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The Research Fellowship in Children's Studies Trust was
set up in February 1987 to study and evaluate the needs and
wellbeing of the children of Hong Kong. I t arose from an
observation that the social policies and programmes in Hong
Kong were skewed towards the treatment of casualties rather than
the provision of an optimal environment to nurture its future
citizens. The founding members of the Trust thus felt the need
to conduct a comprehensive review of the state of physical, social,
and psychological wellbeing of the children of Hong Kong, to
map the areas of neglect and deprivation adversely affecting child
development, and to make recommendations for preventative
policies.

Through generous donations from variOUS individuals,

companies, and foundations - amounting to one million dollars ­
a trust fund was set up to finance the research project. The
Centre of Asian Studies of the University of Hong Kong hosted
the project and later assisted in the publication of this report.
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INTRODUCTION

The book represents an ambitious attempt to collate and
review current knowledge about children in Hong Kong and to
appraise their actual status, as reflected in existing laws and
policies. Our purpose in compiling this information is not only
to document but also to evaluate, to comment, and to recommend.
The material presented here is extensive, if not quite exhaustive.
In giving this synopsis, we are summarizing the views and
conclusions of the chapter authors and providing what we hope
will be a useful guide to the report.

The vision of the Fellowship has been to collate and
annotate the available literature and information on the legislation,
policies, and services relating to children and to produce an
evaluative report on the physical, social, and psychological
wellbeing of Hong Kong children. To this end the Trustees
have invited experts in the fields of social economics, law,
education, physical health, mental health, and social welfare to
write a critical review of their field. The result of their hard work,
and that of the editors, is presented in this book, which is the first
of its kind.

In 1979 the International Year of the Child Commission
published the first comprehensive review of provisions for child
welfare and development in Hong Kong. Since that time,
although some advances have been made in the overall level of
child health and welfare, the primary focus of social policies in
Hong Kong has remained the treatment of casualties rather than
the prevention of avoidable problems. In 1987 a group of
concerned individuals founded the Research Fellowship in
Children's Studies with a view to providing an independent and
comprehensive appraisal of children's needs and wellbeing.

Economic growth has generated four facets of
socioeconomic change that have affected the development of
children: namely, increase in household income; increase in female
labour force participation; growth of government expenditure on
social services; and environmental deterioration.

Rising income inequality since the mid-1970s has led to
increasing inequality in opportunities. As the social mobility of

As household income has increased our children are found
to be healthier, to have more educational opportunities, but to be
more materialistic. Family structures have also changed.
Although parent-child relations in nuclear families are more
intimate, more children have been affected by the rising rate of
divorce and remarriage. We may also speculate on the
potentially stressful consequences for families resulting from the
expanding number of mothers in the workforce.

Edward K. Y. CHEN & Teresa Y. C. WONG

Increased demand for and expenditure on social services in
the last few decades has been of most benefit to children in the
lower income group. Whereas the living conditions of children
generally have improved, the environment in which they live has
deteriorated. The New Towns were built partly as a remedy but
children living there have encountered new problems in their
relationships, family ties, and mobility.

SOCIOECONOMIC TRANSFORMATION
AND CHILD DEVELOPMENT

IN HONG KONG

Hong Kong's rapid economic growth and development in
the last few decades has been accompanied by large-scale
socioeconomic transformations. This chapter analyses the
effects of these changes on the physical, intellectual, and
psychological development of Hong Kong children.

December 1999

NiaA. PRYDE
Mona M. TSOI
Ti Liang YANG
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the lower income class in Hong Kong becomes restricted the
attitudes, values, and self-esteem of the parents are adversely
affected, impacting on their children in turn.

The rapid economic growth and development of Hong
Kong has generally benefited children in terms of their physical,
intellectual, and material wellbeing. However, not all of the
results have been advantageous. The "hurrying" of children
through their childhood has resulted in precocity, increased
conflicts, and emotional distress, with consequences for their
psychological development and adaptation.

5

PHYSICAL WELLBEING OF
HONG KONG CHILDREN

CHOW Chun-bong & LAU Sum-ping, Sam

The health status of children in Hong Kong and the
standard of child health services have improved significantly over
the last two to three decades, as evidenced by the very low
mortality rates, good nutritional status, and much improved
growth parameters for children.

With improvements in living standards nutritional
deficiencies have become rare, but unhealthy eating habits and
obesity have become a problem. As a result of better medical
care and immunization infectious diseases and acute illnesses have
been brought under control. The challenges now are the
management of chronic illness and handicap and the emerging
"new morbidities": that is, behavioural, learning, decision-making,
and lifestyle problems, and child abuse. How to reduce accidents
and injuries to young· children continues to be a matter of
concern.

With greater demand for primary care and with improving
health care standards, there is a growing trend for health care to
be in the community. A multidisciplinary approach is
recommended to provide total child health care. The care of
children should be team-based, flexible, and centred on the child
and his or her family.

Although the government is providing a wide range of
child health care services, they are not well integrated or
coordinated, particularly since the separation of hospital services
from primary health care by the formation of the Hospital
Authority.

Whereas the standard of services has been maintained, the
scope is insufficient. There is generally a lack of personalized
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and integrated care for children and their families, and long-tenn
planning to meet ever-changing needs leaves much to be desired.
Expanded and improved services for children are greatly needed
in the community, also in hospitals the physical and psychological
needs of children are still not adequately met.

In order to optimize policy-making various measures may
be considered, including the setting up of information and
planning units and the training of health professionals in
organization and management. Whereas the introduction of
public consultation would help to safeguard consumer interests,
the broader issues in child health care can only be addressed by a
comprehensive child health policy.

7

MENTAL HEALTH OF HONG KONG
CHILDREN

C.K. WONG & Mona M. TSOI

The whole spectrum of children is considered in this
chapter from those categorized as psychiatric cases to those
regarded as mentally healthy. Despite a general shortage of
infonnation on the psychological status and development of
Hong Kong children, some interesting comparisons with Western
findings have been made. Whereas Hong Kong children score
higher on digit span, they encounter more difficulty in creativity
and problem-solving. They are more introverted and private in
behaviour and their self-esteem is related to socioeconomic and
academic standing.

Recent changes in Hong Kong families and in the role of
parents have affected children's socialization. Fathers have
become more involved with their children. However, mothers
have undergone stress in coping with the dual roles of parent and
worker. Although parents continue to be more concerned about
achievement in school than about psychological needs, children
themselves are reported to be stressed by school work and
examinations.

Recreation and leisure activities are somewhat restricted in
Hong Kong, and watching television is the most popular leisure
activity. We may infer that the mass media is an important
socialization agent in the lives of many Hong Kong children.

Epidemiological studies indicate that 10 to 23% of
secondary students and 6 to 16% of primary school students can
be considered to suffer from psychological problems. These
figures are comparable with Western studies, but differences in
the incidence of certain types of disorder may need further
mqUiry.
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The rising incidence of child abuse and adolescent suicide
indicate that we need to pay more attention to the mental
wellbeing of children and to the adequacy of support at home and
in school. Parents need to be educated on how to discipline
children, as well as on the importance of close parent-child
relationships.

Preventive measures include public education and the
proper use of leisure and recreation. Parents must learn to
understand the psychological needs of their children and the
importance of positive relationships, and teachers should couch
their demands according to the relevant developmental stages.
More efficient identification of children who are adversely
affected or at risk requires greater professional awareness and
more channels for aid, also services· must be coordinated with
community networks. Mental health services are provided by
various government departments and nongovernment agencies
and better liaison will be necessary for more efficient service
proviSiOn.

9

A SURVEY OF RESEARCH ON
HONG KONG EDUCATION

Bernard Hung-kay LUK

Research on education in Hong Kong experienced a slow
start in the 1950s and 1960s but has grown rapidly since the 1970s.
This has been mainly as a result of the policy of requiring
professional training for secondary school teachers ~nd the
consequent expansion of the university faculties of education.

According to a systematic survey around 855 studies were
completed postwar until 1982, and many more since then, but
they have not yet been collected and annotated comprehensively.
Although many valuable studies have been produced, the coverage
of topics has been uneven with classroom teaching and learning in
secondary school accounting for the majority.

This chapter covers some 460 studies produced since the
1940s however most are recent. In reviewing them the
emer~ence of Hong Kong as a distinct society is outlined,
following the school ladder from kindergarten to completion of
secondary school and examining briefly issues of gender, class,
and community identity.

Our education system, like Hong K.ong itself, is a unique
amalgamation of Chinese and Western influences. Wh.ereas the
indigenous mass c.ulture and traditions have prOVided the
background for the development and education of our young
people, they have also helped to maintain an ambiguous sense of
identity and belonging which has accounted for much of the
generation gap in Hong Kong families.

Preschool and primary education have been little studied.
Priority areas for research have been the inducti?n process, .the
curriculum, language development and the learning of English,
and numeracy.
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In secondary school the impact of the Secondary School
Places Allocation system on the individual's abilities, skills, and
values needs to be studied, as do the practices associated with
mixed ability teaching and streaming and issues pertaining to
language and the language medium. Whereas curriculu~

structure has been a major area of concern up to now, what 1S

currently needed are philosophical, psychological, and social
investigations pertaining to the goals of education, as well as
studies on how to make the curriculum more relevant to these
goals.

There is a sizable literature on public examinations, most of
which focuses on individual subjects or exam techniques. Given
its central place in our education and society, the examination
system and culture deserves a lot more study than it has received.

The education system in Hong Kong has done a great deal
to facilitate social mobility and the resultant openness of the social
structure has been an important element in the growth experience
of our young people. However, opportunities for education
have not been equal and more research is required to ascertain the
causes and remedies.

11

EDUCATIONAL POLICIES AND POLICY­
MAKING IN HONG KONG

Mark BRAY

The scale and shape of the education sector have altered
substantially during the postwar period. The strongest priority at
the beginning was expansion. This was achieved at the primary
and junior secondary level in the 1970s with the introduction of
nine years compulsory schooling. Since then the government
has turned to qualitative factors.

In addition to analysing the priorities of policy-making, this
chapter also examines the processes. It notes the emergence of
the Education Commission as a major force in policy-making, as
well as commenting on the implications of the changing political
climate.

Particular attention is given to policies in relation to
bisessional and unisessional schooling, language of instruction,
teacher education, and streaming. These topics serve to illustrate
both the complexities and the dilemmas of educational policy­
making. On the one hand, there is evolution over time; on the
other, we see the intractable nature of some tensions. Although
major changes will occur as a result of the political changeover, we
may also expect many continuities.
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PRESCHOOL EDUCATION IN
HONG KONG

Sylvia OPPER

This chapter looks at the origins, development, and current
situation of the two types of early childhood education and care
facilities in Hong Kong: that is, kindergartens and day nurseries.
It presents figures on enrolment and type of programme as well as
examining curricula, educational philosophy, and the learning
environment provided.

A number of issues pertainmg to preschool staff are
discussed such as differences between the sectors in training,
working conditions, and salaries.

\Xlhereas there are positive features in the situation of early
education and care in Hong Kong, some problems also exist.
Particular attention in this regard should be given to the training
of staff and the unification of standards between the two sectors.
Lack of research in the field also merits attention.

13

SPECIAL EDUCATION IN HONG KONG

Farideh SALILI

This chapter reviews the development of special education
in Hong K.ong and related issues. Special education has been
rather slow to start and, despite major achievements in recent
years, many problems still exist. Government involvement in the
development of special education in the 1960s was preceded by
that of philanthropists and voluntary agencies, who have
continued to play a major role.

The \Xlhite Paper in 1977 on integrating the disabled set out
as major policy objectives the improvement and expansion of
services. Although significant achievements have been made
since that time, there are still shortfalls in most services and
waiting lists in all. Shortage of special education teachers and
support specialists affects the quality of services provided,
whereas problems in coordination and communication result in
gaps and sometimes duplication.

Although some progress has been made at the preschool
level, parental involvement in training their children remains very
limited. Active commitment by parents is not only cost effective
but is crucial for developing the child's potential. More training
should be provided for parents and greater psychological support
given so as to enable them to participate more fully.

The government's policy to encourage integration of
children with special needs has been hampered by a number of
factors including inflexible curricula and high standards in
ordinary schools, shortage of trained teachers and support staff,
and negative attitudes to the handicapped. These problems must
be addressed if the "whole school" approach to the education of
exceptional children, as well as the policy of integration, are to
materialize.
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Much of what is done in Hong Kong is based on literature
and research conducted in Western countries. However, more
research is needed to shed light on the prevalence, characteristics,
and needs of exceptional children in Hong Kong and to guide us
in future plans and directions.

15

SOCIAL WELFARE AND CHILD WELFARE
IN HONG KONG

MaryK.W.HO

Since the second world war social welfare services in Hong
Kong have been transformed from poor relief for the destitute to
a range of services that help to shape our children's environment.
This chapter describes the services organized for the promotion
of family functioning, protection of children, facilitation of social
integration, and rehabilitation of the disabled. Taken together,
these services help to ensure the basic subsistence of every family,
especially when it is affected by crisis, incapacity, or loss; to enable
individuals to carry out their social roles; and to integrate at-risk
youths and the disabled. However, segmentation in service
provision has hampered the interchange of ideas on child welfare,
and clients often feel lost in the complexities of the system,
especially in rehabilitation.

In terms of prevention, we should not be complacent about
our welfare provision. There is still room to improve the
availability and accessibility of services such as financial assistance,
home-help, family counselling, daycare, school social work,
assessment of disabled children, and vocational rehabilitation of
the mentally handicapped and to make services more responsive
to social conditions.

It is apparent that the design of many welfare services is
inadequate for promoting children's welfare. There is only a
tenuous correspondence with the social phenomena that these
services are intended to address. We can also find fault with the
passive and reactive approach taken in services like adoption,
school social work, daycare, and residential care which may result
in overlooking what is obvious. The absence of a child policy to
provide a common frame of reference for workers engaged in
different services for children is a further problem.
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Inadequate attention has been paid to a number of issues
including the nature of children's social and emotional needs, the
culture lag in our childrearing and education methods, the
widespread alienation and social apathy among young people, the
process of marg~nalization, and the wastage of human resources
represented by the many school failures and by mentally
handicapped school-leavers who are unoccupied. As social
problems are complex, particular attention should be paid to the
points of overlap between the different services and disciplines.

If social welfare is to assume a developmental role rather
than just picking up casualties, it must study the means to enable a
larger number of adults to become "good enough parents", as well
as attending to the few who show clear signs of dysfunction.
This should help our children to find a sense of worth and
achievement regardless of ability or handicap. Furthermore,
even a tentative statement on child policy would help us to
articulate what we want for our children and how to achieve it.

17

THE LAW RELATING TO CHILDREN
IN HONG KONG

Elsie LEUNG & ]udith SIHOMBING

There is no single legislative enactment that deals with the
legal rights and liabilities of children in Hong Hong. Instead
there are piecemeal statutory provisions and principles of
common law and of equity, which provide some regulation of
these matters. However, this makes difficult the task of
establishing the nature and extent of such rights and liabilities.
There is also no uniform defmition of a child.

In looking at legal matters it is necessary to distinguish
between common law, the principles of which are strict, and
equity, which provides for remedies and rights based on what is
"just and equitable". Much of the law relating to children
nowadays is found in various enactments.

The circumstances of the illegitimate child in Hong Kong
have changed substantially over the years from the early treatment
as a child for whom no one had any legal obligation and,
subsequently, as one without rights to succession or paternal
maintenance. Many of the distinctions between legitimate and
illegitimate children have been eliminated with the Parent and
Child Ordinance.

Legislation relating to children in Hong Kong may be
categorized into three major types. There are a large number of
enactments that make some provision for the protection of
children. One of the earliest was the Protection of Women and
Young Girls Ordinance, since amended as the Protection of
Children and Juveniles Ordinance. The Guardianship of Minors
Ordinance is another, giving parents equal rights in the up
bringing and care of a legitimate child. A second type of
legislation operates differently in relation to a child than an adult,
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type distinguishes the liability of persons for offences by reference
to a particular age:

A further group of enactments relates to parental rights and
duties, with consequential reference to children. Many of these
enactments have been partly amended by the Parent and Child
Ordinance.

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child
was ratified on behalf of Hong Kong in 1994. The concepts
behind many of its provisions can be found in various enactments
including the Bill of Rights. When a child is brought befor~ the
courts, no matter what the context, it is usual to ensure that his or
her best interests are the paramount consideration. Special
legislative measures may be necessary to provide for children with
special needs and to meet newly emerging social problems. The
enactment of a code oflaw relating to children may be considered.

19

HONG KONG'S CHILDREN:
OVERVIEW AND CONCLUSION

Mona M. TSOI &Nia A. PRYDE

In summing up the sentiments and opinions of the chapter
authors we arrive at a conceptualization of wellbeing that pertains
to the whole child. Emerging themes have been identified that
focus on the socioeconomic context of Hong Kong, the changing
role of the family, the challenges that we face in child health,
mental health, education, and welfare, and the strengths and
weaknesses of government provision. As we consider what has
been done in tr.e past and present, a vision for the future
wellbeing of Hong Kong children may be formed. Such an
agenda requires recognition of the intrinsic rights of young
citizens, as well as commitment to a policy that is both
comprehensive in scope and preventative in nature.

It is apparent that attitudes toward children- have changed
over the years as the status of the child as a person with needs and
rights has become increasingly recognized. We are conscious
that the position and wellbeing of our children is no longer a
private matter but one that concerns society as a whole.
Although Hong Kong has come a long way in providing for its
children, there is a great deal more to learn and many
improvements still to be made. We look forward to a future in
which our present knowledge and experience will serve as the
foundation for a better environment in which Hong Kong
children can develop to their full potential.
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