PKBS Social Skills Subscale Mean Scores
Rated by Parents and Teachers 

 Teacher Parent 

Subscales Mean SD  Mean    SD 

Subscale A1, Social Cooperation 32.44 4.71 31.34 4.14 

Subscale A2, Social Interaction 24.73 7.02 28.46 3.82

Subscale A3, Social Independence 27.62 4.70 28.80 3.35

Social Skills Total 84.80 14.24 88.60 9.37
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Table 2 compares the mean scores obtained by parents and teachers in rating the 
social skills subscales of the PKBS. This table shows that parents’ ratings of children 
were higher than teachers’ ratings on the above-mentioned social skills subscales. 

Furthermore, results obtained in using the repeated measures analysis indicate that 
the main effects of type of student (F = 3.06, p < .005) and gender (F = 3.33, p <. 003) 
significantly affected the ratings on the PKBS made by both parents and teachers.

Table 3 shows the PKBS social skills subscales that were found to be significantly 
rated by parents and teachers in relation to type of student (i.e., academically gifted or 
non-academically gifted). These significant social skills subscales include social 
cooperation, social independence, and total score for social skills. 

Table 3: PKBS Social Skills Subscales Versus Academically 
Gifted and Non-academically Gifted Students 

Measure Mean Square
F

p <

Subscale A1, Social Cooperation   147.48 6.97 .010 

Subscale A2, Social Interaction  127.84 3.78 .056 

Subscale A3, Social Independence  203.06    10.19 .002 

Social Skills Total 1421.36 8.80 .004 

With regard to main effects of gender, Table 4 shows that subscale A1, social 
cooperation was rated significantly by both raters:  parents and teachers. 
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Table 4: PKBS Social Skills Subscales versus Gender

Measure Mean Square
F

p < 

Subscale A1, Social Cooperation 187.95 8.88 .004 

Subscale A2, Social Interaction 48.09 1.42 .237 

Subscale A3, Social Independence 24.39 1.22 .272 

               Note. df  = 1 

Problem Behavior 

For the second problem statement, “how do parents and teachers perceive the 
problem behaviors of academically gifted and non-academically gifted children,” results 
revealed that among the subscales of the PKBS, the parents significantly rated the 
students higher than teachers did on the following problem behavior subscales:  self-
centered-explosive, attention problem-overactive, externalizing problems, antisocial-
aggressive and total score for problem behavior (see Table 5). 

Table 6 compares the mean scores obtained by parents and teachers in rating the 
problem behavior subscales of the PKBS. This table shows that parents’ ratings of 
children were higher than teachers’ ratings on the above-mentioned problem behavior 
subscales.

Table 7 shows the PKBS problem behavior subscales that were found to be 
significantly rated by parents and teachers in relation to type of student (i.e., academically 
gifted or non-academically gifted). These significant problem behavior subscales include 
anxiety-somatic problems, internalizing problems, and total score for problem behavior. 
For Subscale B5, where non-academically gifted children scored significantly higher than 
academically gifted children, it  includes the following items like becomes sick when 
upset or afraid, clings to parent or caregiver, is anxious and tense, is afraid or fearful, and 
so forth.

With regard to main effects of gender, Table 8 shows the problem subscales that 
were rated significantly by both raters: parents and teachers. These problem behavior 
subscales include: self-centered explosive, attention problems-overactive, antisocial-
aggressive, externalizing, and total score for problem behavior. 
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Table 5: Problem Behavior Subscales versus 
Parent and Teacher Ratings 

Measure Mean Square
F

p < 

B1, Self-Centered/Explosive
936.20 33.65 .000 

B2, Attention Problems/ 
Overactive

106.08 9.22 .003 

B3, Antisocial/Aggressive 44.71 3.51 .065 

Externalizing 2264.22 17.79 .000 

Social Withdrawal 2.63 .26 .611 

Anxiety/Somatic Problems 121.43 11.51 .001 

Internalizing Problems 
88.34 2.59 .111

Problem Behavior Total 3247.08 12.53 .001 

  Note. df  = 1 
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Table 6: PKBS Problem Behavior Subscale Mean 
Scores Rated by Parents and Teachers 

Teacher Parent

Subscales Mean SD Mean SD 

B1, Self-Centered/Explosive 5.03 6.32 10.51 6.60

B2, Attention Problems/ Overactive 4.89 5.16 6.89 4.68

B3, Antisocial/Aggressive 3.34 4.67 4.56 3.81 

     

Externalizing 
13.25 15.12 21.95 13.93

B4, Social Withdrawal 3.70 4.27 3.43 3.20 

B5, Anxiety/Somatic Problems 4.30 4.28 6.15 3.35

Internalizing Problems 8.00 8.17 9.58 5.99

Problem Behavior Total 21.25 21.29 31.53 18.38
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Table 7: PKBS Problem Behavior Subscales Versus Academically 
Gifted and Non-academically Gifted Students 

Measure Mean Square F p <

Self-Centered / Explosive 166.66 3.35 .071 

Attention Problems / Overactive 61.25 2.19 .143 

Antisocial/Aggressive 36.49 1.93 .169 

Externalizing 716.99 3.03 .086 

Social Withdrawal 45.94 2.47 .120 

Anxiety/Somatic Problems 159.35 9.45 .003 

Internalizing Problems 376.42 5.77 .019 

Problem Behavior Total 2132.42 4.70 .033 

                   Note. df = 1 
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Table 8: PKBS Problem Behavior Subscales Versus Gender 

Measure Mean Square F p <

B1, Self-Centered / Explosive 345.62 6.95 .010

B2, Attention Problems / Overactive 576.92 20.65 .000

B3, Antisocial/ Aggressive 316.17 16.71 .000

Externalizing Total 
3647.09 15.49 .000

Problem Behavior Total 
4070.67 8.98 .004

Self-Concept

The self-concept of academically gifted and nonacademically gifted was 
measured using the Pictorial Self-Concept Scale (PSCS) developed by Munnariz and 
Pasao (1988). A repeated measures design was used to analyze the difference between the 
self-concept of academically gifted and nonacademically gifted preschoolers. The results 
indicate that the 102 academically gifted and nonacademically gifted students, whether 
male or female did not differ significantly in endearing traits, relational traits and total 
score for self-concept. 

Parent Involvement in School

The Parent Academic Involvement-Behavior Scales (PAI-BS) was used to 
measure parent involvement in schoolwork and school related activities. An independent 
t test was done to analyze the difference between the levels of parent involvement for the 
two types of children. Only 4 out of the 22 items in the PAI-BS showed a significant 
difference between the two groups. Two of these items include parents’ direct 
involvement in schoolwork and the other two include items regarding parents’ 
involvement in school-related activities. Tables 9 and 10 provide the t-test results for 
these items. 

According to the results, parents of academically gifted children were found to 
score higher for item numbers 14 and 20 whereas parents of non-academically gifted 
children scored higher on items numbers 15 and 18. 
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Table 9: Parent Involvement in Schoolwork:  
t-test Results for Items in the PAI-BS at p<.05 

Questions Academically  
Gifted

Non-
Academically 
Gifted t

Mean 1.13 1.05 1.1518. How often do you ask your child 
how school has been?

Std
Dev

.33 .22  

Mean 1.15 1.31 -0.9420. How often have you spent sitting 
and talking with your child about 
his/her problems or anything that’s 
troubling/ bothering him/her? Std

Dev
.37 .95  
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Table 10: Parent Involvement in School-Related Activities 
t-test Results for Items in the PAI-BS at p < .05 level 

Questions  Academically Gifted Non-academically Gifted t

Mean 1.15 1.26 -1.0914. How often have you 
read and responded to 
child-delivered notes, 
letters and memos from 
his/her teacher and 
administrators? 

Std
Dev

.36 .50  

Mean 3.28 2.92 0.9115.How often have you 
attended parent-teacher 
conferences scheduled 
as a result of your own 
initiative? Std

Dev
1.62 1.81  

    

Discussion 

 Three main variables were investigated in the present study in relation to 
academically gifted and nonacademically gifted kindergarten students: parents’ and 
teachers’ perception of child’s socioemotional behavior, self-concept, and parental 
involvement in school.  

Socio-emotional Behavior 

 On the first variable, parents’ and teachers’ perception of children’s 
socioemotional behavior were measured using the Preschool Kindergarten Behavior 
Scales (PKBS) and were found to be significantly different. Parents rated children higher 
than teachers on subscales that deal with social interaction, social independence, total 
score for social skills, self-centered or explosive, attention problem or overactive, 
externalizing, anxiety or somatic problems, and total score for problem behavior. This 
supports the study done by Galloway and Porath (1997) on Parent and Teacher Views of 
Gifted Children’s Social Needs. Consistent with the results of this study, they found that 
difference in rater perception emerged, specifically when special kinds of social skills 
were evaluated (Galloway & Porath, 1997).  In Galloway and Porath’s study, parents 
perceived their children as demonstrating more assertive behaviors whereas teachers on 
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the other hand, perceive their students as behaving more cooperatively than did parents. 
Galloway and Porath added that the difference in rating might be related to the behavioral 
demands within specific situations. When in a school setting, for instance, children are 
expected to demonstrate cooperative behavior such as:  following directions, attending to 
instructions, and using free time wisely. Aside from this, teachers tend to give more 
opportunities for these children to engage in cooperative behavior. Cooperative learning 
and group work, for instance, are designed by teachers to foster cooperation among 
students. In other words, children were found to be adept at matching their behaviors to 
environmental expectations.  

The present study also made its objective to know whether gender and type of 
student affected the ratings done by both parents and teachers. The results suggest that 
the main effects of both variables:  gender and type of student significantly affected the 
ratings though no interaction effect between the variables was seen. Based from the 
results, parents and teachers seem to share the same observation in rating girls as higher 
in social cooperation than boys. Boys however, were rated higher in problem behaviors 
such as:  self-centered or explosive, attention problems or overactive, antisocial or 
aggressive. This finding is confirmed by parents and teachers in the qualitative responses 
made regarding the problem behavior observed in boys. Boys were described by parents 
and teachers as having the tendency to be self-centered (e.g., getting jealous with siblings 
and classmates). They were also seen as restless and lacking in focus, these being 
characteristics found under subscale B2, Attention Problems or Overactive. Furthermore, 
boys were also described to be hot-tempered or displaying aggressive behavior. Though 
these same behaviors were also found among girls, it can be noted that the qualitative 
response of parents and teachers on girls’ behavior placed the girls on being more 
internalizing (e.g., complaining of somatic problems, social withdrawal, etc.) than having 
externalizing forms of problem behavior. 

 In the Philippine culture, it is still the practice in some families to assign more 
chores to girls than boys. Even at a young age, girls are seen as more capable and 
dependable in carrying out simple tasks such as setting the table or packing toys away. 
Boys, on the other hand, require constant reminders to help out, or in many cases, they 
are simply not expected to look after themselves. Instead, being aggressive is expected 
simply because they are boys. Such stereotyping may have contributed to the actual 
behavior displayed by these children. Similarly, in school, boys are often reported to 
bully other children more frequently. They are more likely to be described as moody and 
restless than girls. 

   Aside from gender, the type of student also affected the ratings done by parents 
and teachers. Academically gifted students were rated significantly higher in social 
cooperation and social independence while non-academically gifted students were rated 
significantly higher in problem behaviors, specifically associated with Subscale B5, 
antisocial or aggressive behavior. Academically gifted children were found to show more 
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cooperative behavior. Since it is among their characteristics to prefer to be in the 
company of adults, these children are then able to engage in activities and tasks that meet 
adults’ expectations like:  following directions, listening to stories, accepting decisions 
made by adults, responding appropriately when corrected by adults, and so forth. Aside 
from these, academically gifted children are confident enough to work independently. 
They are not afraid to try new tasks and to explore different environments. Furthermore, 
this display of confidence even in social situations enables them to make friends easily 
and to be accepted by other children and adults.

 Findings which state that non-academically gifted children as exhibiting more 
internalizing problem behaviors is confirmed by the qualitative reports done by parents 
and teachers. Teachers, most especially, observed non-academically gifted students to be 
very quiet, soft-spoken, slow-moving, lacking in friends, and so forth. Compared to the 
academically gifted who evidently showed more cooperative and independent behavior 
even during the first week of school, the non-academically gifted children took a longer 
time to adjust to school life and to separate themselves from their primary caregivers. 

 Though in general, the findings of this study support those that show 
academically gifted children to be more socially well-adjusted than their counterparts, 
several problem behaviors were also reported by parents and teachers to be exhibited by 
academically gifted children. The qualitative responses of parents and teachers regarding 
problem behaviors observed between these two types of children show a similarity with 
the problem behaviors associated with gifted children found in several related literature.

Self-Concept

The second variable addressed deals with self-concept. The findings of this study 
are in consonance with research evidence showing gifted children to posses a positive 
over-all picture of themselves. Studies comparing self-concept and self-esteem of 
intellectually gifted and nongifted students generally report gifted students to be at least 
as well-adjusted as regular students (Coleman & Fults, 1983, 1985; Janos & Robinson, 
1985; Karnes & Wherry, 1981).  Norman, Ramsey, Martray and Roberts (1999) 
investigated potential differences between average students and highly gifted students 
through a battery of self-concept and adjustment measures. Contrary to his hypothesis 
that a difference would emerge between these groups, no significant differences were 
found on any measure.  

Aside from these findings, several factors may be the attributed to the non-
significant result. First, the self-concept of preschool-aged children is just in its initial 
phase of development. Whitmore (1985) theorized that it is only during the first three to 
four years of school that self-concept is formulated. He added that in the first eight to ten 
years of life, “a child is constantly seeking to define the aspects of self through testing 
specific abilities, sensitively perceiving outcomes or consequences of behavior, and 
listening to feedback from others” (Whitmore, 1985, p. 58). Thus, a clear definition of 
self, as being different from others, is not expected in the kindergarten years. Second, the 
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instrument may have a hand in explaining the results. As mentioned in the limitations of 
this study, the Pictorial Self-Concept Scale was not used extensively to measure the self-
concept of academically gifted preschoolers. More so, some children may not have 
opportunities to be with certain essential adults, such as grandparents as found in the 
relation subscale of the instrument.  

Parental-Involvement 

The last variable studied is parental involvement in school.  Parents’ academic 
records indicate that there seems to be no significant difference in the educational 
achievements of parents for the two types of children as majority were college graduates. 
However, a closer look also reveals that a bigger percentage of fathers of academically 
gifted children finished further studies in medicine, business, law, and so forth.  Likewise, 
more mothers who stayed home as homemakers were found in the profiles of 
academically gifted children. This may suggest fathers serving as good role models in 
shaping children’s intellectual growth. The hard work and discipline involved in their 
type of work may have been vicariously learned by their academically gifted offspring. 
Aside from these, the consistent physical and psychological presence of mothers who 
stayed with the child as homemakers may have largely contributed in developing a more 
positive self-concept and display of positive social skills among academically gifted 
children.

The results likewise reveal that there is not much difference between the parent 
involvements of academically gifted and nonacademically gifted children except on 
specific items such as:  (a) responding to school memos, (b) attending parent-teacher 
conferences, (c) asking about the child’s day in school, and (d) spending time to discuss 
problems that bother the child in school. The first two items mentioned refer to parent 
involvement in school-related activities while the last two questions dealt with parents’ 
direct involvement in schoolwork.  These results show that parents of academically gifted 
children responded more frequently to school circulars. They also asked about problems 
that might be affecting their academically gifted child. On the other hand, parents of 
nonacademically gifted children came more frequently to parent teachers’ conferences. 
This was confirmed by the attendance records taken by teachers during PTCs. 
Furthermore, these parents were also found to closely monitor, on a more daily basis, 
things that happen to their child in school. Several deductions can be made to explain the 
results obtained. Consistent with the problem behaviors observed among 
nonacademically gifted children, which got them higher ratings on internalizing items 
such as anxiety or somatic problems (e.g., anxious, complains of sickness), these 
children’s parents may have been asked to see teachers more frequently to discuss not 
just academic, but behavioral concerns as well. Furthermore, in the Miriam College Child 
Study Center, parent-teachers’ conferences for the third quarter are only called for those 
with school-related problems. Thus, report cards of academically gifted children are sent 
directly home to parents as these children were found, based on the results of this study, 
to be more well-adjusted in academic and social skills.  

With regard to daily schoolwork, academically gifted children were found to be 
more socially independent than non-academically gifted children. Therefore, it is possible 
that these children rarely consult their parents on schoolwork since they are confident 
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enough to handle these on their own. Thus, they require little or no explanations on 
homework unlike their same-age counterparts. Results also revealed that parents of 
academically gifted children were found to discuss with their children problems that they 
have encountered in school. This reinforces the fact that though academically gifted 
children were found to be generally well-adjusted, they do, on certain occasions, 
experience low days, which require their parents’ attention, comfort, and support. 

Conclusion

The findings of this study pose several implications which need careful 
consideration. While it is good to note that academically gifted children were found to be 
more well-adjusted than their average peers, still, some were reported to demonstrate 
occasional problem behaviors from time to time. Why do we need to address this reality? 
The first reason is obvious–the loss of potential contributions to society from that 
individual. The second reason is that the vulnerability to significant social behavior 
problems needs parents’ and teachers’ attention since early identification allows 
immediate intervention. Having this in mind, programs for non-academically gifted 
children must address three critical areas:  (a) an understanding of self, (b) developing 
constructive ways of coping with anxiety, somatic problem behaviors, and (c) 
development of a healthier concept of self.

Self-concept is learned, emerging in the early months of life and is in the process 
of shaping and reshaping. Thus, there is always a big possibility that the interventions 
done during the preschool years will prove more successful than if it were done in the 
later stages of the child’s school life. Parents and teachers must therefore be keen to spot 
these warning signs and act on this immediately. Adults who work closely with these 
children should show consistent positive regard for the child in all his endeavors. In the 
classroom for instance, giving more opportunities for a child to succeed and to 
collaborate with peers in small groups will do much in building positive self-concept. 
Similarly at home, parents can show increased interest in the affairs of the child by 
affirming, encouraging and acknowledging the simple efforts and achievements made by 
their child.  The last variable investigated in this study deals with parental involvement. 
The findings assert the value of positive home-school partnerships. A growing body of 
research suggests that parent participation in the child’s education is very closely related 
to student achievement and positive social behavior (Clark, 1983; Kirk & Galagher, 
1986). Given these, what can the school do to get parents involved in their children’s 
education? Essentially, parents can get involved in a variety of ways to enhance 
education and schooling of their children. They must be encouraged to attend school-
related functions such as Parent Teacher Association (PTA) activities, school field trips 
or enlist them in regular classroom activities as storytellers or guest community helpers. 
Most parents require some sort of training before engaging in more active parent 
involvement. Parent-teacher conferences are ideal opportunities for suggesting and 
explaining simple home study activities that parents can engage in with their child. 
Teachers can follow up such conversations by sending home notes and photocopied 
resource materials on improving parenting practices and involvement. Teachers can also 
suggest, for instance, parents setting aside a time each day to talk to children about school, 
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current events using teacher-provided questions, reading to children or even children 
reading to parents.
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Editing as a Measure of Schematic Knowledge 
of Mathematical Problems 
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Introduction 

The notion of schema has proved useful in explaining specific aspects of human 
cognition in fields such as perception, comprehension, remembering, and problem 
solving. As generally conceptualised, a schema is a cognitive structure that represents the 
underlying knowledge for a set of related categories. A schema may represent anything 
from the components of a face (Palmer, 1975) to the prototypical behaviour one engages 
in when going to a restaurant for a meal (Schank & Abelson, 1976). For example, a 
schema for a wedding encodes properties such as the bride, the bridegroom, guests, 
presents, flowers, photo-taking, and events that relate all these properties.

In the field of text comprehension, schemata have been demonstrated to be 
associated not only with interpreting and encoding incoming detail, but with recalling 
previously processed information (see Thorndyke & Hayes-Roth, 1979; Thorndyke & 
Yekovich, 1980). It has been shown that a single passage permits multiple interpretations 
on the basis of different schemata possessed by the reader (see, for example, Anderson, 
Reynolds, Schallert, & Goetz, 1977), and that schemata can influence the recall of 
information from memory (see, for example, Mandler & Johnson, 1977). Further, 
schemata can account for inferences that are made in the absence of complete 
information (see, for example, Bransford, Barclay, & Franks, 1972).  

In the field of problem solving, schemata have been seen to be necessary for 
efficient performance (see Sweller, 1988).  A problem schema refers to a cognitive 
construct that allows problem solvers to recognise a problem as belonging to a specific 
category that requires a particular solution strategy (Tarmizi & Sweller, 1988). Problem 
schemata have been studied in contexts such as chess (see, for example, Chase & Simon, 
1973; Chi, 1978; De Groot, 1966), medical diagnosis (see, for example, Wortman, 1972), 
physics (see, for example, Chi, Feltovich & Glaser, 1981; Larkin, McDermott, Simon, & 
Simon, 1980a; Simon & Simon, 1978), and mathematics (see, for example, De Jong & 
Ferguson-Hessler, 1986; Hinsley, Hayes, & Simon, 1977; Mayer, 1982b). This article 
focuses on the role of schematic knowledge in the domain of mathematics, particularly, 
in relation to algebraic problems presented in the format of text or words.  

Mayer  (1982) demonstrated that in processing information relating to algebraic 
word problems, students prefer to use simple templates, such as those frequently 
represented in textbooks. When asked to recall problems that they had read earlier, 
subjects typically maintained the category format of the problems. Thus, motion 
problems were never recalled as rectangle problems, or interest problems as mixture 
problems. When errors were made, recall tended to be distorted towards more typical 
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templates within the appropriate category. In addition, when asked to make up problems, 
students most often constructed simple arithmetic or part problems or problems that used 
a formula in only a simple way. Based on these findings, Mayer (1982) concluded that 
although most students possess basic schemata for story problems, their knowledge of 
complex templates may be limited. It may be that conventional classroom instruction was 
adept at teaching non-formula and simple-formula schemata, but somehow failed to 
inculcate schemata for complex problem formats. It is possible that templates within a 
problem category are hierarchically organized, and that students will employ lower-order 
templates when they lack knowledge of an appropriate higher-order template. The idea of 
a hierachical ordering in the learning of mathematics skills is not new. For instance, 
Gagne and Paradise (1961) introduced the concept of learning hierarchy when they 
suggested that some elements of knowledge cannot be mastered before specific 
subordinate elements have been learned. This claim was confirmed in studies by Gagne 
(1962), Gagne, Mayor, Garstens, and Paradise (1962), and Gagne and Bassler (1963). In 
a later study, Winkles (1986) defined a set of skills involved in trigonometry and a 
learning hierarchy was validated. 

The Role of Schematic Knowledge in the Solution of Algebraic Word Problems 

Mayer (1982a, 1983, 1985) postulates five types of knowledge as being necessary 
for the solution of algebraic word problems: linguistic knowledge (knowledge about 
language, such as what various words mean), factual knowledge (basic facts about the 
world), schematic knowledge (knowledge of problem types), algorithmic knowledge 
(knowledge of how to perform a sequence of operations), and strategic knowledge 
(knowledge of techniques that are used to develop plans for solution, such as setting sub-
goals). These five components are claimed to be necessary for problem representation 
and problem solution. Problem representation, the process of transforming the problem 
from a textual format into a form amenable to solution such as an equation, involves 
translation of sentences into propositions and integration of these propositions into a 
coherent mathematical structure. The solution process involves developing as well as 
executing a solution plan.

 The influence of schematic knowledge in the solution of algebraic word problems 
can be better appreciated by considering an example such as, “If a boat traveled 
downstream in 120 minutes with a current of eight kilometres an hour and the return trip 
against the same current took three hours, what would be the speed of the boat in still 
water?” Irrespective of the person’s computational skills and basic linguistic and factual 
knowledge, the problem is beyond the capability of someone who does not know that 
river current problems involve specific relationships between speed of boat, rate of 
current, and time. In the absence of such schematic knowledge, there is no context for 
computation and calculation. The person needs to be able to identify a problem as 
belonging to a given type (for example, river current contrast) in order to determine what 
information from the text should be used, in what sequence, and through what operations.

Schematic knowledge is also considered important in models of how children 
solve arithmetic problems (Kintsch, 1988; Kintsch & Greeno, 1985; Riley, Greeno, & 
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Heller, 1983). These models generally contend that schemata representing knowledge 
about elements and relations described in text provide the context for constructing 
problem representations that can be used to choose operations such as addition or 
subtraction. Riley et al. (1983) have explicitly described categories of conceptual 
knowledge that influence problem solving and learning. “Combine” and “compare” 
categories involve static relationships between quantities. In combine problems there are 
distinct quantities that do not change and the problem solver is asked to consider them in 
combination (for example, “Joe has three marbles and Tom has five marbles. How many 
marbles do they have altogether?”). Typical compare problems also describe static 
quantities, but the problem solver is asked to determine the difference between them: 
“How many more marbles does Tom have than Joe?” “Change” and “equalising” 
categories describe addition and subtraction as actions that cause increases or decreases 
in some quantity. For example, in change problems the initial quantity (Joe’s three 
marbles) is increased by the action of Tom giving Joe five more marbles, (“Joe has three 
marbles and Tom gives him five marbles. How many marbles does Joe have now?’) 
Equalising problems involve separate quantities, one of which is changed to be the same 
as the other. For example, the problem solver is asked to make the number of marbles Joe 
has equal the quantity Tom has (“Joe has three marbles. Tom has eight marbles. How 
many marbles does Joe need to have as many as Tom?”). The importance of 
understanding arithmetic word problems at the level of category is evident in studies 
showing that different problem categories are not equally difficult even when the same 
computations are involved (see Riley et al,. 1983).

 With reference to algebraic word problems, Mayer (1981) has shown that the 
relevant information for any problem at secondary school level can be described using 
four basic types of proposition: assignment propositions which consist of a numerical 
value for some variable (for example, “The area of a rectangular window pane is 98m2.”,
“The total amount invested was $2000.”, “The speed of the train was 80km/h.”), relation 
propositions which involve a single numerical relationship between two variables (for 
example, “The length of a rectangular room is twice its width”, “The father is three times 
as old as his son.” “The speed of the train is 20km/h more than the speed of the car.”), 
question propositions which specify the question asked in the problem (such as, “What 
are the dimensions of the room?” and “How old is the father?”), and relevant facts, or 
facts necessary for the integrity of the problem (for example, “The same route was 
taken.” “The cars traveled in opposite directions.”). Any problem can be described as a 
template consisting of two or more of these types of proposition. For example, the 
template for the problem “A rectangular park is 6m longer than it is wide. Find the 
dimensions of the park if it has an area of 432m2.” is: 

Length = REL width 
Area = value 
Length and width = FIND 

The first proposition is a relation, the second an assignment, and last a question. Another 
area of rectangle problem such as, “Mr. Lin has just fenced his rectangular lawn using 
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350m of wooden planks. If the length of the lawn is 3 times longer than its width, find the 
areas of the lawn.” can be expressed as: 

Length = REL width 
Perimeter = value 
Area = FIND 

Such templates, according to Mayer, constitute the schematic knowledge that a person 
needs to use in processing algebraic word problems. Differentiation between templates is 
essential for solution. The two rectangle problems set out above may look alike, but the 
solution procedure for each is different. Solution will not be successful if a student 
attempts to apply a solution procedure based on one template when the problem in fact 
has a different template. The student needs to appreciate the structure of the problem at 
the template level in order to select the appropriate algorithm. However, since 
calculational and other errors can be made, schematic knowledge is considered to be a 
necessary but not sufficient component in solution. 

The application of schematic knowledge in Mayer’s analysis is similar to the use 
of the term “schemata” in various theories of prose comprehension (see Thorndyke, 
1984). In these theories, schemata have been used to organise the information in a 
sentence, a story, or a situation, and to expand the representation of the message to 
include components that although not explicitly mentioned are nevertheless required to 
make the representation coherent, if not complete. Similarly, Mayer (as well as other 
advocates of schema-based accounts of problem solving) views the process of 
understanding a word problem as fitting the components of the problem into a coherent 
structure upon which problem solving actions (computation and calculation) can operate.

Measures of Schematic Knowledge 

In research on mathematical word problems, including problems involving the 
application of physics principles, schematic knowledge has been studied mainly through 
three kinds of tasks: problem classification, problem recall, and problem construction. 
Hinsley et al. (1977) assessed schematic knowledge by requiring subjects to group 
algebraic word problems into clusters, categorise a given problem after hearing only part 
of the text, solve problems in which content words were replaced by nonsense words, and 
solve problems when irrelevant information on the text had produced ambiguity. They 
found extensive agreement between subjects in the categorisation of problems. Further, 
after hearing the words, “A river steamer …” many subjects judged that the problem was 
going to be one involving the river current type. One comment was, “It’s going to be one 
of those river things with upstream, downstream – or if the time is constant, it will be the 
distance.” (Hinsley et al., 1977, p. 97). Subjects can thus, categorise problems without 
completely formulating them for solution. In addition, when solving problems containing 
nonsense words, subjects explicitly categorised the problems prior to solution. One 
comment was, “sounds like a straight forward proportion” (Hinsley et al., 1977, p.101). 
Another was, “What I was trying to do all the time was to try to fit it (the problem) into 
some normal schema … As soon as I could pop it into a frame where I could deal with 
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things normally, it was much easier to deal with.” (Hinsley et al., 1977, p. 101). In a 
further study, some subjects interpreted an ambiguous problem in “triangle” terms and 
others in “distance-rate-time” terms, depending on the information they had attended to. 
Facts were misread if they were inconsistent with categorisation. For example, one 
subject misread “four minutes” as “four miles”, took this as the length of one side of the 
triangle, and attempted to solve the problem using Pythagoras’s theorem. From a number 
of converging demonstrations, Hinsley et al. (1977) concluded that the encoding and 
retrieval of information in the process of solving algebraic word problems is governed by 
a person’s schematic knowledge.  

 In further research emphasising the role of problem schemata, Mayer (1982b) 
required adults to recall problems to which they had been exposed earlier, and to 
construct problems within a theme (for example, “trains leaving stations”). Recall was 
best for the types of problems that occur frequently in textbooks, and schemata-relevant 
information material was more likely to be recalled accurately than schemata-irrelevant 
information. In addition, the problems constructed by students tended to approximate 
standard rather than non-standard formats. These results, Mayer argued, suggest that 
while students possess schematic knowledge for simple versions of a problem category, 
their schematic knowledge for the more complex versions are less accessible. In an 
earlier paper, Mayer (1981) established a framework for classifying algebraic word 
problems. He identified some 25 categories, each with many distinct templates. 
Templates reflect the specific propositional structure of the problem, and each template 
has a distinct solution procedure. For example, motion problems had 13 different 
templates including simple distance-rate-time, vehicles approaching from opposite 
directions, one vehicle overtaking another, and speed changing during a journey. The 
1100 algebraic word problems that Mayer surveyed involved almost 100 different 
templates. Mayer argued that errors in solution will result when the text of the problem 
evokes use of an inappropriate template. He concluded that education in mathematics 
should involve training in the recognition of categories as well as templates foe major 
problem types.  

 The importance of understanding mathematical word problems at the template 
level has also been suggested by the work of Reed, Dempster, & Ettinger (1985). They 
investigated how effectively students use the detailed solution of an algebraic word 
problem (practice problem) to solve two related problems, one belonging to the same 
template as the practice problem (equivalent problem) and the other to a template 
different from the practice problem (similar problem). An equivalent problem could be 
solved by using the same solution procedure for the practice problem since the equation 
and the unknown were the same and only the numerical values changed. However, the 
similar problem required a solution procedure that was not identical to the solution 
procedure for the practice problem. Three different categories of problems (distance-rate-
time, mixture, and work in terms of Mayer’s taxonomy) were studied. Positive transfer 
was found for equivalent problems, but not for similar problems. The failure of students 
to solve a similar problem when they were provided with an elaborated solution 
procedure suggests a high degree of specificity in the learning of problem structure. 
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 Support for the notion that schematic knowledge is problem-specific can also be 
found in studies on non-mathematical problems where the underlying structures and 
solutions are the same, but the context is quite different. The Tower of Hanoi problem 
and the Tea Ceremony problem are isomorphic (Hayes & Simon, 1974). In the latter, 
three people participate in a tea ceremony, and they must distribute responsibility for 
various segments of the ceremony among themselves according to certain rules. This 
problem is identical to the Tower of Hanoi problem except that the people are replaced 
by pegs and the parts of the ceremony are replaced by disks. Anyone familiar with the 
Tower of Hanoi problem and noticing correspondence between the two problems can 
readily solve the Tea ceremony problem. However, it has been shown that few people 
identify the similarity spontaneously (see, for example, Hayes & Simon, 1974). One way 
of interpreting this finding is that the schema for the Tower of Hanoi problem contains 
slots designed specifically for pegs and disks, and when people and ceremony segments 
are presented, the Tower of Hanoi schema is not accessed, even though it contains a 
solution plan for the Tea Ceremony problem (Chi & Glaser, 1985). 

 Studies comparing the solution procedures of novices and experts have also 
pointed to the importance of schematic knowledge in problem solving. Larkin et al. (1980) 
and Simon and Simon (1978) found that when solving mechanics problems, experts work 
from elaborated representation of the problem rather than from the problem description. 
These representations often include diagrams that make certain relationships and 
constraints highly salient. In effect, experts have more knowledge about problem 
structure than novices, and it is this conceptual knowledge that guides their more 
effective and efficient solution by enabling them to apply correct equations in a forward 
direction. Although experts and novices may be observed to break problems into subparts 
to deal with difficulties, these procedures seem to be executed by experts with an 
emphasis on the “whole” problem. In contrast, novices tend to solve problems on the 
basis of more local problem features. Support for this idea comes from a study by Chi et 
al. (1981) in which expert and novice subjects were asked to group physics problems 
according to similarity. The clusters formed by experts contained problems related in 
deep structure or general principles. Thus, problems solvable through Newton’s law of 
motion were placed together; as were problems solvable using the principle of energy 
conservation. In contrast, novices tended to be influenced by surface characteristics and 
irrelevant details and the clusters they formed contained problems that mentioned the 
same kinds of objects: problems about pulleys were put together, as were problems about 
incline planes, and so on. These two ways of classifying problems are not mutually 
exclusive; for example, some inclined plane problems are solvable only using Newton’s 
law of motion and some can be solved only by the conservation of energy principle. 
Apparently, the experts organised their knowledge in terms of abstract schemata not 
available to the novice. 

 Good and poor novice problem solvers also differ in cognitive representation of 
problems (De Jong & Ferguson-Hessler, 1986), but after a period of intensive training in 
mathematical problem solving novices come to demonstrate schematic knowledge much 
like that of experts, as indexed by perception of problem relatedness in terms of 
underlying principles (Schoenfeld & Herrmann, 1982). In a study of eight-grade subjects, 
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Silver (1979) reported that a student’s tendency to sort problems on the basis of 
mathematical structure was related to competence in problem solving. In a further study, 
Silver (1981) found that at seventh-grade level, good problem solvers were able to recall 
the structure of a mathematical word problem as well as problem detail weeks after being 
presented with the problem. In contrast, poor problem solvers often remembered well the 
context of the problem statement and the question posed in the problem, but they had 
limited recall of structural information. Together, these findings suggest that knowledge 
bases are organised differently for experts and novices: experts posses more adequate and 
complete schemata that enable them to grasp the structure of problems in a way that 
novices cannot. Experts have a solution planned before they begin. 

 The role of schematic knowledge in problem solving has also been documented in 
research on children’s performance on arithmetic word problems. Based on analysis of 
computer simulation models that solve arithmetic word problems of the type encountered 
by kindergarten and primary school children, Riley et al. (1983) identified three major 
ways in which knowledge of prototypical structures functions during problem solving: 
interpreting and inferring relations in  problem situations, selecting problem solving 
actions (such as addition, subtraction, and counting objects), and monitoring the effects 
of selected actions on a problem situation. These researchers also identified a 
developmental trend in the acquisition of schematic knowledge. Discrepancies between 
the performance of younger and older children reflected a deficiency not in problem 
solving actions, but in representation of the information contained in problems. Further, 
children’s improvement in problem solving lay in understanding the problem in a way 
that related it to available problem solving actions. Evidence for the influence of 
schematic structure on problem solution comes also from studies showing that problems 
from different categories (such as combine, compare, change, equalise) are not equally 
difficult even when they require the same operations for solution (see Riley et al. 1983). 
This result suggests that solving a word problem requires more knowledge than just 
knowing operations and having some general skill in applying them. In a study on 
children’s solution procedures with blocks, Carpenter, Hiebert, and Moser (1981) 
reported that the primary factor that determined the strategy children employed was the 
structure of the problem. There are also data showing that very young children can solve 
some arithmetic word problems even before they have received any instruction in the 
syntax of arithmetic (see, for example, Carpenter et al., 1981; Carpenter & Moser, 1981). 
Young children must base solution on an understanding of the semantic relations in the 
problem situation. 

 In summary, there is evidence from research on the performance of children on 
arithmetic problems and on the performance of adults (mostly college students have been 
studied) in physics and algebra that domain-specific schematic knowledge is needed in 
order to determine what computational processes are appropriate for solution of word 
problems. Schematic knowledge for algebraic word problem has traditionally been 
measured by requiring students to group word problems into clusters, categorise 
problems after hearing only part of the problem text, provide answers to problems when 
content words have been replaced by nonsense words, solve problems when material in 
the text is ambiguous (Hinsley et al., 1977), construct problems within a given theme 
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(Mayer, 1982b), and recall problems that had been presented earlier (Mayer, 1982b; 
Silver, 1981). Novices and experts have been shown to differ in their understanding of 
problems (for example, Larkin et al., 1980a; Chi et al., 1981). While experts rely on 
underlying principles in identifying similarities and differences between problems, 
novices often are influenced by surface characteristics and irrelevant detail when 
categorising problems. However, novices come to employ the modes of cognitive 
representation characteristic of experts after intensive training in problem solution. 

Editing as a Measure of Schematic Knowledge 

Schematic knowledge can also be assessed by requiring students to edit problem 
texts to specify what information is necessary and sufficient for solution. It has been 
claimed that schemata provide the basis for filling gaps and for selecting relevant 
information (Chi & Glaser, 1985). To be able to supply information that is missing from 
a problem text but is necessary for the problem to be open to solution, or to pick out 
irrelevant information contained in the problem text, one has to know the minimal 
elements that have to be present in the text in order for the problem to be  open to 
solution. Since the content of a problem schema includes principles, formulae, concepts, 
and characteristics of the problem situation (De Jong & Ferguson-Hessler, 1986), it can 
be assumed that successful text editing of algebraic word problems entails schematic 
knowledge. To illustrate, when presented with a problem that is incomplete in the sense 
that further information is needed before a solution is possible (such as “A rectangular 
lawn is 72 m2. What is the width of the lawn?”), the student needs to know that the area 
of a rectangle is the length of one side multiplied by the length of the adjacent side in 
order to identify the essential component missing form the problem. Similarly, when 
presented with a problem such as “A truck leaves Melbourne for Sydney at 1.00 am. The 
distance between Melbourne and Sydney is 1200km. If the truck travels at 80km/h, how 
long will it take to reach Sydney?’ A student is able to identify which information in the 
problem text is irrelevant for solution only through knowing about the structure of this 
class of problem. If a solution requires schematic knowledge, a student who can solve a 
given problem should be able to identify the minimal text that will allow the problem to 
be solved. It may be noted that this text editing task is similar to error detection and text 
disruption techniques used in the field of prose comprehension to investigate how readers 
monitor their comprehension processes during reading. In such cases text is altered to 
induce miscomprehension (for example, Isakson & Miller, 1976; Stahl, Rinehart & 
Erickson, 1986; Winograd & Johnston, 1982). Such studies have demonstrated that good 
and poor readers can be differentiated by their ability to pick out inconsistencies in 
messages and to fill in gaps so that messages make sense. Similarly, it can be expected 
that good and poor problem solvers will show differences in their ability to specify 
information that is missing from or irrelevant within problem texts. 

It may also be noted that several investigators have used problems with 
incomplete information and problems with surplus information, but not with the objective 
of studying schematic knowledge. Krutetskii (1976) used such problems to identify 
abilities that correspond to one of the three stages of mental activity that he proposed 
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were involved in solving a mathematical problem: that of gathering information needed 
to solve the problem.  

Using algebraic word problems, Low and Over (1990) have demonstrated that the 
editing procedure provides a promising alternative to traditional procedures used to 
determine whether or not a particular problem solving schema has been acquired. Editing 
requires students to assess the status of problem information. Specifically, the task 
requires students to classify a given problem in terms of whether the information 
provided is sufficient, insufficient, or irrelevant for solution, and when necessary to 
denote the information that is missing or irrelevant. In a further study, Low and Over 
(1993) found relationships between text editing and achievement in mathematics at a 
general level, not only in relation to editing and solving the same problem. Students with 
higher scores on tests of general mathematical ability were more accurate in classifying 
algebraic word problems in terms of whether these problems contained sufficient, 
insufficient, or irrelevant information. This relationship applied even after allowance was 
made for contributions from verbal ability. The much closer association between text 
editing and solution found for specific rather than general performance suggests that each 
measure relied upon domain-specific knowledge. When performance on a single problem 
was considered, some students succeeded on editing yet later failed on solution. However, 
there was not a single case of success on solution after failure on text editing. A possible 
basis for this result is that text editing and solution require comparable schematic 
knowledge, but students fail on solution through improper computation and calculation. 
An alternative is that solution requires more precise and demanding exercise of schematic 
knowledge than text editing. To take a simple example, a student may succeed on a text 
editing exercise by knowing that the area of a rectangle can be established if the lengths 
of adjacent sides are given. However, such knowledge by itself is not sufficient for 
solution: the student must know that the two lengths have to be related through 
multiplication. The same study also found that scores on the text editing task correlated 
not only with the likelihood that problems were similar or different and with recall for 
problems. These relationships might be expected if text editing, in common with solution, 
problem classification, and recall memory, assess the extent to which a student has 
processed information based on comprehension of the structure of the problem. 

The editing task has two desirable properties that set it apart from some of the 
other methods used for a similar purpose. Firstly, requirements for consistent success on 
the task are unambiguous. It is clear that the capacity to judge whether a problem 
contains sufficient information for solution or information that is irrelevant depends on 
the principles, formulae, concepts, and typical problem characteristics which are thought 
to constitute schematic knowledge. Secondly, the relationship between success on the 
editing task and successful problem solution is clear. According to Low and Over (1990), 
most students who edited a problem successfully went on to solve it correctly, but there 
were practically no cases of successful solution in the case of unsuccessful editing. This 
necessity of successful editing for solution is precisely what one might expect for earlier 
and later stages in a sequential process and it supports the claim that the editing task 
assesses quite directly at least some components of schematic knowledge. More recently, 
using problems in introductory probability theory, Birney, Fogarty and Plank (2005) have 
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provided evidence to suggest that text editing is suitable for assessment of schematic 
knowledge in development. 

The editing task has also offered some useful results on gender differences in the 
solution of algebraic word problem. Low and Over (1993) found that on average, girls 
performed more poorly than boys on the editing task and that they were more likely to 
attempt to incorporate irrelevant information into the solution of a problem. These results 
raise a number of interesting questions about factors underlying these gender differences. 
For instance, when assessing the basis for gender differences in mathematical 
achievement, there is need to consider gender differences in schematic knowledge.  

Marshall and Smith (1987) found that girls often fail to select the appropriate 
algorithms in solving word problems (through focusing on isolated parts of the problem) 
although they demonstrate well-developed skill in computation. A question of interest is 
whether girls have a different likelihood of success when the same problems are 
presented in both word format and in equations. If girls have good computational and 
calculational skills but lack schematic knowledge, they can be expected to solve an 
algebraic problem more readily when it is presented in the form of an equation than 
through text. In an educational context, the results suggest the need for teachers to 
address specific deficits and misconceptions demonstrated by students, particularly in 
relation to analysis of the information provided in word problems. If girls tend to be 
sidetracked by superfluous information, they may require specific training in identifying 
what information within the text of problem is necessary and sufficient for solution. 

Learning in Mathematics may be more effective if the focus is on acquisition of 
knowledge about the structure of problems, and not simply on reaching a solution to 
problems. Sweller (1989) has reviewed literature demonstrating that instructional 
methods which place emphasis on the development of schematic knowledge are more 
effective than routine practice involving computation and calculation in teaching students 
to learn to solve problems. Using algebraic word problems, Low, Over, Doolan & 
Michell (1994) have demonstrated a training effect of the editing task. Compared to a 
group of students given routine practice in solution of problems and two further groups 
that experienced neither training nor practice, the group given training in editing showed 
the greatest improvement in a subsequent problem solution session. A later study in the 
domain of chemistry has also demonstrated the training effect of the editing task (Ngu, 
Low & Sweller, 2002).

The training effect suggest that learning to solve mathematical problems is more 
readily enhanced by training students to identify information missing from problems and 
to detect irrelevant information within problems than by giving them practice in routine 
problem solution. Conventional instruction in mathematics focuses on practice in solving 
specific problems, and the emphasis is on solution skills. Although computational and 
calculational skills obviously are important, other prerequisites for achievement in 
mathematics are knowledge of problem structure, what information in the problem is 
needed for solution, and how the relevant information is to be used to proceed to solution. 
While practice in routine problem solution does not lead students to pose problems 
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correctly, training in text editing improves skill in using relevant information to pose 
problems correctly. Not only can text editing training be more widely used in instruction, 
but variation in the format of problems presented for solution should be encouraged. 
Textbooks traditionally present problems that provide only information that is necessary 
and sufficient for solution. This format does not require text editing. It may be 
advantageous to provide during teaching at least some problems containing irrelevant 
information or insufficient information. The student will then need, as a first step, to look 
carefully at the problem, and establish what information from the text is relevant for 
solution and whether this information is sufficient. 

Conclusion

The work carried out by Low and Over has demonstrated that the editing 
procedure provides a useful alternative in an area where good methods for measuring 
schema acquisition are rare. In addition, the training studies have demonstrated the 
potential education value of the editing task. Further, the editing procedure has offered 
useful results on gender differences in the solution of algebraic word problems. These 
results together with the training effect found suggest some possible educational 
intervention.
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