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Mr. Cheung, Distinguished Speakers and Panelists, School Principals, Teachers, Parents, Students, Guests and Participants,

It is my great pleasure to welcome you all to this education seminar today organized by the Hong Kong Equal Opportunities Commission.  The title of the seminar is: Learning Together: Accommodating Different Needs.  It aims to promote public understanding of the special needs of children with disabilities and to facilitate learning of how to practice integrated education in Hong Kong.  We are honoured today to have Mr. Matthew Cheung, Director of Education, to deliver a keynote speech for us on the subject.

Education is a very important facet of our society, as it impacts directly on development of the individual and our human resources.  With human capital as the single most important asset of Hong Kong we must ensure that our education is going in the right direction, and maximizes the development of our human resources.  Education is the first port of call in the development of an individual.  For the Equal Opportunities Commission we are particularly concerned that our education system provides fair access to everyone of the general population as well as disadvantaged groups, especially those with special needs.

Education affects the quality of life of our population.  To the individual it is a gateway to economic, social and political participation. The Disability Discrimination Ordinance came into effect in September 1996.  It is now unlawful for an education establishment to discriminate against persons with disabilities in education in Hong Kong.  The law also imposes a duty on educational establishments to provide reasonable accommodation to students with disabilities. Last year the Equal Opportunities Commission issued a code of practice under the Ordinance to provide guidance to educational establishments and other interested parties on how to comply with the requirements of the law.  

In 1997 the Government introduced a pilot scheme on integrated education.  It was welcome by the disability community and, after a two-year trial, the Government has confirmed that integrated education should be the general direction for providing education for students with disabilities.  However, there are still skepticisms among some of the schools and among the education profession about this programme.  

There are people who think that education for children with disabilities is a specialized subject and hence should be dealt with by those who are specially trained for it and in those schools that are specially designed for it, rather than involving all the regular schools and regular teachers.  International experience and knowledge in the field has told us that this is not true.  As observed in the Salamanca Statement and Framework for Action on Special Needs Education, 1994, “Experience in many countries demonstrates that the integration of children and youth with special educational needs is best achieved within inclusive schools that serve all children within a community”.  The Salamanca Statement also says, “Within the inclusive schools, children with special educational needs should receive whatever extra support they may require to ensure their effective education”.  This is in line with the spirit of our Disability Discrimination Ordinance.

The underlying principle of inclusion is that the diverse needs of students must be recognized and we must cater for different styles and rates of learning. It is our belief that a school that does well in special needs education is a good school, and hence also a good general school.  The key words are: effective education for all. 

This means that integrated education not only brings benefits to the students with special needs but all the students in the school.  This is best reflected in the experience shared by the principal of an IE school (that is, a school that has joined the integrated education programme) who said, “Joining the IE programme has made our school revisit many of the fundamental principles of education and concepts in teaching.  This has resulted in a general raising of the teaching standards of our school.”  Another way in which students without disabilities can benefit from integrated education is through the positive direct contact with their schoolmates who have a disability.  Many IE schools have introduced peer support systems in which students with a disability are paired up with students without a disability.  Mutual positive learning has been reported by most of the peer support students.  Today we have invited four young guests who have participated in such peer support schemes.  They will share with us their experience in this respect slightly later.

The Equal Opportunities Commission has been collaborating with the Education Department to ensure awareness of special learning needs.    Our Commission is producing, as a joint project with the Education Department, an e-learning programme on equal opportunities for teachers.  The programme will be ready later this year.  We are also publishing an information leaflet series entitled “Disabilities and Education”, which will give some basic information on the characteristics of eight disability types, the special needs in the context of education, the kind of accommodations called for, and sources where one can get help.  The first batch of four leaflets has just been published and is included in today’s seminar kit for each one of you.

Ladies and gentlemen, providing an effective integrated education programme for our next generation is by no means easy.  Implementing it in individual communities and practicing it in the classrooms are still big challenges to all of us. It is for this reason that the Equal Opportunities Commission has organized this seminar today, to learn from others and to share experiences.  

We are very fortunate today to have two distinguished international experts in the field, Dr. Philippa Russell from the UK Disability Rights Commission, and Dr. Yunying Chen from China National Institute for Educational Research, to be our guest speakers.  We have also three panels of experienced practitioners in the education field to share with us their rich experiences in practicing integrated education in the local scene.  I am most heartened by the fact that our seminar has been over-subscribed.

Once again, my warmest welcome to you all and I wish you all an enjoyable and rewarding day.  Thank you.

---  End  ---
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