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n late September, the Hong

Kong government announced

its policy on free quality kin-

dergarten education, which

represents a new milestone in
the development of early child-
hood teaching in the city,

From the start of 2017/2018 school
year, annual expenditure will in-
crease from HEK$4 hillion to around
HES6.7 billion, with estimates in-
dicating that nearly 75 per cent of
hall-day kindergartens will be free
of charge.

This is eertainly an encouraging
sign, as statistics slow (lar the
number of logil kindergartens in-
creased only marginally over the
last six years, compared to an in-
crease of close (o 50 per cent for
“non-local” schools.

In the same period, pupil numbers
increased by nearly 25 per cent,
while the number of trained teach-
ers with certificates in early child.

n be ch

hood education grew by around 22
pEr cent,

“There Is no shortage of early child-
hood learning centres in Hong
Kong," says Urvanshi Mahbubani,
& Year 1 teacher with nine years’
experience. "However, it is impor-
tant to select one that is right for
your child. sinee #ach school plans
lessons within the framework of a
specific curriculum and employs
distinctive teaching methads”

The models of early vears teach-
ing mast commonly used in Hong
Kong Include Montessori, Waldorf,
Regglo Bmulm, and other “tradi-
tlonal" methods.

Muontessori education emphasises
child-centred learning and a re-
lazed environment, with the teach-
er acting more as a guide than an
Instructar. The children complete
“work cycles” [n which they select
different resources to use at thelr
own pace. The classrooms are of-
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ten arganised in a way that
children of different ages
work together, with older
kids serving as mentors for
the younger ones,

Waldorf education 15 hased
on the educational philos-
ophies developed by Rudolf
Steiner. It divides childhood
it three developmental
stages and sers out learmning
siralegies  appropriate  for
each one. There is a daily
routine which includes free
play, art work, circle time,
outdoor recess, and practi-
cal tasks with rhythmic var-
iatinns. At present, Highgate
House is the only aceredited
Waldor!f pre-school in Hong
Kong.

Schools following the Reg-
gio Emilia approach [nclude
Fairchild Junior Academy
and Blooming Buds pre-
school. Lessons look 1o in-
spire a spirit of ingulry,
encotraging children 0 ex-
plore and better understand
the world around them.
Questions may lead on 10
projects, and in a system of
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“curiosiry-hased learning”,
teachers tend to act more
as mentors of pariners than
simply inS[AICIOrs,

Mahbubani, who trained in
the United States and com-
pleted a master’s in eary
childhood education In Lon-
don says that in practice,
many teachers incorporate
key aspects of each method.
“Although 1 teach a tradi-
tional Year 1 class, where
conventional, imstructional
lessons are inidally teach-
er-centred  and  child-ob-
served, | do see the benefit
in also giving students prac-
tical Montessori materials
to work with,” she says. “For
instance, children have the
opportunity to fasten and
unfasten things like Velcro
straps, zippers, shoelaces,
buttons and buckles.”

Research shows there are
beneficial aspects to each
maodel, but Mahbubani ad-
vises selecting a pre-school
that best reflects a childs
needs and favoured meth-
ods of learning. Some chil-
dren thrive when given the
opportunity 1o explore and
direct their own learning,
while others do better with
more structure and formal
instruction.

In addition, parents should
be sure 10 do plenty of re-
search and not be afraid w
ask questions. Many schools
offer trial classes and let par-
ents observe part of a lesson,
which offers useful Insights.
However, parénis are ad-
vised to check each schools
credentials,  as  cerfain
schonls have been Known ta
claim accreditation which

has not yet been granted.

Paulina Yuen, a lecturer at
the School of Continuing
fducation at Hong Fong
Baptist University, advises
parents 10 Jook for develop-
mentally appropriate eurric-
wlg for their children. Thisis
important for hath buildiog
self-confidence, and estab-
lishing a strong relationship
with teachers,

“Children need time and
space to construct thelr own
understanding” Yuen says.
‘A play-based curricalum
helps a child develop cogni-
tively, socially and emotion-
ally."=
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