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Barbara Ward, an economist, once said, “ The most important change people can make is to change the way of looking at the world”.

An English professor once wrote the words,” A woman without her man is nothing” on the blackboard or the whiteboard as the case may be and asked his students to punctuate the phrase.

All the males in the class wrote, “ A woman, without her man, is nothing.” 

All the females in the class wrote, “A woman: without her, man is nothing.”
Well we know men and women are different but that does not make one less equal than the other.

It is so refreshing to see this conference dedicated to Gender Equity Education. We often say to our children that the sky is the limit and that they should dream the impossible dream, reach the unreachable star, and live with their hearts striving upward. This dream propels human development and the awakening of talents. The possibilities to human development education provides are indeed limitless. The greatest challenge in education though is how to make sure that the very development tool itself does not become a barrier to human development.

Education is the first port of call to individual development. Its most fundamental purpose is to enhance the productive abilities of individuals. But education, the agent of change and the equalizer to human development, has not always been available to all and the division has been sex and poverty. Education has been affected throughout history by prejudice and stereotyping. In the course of it, we have made the pursuit of fulfillment and hope gender based. 

Some of you have heard about the Chinese opera, “Butterfly Lovers”. While studying together, Liangshan Bo and Zhu Yingtai fell in love. Zhu, in fact a woman, was disguised as a man. Under feudal China, schooling was exclusively male territory. Zhu who wanted to learn more than dressmaking and needlework, begged her parents to allow her to attend school as a boy. While this story remains a fiction, it reflected the status quo in China then. 

We have a real story like that in modern day Hong Kong in the form of Dr. Ellen Li, an awe inspiring crusader for women’s rights. She grew up at a time when it was till acceptable for her grandmother to buy young maids. She lived in Saigon for a while where her father did business. In order for her to receive a proper education, her father sent her to mainland China to attend a boys’ school. She was fortunate in that her father founded the school and he was an enlightened man. She even learned to ride a bicycle. These were very rare privileges for women many years ago.

Unequal relationship between men and women manifest themselves in many different ways as you will see from these Oxfam statements.

· Women work two thirds of the world’s working hours, and produce half of the world’s food, yet earn only ten percent of the world’s income, and own less than one per cent of the world’s property.

· Two thirds of children denied primary education are girls and 75% of the world’s 876 million illiterate adults are women.

· Women hold only 14 percent of parliamentary seats worldwide, and only eight percent of the world’s cabinet ministers are women.

· Domestic violence is the biggest cause of injury and death to women worldwide.

Thankfully the path to education has now been made easier for women and we are now able to see many positive developments around the world.

Education is, without doubt, the greatest equalizer in the battle between the sexes. It has been the most fundamental prerequisite for empowering women in all spheres of life.  

Fair access and equity in education is not just a privilege but a right. It should be sexless as should be development and hope. For human rights activists, we say that this is “rights based”. This right is entrenched in multi lateral rights treaties. 

These include:

· the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, 

· the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, 

· Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against Women,

· Convention on the Rights of the Child.

CEDAW is particularly interesting. It has wide ranging provisions for ending gender discrimination. These requirements include that there shall be no distinction in the extent of educational provision for women and men, that there will be equal opportunity for scholarships, for continuing education, literacy, sports and physical education and the removal of stereotyping in curricula.

It recognizes that special and unequal resource allocation may be necessary for the purpose of ending inequality. This is not regarded as discriminatory if these are to end once equality has been achieved. 

CEDAW provides not just access and equity but more particularly outcome, the removal of gender discrimination to achieve equality. As NGOs here start the process of preparing alternative reports for CEDAW this year, benchmarks to achieve gender equality would no doubt be incorporated. 

The convention on children includes specifically a reference to a gender aware curriculum. 

We have a series of instruments representing international consensus. These are “political promises” to promote action by governments. These include:

· the Vienna Declaration and Program of  Action,

· the International Conference on Population and Development, 

· the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action, 

· the World Summit for Social Development. 

These all provide for equality and equity between women and men in education and for attainment of universal and equitable access to education. 

To these we add:

· the Dakar Framework,

· the Millennium Development Goals. 

These deal with numbers and dates and add to the rather minimalist approach in the rights covenants. 

The Dakar framework provides for:

· Free and compulsory primary education of good quality particularly for girls by 2015,

· Achieving a 50% improvement in levels of adult literacy by 2015 especially for women,
· Eliminating gender disparities in primary and secondary education by 2005,  

· Achieving gender equality in education by 2015, 

· Improving all aspects of quality of education and to ensure excellence of all with recognized and measurable learning outcomes especially in literacy, numeracy and essential life skills.

The Millennium Development Goals also require the elimination of gender disparity in primary and secondary education preferably by 2005 and in all levels of education no later than 2015.

As we can see equity in education means a package of things - access, participation, progression, quality, curriculum and outcome. And we need to measure our governments’ promises and performances against all these and against the global numbers and target dates.

The gains that can be made from education can be phenomenal. Let me give you a few examples to illustrate this:

· Every year a girl spends at school could reduce child mortality by 10%.

· Fertility rate tends to go down with more education for women. Conversely additional schooling of men is associated with increased fertility. Decreased birth rate lowers the dependency burden and increases national savings.

· A study in Bangladesh showed that women with more education were three times more likely to attend a political meeting than women with no education.

· In India, increasing average primary schooling of the work force by one year increased output by 23%.
· Available empirical evidence from developing countries shows that the incidence of poverty falls as the level of education of the household heads rises. For countries at lower levels of income, increasing the education levels of girls impact favorably on economic growth.

· The probability of children attending school increases and this means increased chance of removing the poverty cycle for families and benefiting successive generations of children with higher levels of learning. 

Education for young women is regarded by economists as one of the best forms of human investment and the benefits can be quite dramatic. This is because women in the family play a unique role and are able to transfer the effects of change to the family. Many studies have shown that as mothers become better educated, the health and education of their children also improve. 

In the Philippines, studies have shown that families whose household incomes derive from women are less undernourished. In the Ivory Coast, it was found that if women had as much control as men over cash income, the amount spent on food would go up by 9% while spending on cigarettes would fall by 55% and on alcohol by 99%.


Education also plays a key role in the democratization process by giving women and men the knowledge, the commitment and the opportunity to influence the direction of their community. Excluding girls from schools badly constrains their development and participation as citizens. Children spend the most productive part and almost the whole of their day time in school. What they learn in school and through the socialization process particularly regarding life values and skills determine the quality of the human stock and the basis of citizenship.

Education provides the best form of poverty alleviation by empowering the individual to pursue development. Education also gives them hope. Of all forms of human rights, nothing can be more basic than the right to life but what is life and survival without the right to development and participation?


Six years free compulsory education was introduced in Hong Kong in 1971. This was extended to nine years in 1978. The University of Hong Kong, the first tertiary institution in Hong Kong admitted its first female student in 1921. Today over 50% of university undergraduates are women. This is good news and what are the bad ones?
Women still earn less than men. (Dec 2005 for all industries and occupations, average monthly pay for men was HK$11,225 and for women was HK$10,374). Feminization of poverty is increasing. Women are lagging far behind men as political and corporate leaders and in job market participation. Stereotypical assumptions have affected the political, economic and social status of women and have disadvantaged women. And are women IT proficient and financially literate?
Hong Kong is a financial centre and is becoming more and more knowledge based. These create new challenges for women, who are more likely than men to lack the qualifications and skills in IT, computer and financial literacy. A gender based divide has emerged not only in Hong Kong but world wide. In the academic year 2004/05, women represented only 28% of all undergraduates studying engineering and technology and 37 % of those studying sciences in Hong Kong.

Stereotyping still exists in our education system and up until recently systemic and gender based discrimination still existed in the admission of boys and girls to high schools.

I would like to tell you a story about an interesting conversation between myself and my son on father’s day some years ago.

On a flight to Brunei to attend the APEC Women Leaders Network Meeting, my son opined that women compared to men were less good as leaders. I asked him why he said that. His reply, “Because there are so few women leaders around.” It is easy for a young and impressionable mind to think that. They are affected by what they see and not by what they don’t see but needs to be seen.

The Equal Opportunities Commission (EOC) in two studies it commissioned in 2001 on student perceptions and contents of textbooks gave us some very interesting perspectives regarding stereotyping and its effects on development. The curriculum planning side of the Education Commission is aware of these issues and has been working on their removal.  

The results show that gender has a profound influence on the way students think. Both male and female students accepted that women could have a career. However, both male and female students still expected men to the major breadwinner in the family and women as more suitable for the care of young children. Notably young men surveyed were more rigid and inflexible in their definition of masculinity, restricting themselves to far fewer options in behavior and career choices. The notions that sons should share housework, men could have women bosses, husbands could be ‘house husbands’ and girls could initiate dating were all out of the question with the boys but were acceptable to the girls. 

Occupational stereotyping was extremely prevalent among both male and female students. When they were asked to imagine being the opposite sex and to choose a suitable career, there were marked changes in their personal choice of careers.

What about the textbook depiction of gender? Women were said to cry, behave strangely and not be able to help eating. Men were associated with courage; women and children were associated with being weak. Women tended to work in the service industry and men tended to play the role of editors, journalists and reporters more than women. Fathers taught children to deal with the outside world, mothers taught their daughters how to behave at home. Men served as knowledge banks, taught children how to perform real world tasks and have no problems. Mothers appeared to teach about interpersonal relationship, and mothers and children have problems.

Of interest was also the finding that students of all ages and both genders agreed with the statement that if the father worked long hours and had little time for the children, it would not be good for their healthy development. The participants were very clear that they wanted a father involved in their lives and not a ‘hands-off’ father. 

I am in support of fathers seeking paternity leave. There are many reasons to my supporting them. We need to demystify pregnancy and child care as the exclusive domains of women. I often say that the functions of producing progeny and child rearing are for the succession of the human race and for the benefit of mankind. These should not be seen as “women only” issues or burdens. Unless women get more support and family friendly polices at work, we will find more and more women in Hong Kong not wanting to take on that burden. Our birth rate is now below one per couple.

Education should be seen as a long term-socialization process. As with the community, education must be built on the basis that people are different but they are equal and education and textbooks must act as catalysts for change.

I would now like to look at the Secondary School Places Allocation System in Hong Kong, SSPA for short. Undoubtedly you would have heard about it from Mr Herman Poon, the legal advisor of the EOC.

Complaints laid with the EOC triggered a formal investigation into allegations of gender bias against girl students in secondary school admission. 

In August 1999,  EOC issued its report, which showed that SSPA led to systematic scaling down of our best girls’ scores and scaling up of our best boys’ scores, and applied gender queuing and gender quota against the interest of girls. The combination of these resulted in unfair restriction of access rights to the best schools for girls. The system also produced an adverse impact on the lower 70% boys though less exaggerated.

The system had been in use in Hong Kong for over 20 years then. It was found that girls consistently performed better than boys in school exams and therefore should have had a better chance of getting into the best schools in Hong Kong.

Judicial Review was eventually launched against this system and in 2001 the system was declared by court to have violated the Sex Discrimination Ordinance (SDO). The discriminatory elements in the allocation system have now been removed.

Most people believe that boys are late developers. In fact the difference in maturity in the same gender is probably just as wide. The system that was used by the Education Department then only favored the top boys. The lateness of maturity argument was not applied in favor of the lower 70 % boys, the great majority. It was also suggested by the Education Department that the gap should close as students approach senior high school and university. This gap never closed. I am sure you would have heard from the experts that this is a world wide phenomenon and there are many factors contributing to it. 

What we do know is that there is gender learning difference. These differences should be remedied through tangible programs to help someone learn more effectively. We have often said that girls are weak in sciences and boys in language. Assuming these characteristics to be true, what we need to consider is whether boys should be given more language classes and girls sciences. We can translate this into additional lessons for all those, girls and boys, who need extra help and not use the gender divide.

After the overturning of the system by court, more girls went to the best schools than boys. The ratio of boys: girls in the best schools before and after the court judgment had reversed but the new phenomenon had been described as a ‘gender imbalance’ with girls described as ‘over achievers’. What do we mean by that, who sets the norm and where is the average?

The case has been a huge learning exercise for all. What is gender equity in education and how should we teach and assess the performance of boys and girls are questions that we must pursue. I don’t have all the answers but there are a few basic norms that we must follow.

· Education must be gender neutral in access, participation, progression, quality, curriculum and outcome.

· Public resources must be equitably shared between boys and girls. We cannot cure a so called gender ‘imbalance’ by uneven allocation of public resources favoring one gender over the other. This is what we call “gender budgeting” and that is to examine where the money is being spent in the gender equation.

· Education must cater for diverse needs and talents. Special measure akin to affirmative action is permitted under law.

What did this case achieve and why was it so important?

· It dealt with systemic discrimination and resulted in a policy change.

· It set a comprehensive precedent and provided the basis for interpreting discrimination and gender equity particularly in education.

· It defined special measures by adopting a purposeful approach cross referencing it to CEDAW. The basis of special measure is to achieve equality and not to perpetuate inequality and that such measure must be temporary. The late maturity argument of the boys to justify special treatment was regarded as an argument perpetuating inequality.

· It provided guidance on how treaty obligations affect the interpretation of SDO, that it must be construed as intended to carry out the obligations in CEDAW rather than being inconsistent with it. 

· Most importantly, it entrenched two very important principles.

The first is that, “… a fundamental right such as equal treatment free of sex discrimination is a right which attaches itself to the individual. In this area of law the government cannot look at ‘group fairness’ and turn a blind eye to the rights of the individual.”

The second is that, implicit in the references to CEDAW and the interpretation taken, separate treatment of groups is not equality. This was the reason why segregation on race ground was rejected. 

Lastly, the case generated a lot of enquiry into education itself as to what is fair and effective education for both genders. This conference will generate an invaluable body of scholarship and create long lasting effect for Hong Kong. I look forward to hearing about the concluding remarks of the conference and outcome of this conference. Nothing can benefit Hong Kong more than a statement from a group of credible experts telling us what has been done right and what we can do better in education.
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