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Chairlady, Dr. Russell, Dr. Chen, Members of the Equal Opportunities Commission and fellow workers in the education field, ladies and gentlemen,

Good morning. The theme of today’s seminar is ‘Learning Together – Accommodating Different Needs’. I would like to take this opportunity to share with you the plans and services provided by the Education Department for students with special educational needs. 

Special Education

The general aim of special education in Hong Kong is to provide children having special educational needs with education necessary to help them develop their potential to the full, achieve as much independence as they are capable of, and become well-adjusted individuals in the community. The Government is mindful of these students in the process of formulating related policies and has invested a lot of resources in the different support services for them. We believe that students with special educational needs deserve adequate and appropriate support irrespective of whether they study in a mainstream school or a special school.

Special Schools

Some students with special educational needs study in special schools. There are 62 special schools providing education services for students with hearing impairment, visual impairment, physical handicap, mental handicap or behavioural or emotional difficulties. Over 7 000 students are studying in special schools. The relevant Government budget is more than 1.4 billion per year and the average cost of a special school place ranges from $69 000 to $209 000.

Support for students with special educational needs in mainstream schools

Students with special educational needs in mainstream schools are supported with two different modes – the whole-school approach to integration and the traditional approach to integration.

Whole-school Approach to Integration 

Since September 1997, the Education Department has begun to encourage schools to adopt a whole-school approach to support students with special educational needs. The aim is to increase the effectiveness of integration. In this approach, schools support students with special educational needs more systematically and effectively. Under the leadership of the head, all school personnel collaborate to foster an inclusive school environment so that students with diverse abilities can develop to their full potential.

Traditional approach to integration
For schools adopting the traditional approach to integration, different special education services have been established within or outside schools since the 1970’s. These include the Resource Help Service for students with visual impairment and physical handicap, Peripatetic Advisory Service for students with hearing impairment, Programme for Blind Integrators, Intensive Remedial Teaching Programme and Resource Teaching Centre services for students with severe learning difficulties and Adjustment Programme for students with behavioural or emotional difficulties.

Way Forward

To further support students with special educational needs studying in mainstream schools, the Education Department will allocate more resources, strengthen teacher training, facilitate experience-sharing among teachers, develop more teaching resources and promote self-evaluation and self-improvement in schools. More home-school collaboration and use of community resources will also be encouraged to support students.

Allocation of More Resources

In the past few years, the Government continues to put in more resources for students with special educational needs, for instance:

· In the Policy Address 2000, the Chief Executive announced that resources will be increased progressively to an additional $50 million by 2004/05 for more schools to adopt a whole-school approach to integration;

· In 2002, the Education Department set up a top-up fund to assist mainstream schools in procuring special furniture / equipment or carrying out minor conversion work for students with special educational needs to improve the learning of students;
· In the 2001/02 school year, the Education Department set aside 330 million for 441 mainstream aided and government schools to employ 773 resource teachers for the provision of Intensive Remedial Teaching Program for about 12 000 students with severe learning difficulties;

· In his latest Policy Address, the Chief Executive strengthened the support for basic education. Starting from the 2002/03 school year, 120 million will be earmarked for primary schools to improve the student guidance service. Schools can employ their own guidance teacher or social worker to cater for the behavioural or emotional difficulties of students;

· By the end of the 2004/05 school year, each primary school will be provided with an additional graduate teacher for a period of five years to lead curriculum development and support other teachers and specialist staff to improve learning and teaching strategies and adapt the curriculum;

· From the 2002/03 school year to the 2007/08 school year, the Education Department will provide the school-based ‘Educational Psychological Services’ progressively for 200 primary schools to assist schools in preventing and tackling the learning and developmental difficulties of students;

Strengthening Teacher Training

Teacher training is very important in living up to the principles of “catering for all” so that no students lose out. The Education Department provides school-based and non-school-based teacher training on helping students with special educational needs. In the past two years, over 7 000 teachers of 200 schools were provided with school-based training on Integrated Education and Specific Learning Difficulties by professional workers. The Education Department also organizes territory-wide and regional workshops, seminars, briefing sessions and experience sharing sessions. Through these training activities, teachers can have a better understanding of the special educational needs of students and employ effective teaching and management strategies.
The Education Department also recommends teacher training institutions to include as core subjects, the philosophy of Inclusive Education, special educational needs and catering for student diversity in the pre-service and in-service teacher training programmes. Through this, teachers will be better equipped in catering for the diverse needs of students.

Development of More Teaching Resources

The Education Department has been developing many teaching resources to help teachers understand and cater for the special educational needs of students. Resource packages, teaching kits, operation guides, teaching guides, booklets and supportive teaching materials were developed. 

· Recent developments include a series of resource packages on Integrated Education for teachers to understand more about the target students and obtain suitable teaching strategies. The packages on ‘Helping Students with Autism’ and ‘Helping Students with Hearing Impairment’ were distributed to schools. Other packages in the pipeline on Helping Students with Mental Handicap, Physical Handicap and Visual Impairment will also be distributed to schools soon.

· The ‘Teaching Guide on Understanding and Helping Students with Special Educational Needs’ was distributed to remind schools to review their assessments methods to ensure that the aim of assessment can be achieved.

Resources for students with Specific Learning Difficulties
· The teaching guide on ‘Helping Students with Specific Learning Difficulties’ suggests basic guidance techniques to teachers.

· A multimedia CDROM package on Specific Learning Difficulties was published for student guidance teachers or student guidance officers to conduct school-based teacher training.

· In addition, the Education Department, the University of Hong Kong and the Chinese University of Hong Kong have been working together since 1998 to study the identification, assessment and guidance methods on specific learning difficulties and have published the ‘The Hong Kong Test of Specific Learning Difficulties in Reading and Writing for Hong Kong Primary School Students’ and ‘The Hong Kong Specific Learning Difficulties Behaviour Checklist’ for the use of educational psychologists and teachers respectively.

· The team has just completed the ‘The Hong Kong Specific Learning Difficulties Behaviour Checklist (for Primary One Pupils)’ for teachers.

· The Education Department is designing a computer game to enhance the Chinese reading skills of students with Specific Learning Difficulties. The game will be ready by the end of 2002.

Development of performance indicators for schools
The Education Department is also developing a set of ‘Hong Kong Indicators for Inclusion’, to facilitate schools in self-evaluation and carrying out self-improvements continuously.

Home-school Cooperation

To help students with special educational needs maximize their potential abilities, the participation of parents is very important. As these students usually need extra support, a good mutual understanding and partnership between the school and the parents can enhance the support. The Government has set aside $50 million to support activities relating to home-school cooperation and parent education.

Appropriate Use of Community Resources
At the same time, we should not forget the valuable resources available in the community. Schools and parents can make appropriate use of community resources to help the students in need. In 2001, the Education Department published an ‘Information Guide to Support Services for Students with Special Educational Needs in Ordinary Schools’, which gives a detailed account of the support services and community resources available to the students. The booklet can also be accessed on the web page of the Education Department. In addition, a handy leaflet is also printed for parents’ reference.

Conclusion

To conclude, we agree that catering for the special educational needs of students is a big challenge. We perceive this challenge as an opportunity. We hope that all schools will accord top priority to the benefit of students and cater for their special educational needs more systematically and effectively. Students will receive more comprehensive care so that the objective of today’s seminar – ‘Learning Together - Accommodating Different Needs’ can be achieved. My colleagues in the Education Department will strive to work closely with schools to support the students in need.

Last but not least, I wish this seminar a great success. Thank you.
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