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SCMP Article
Special needs require special efforts
In many advanced societies, schools and authorities are increasingly putting a lot of effort into looking after children with special educational needs. I think Hong Kong is lagging behind and I am introducing a motion into the Legislative Council calling for more action on this issue. 

These students can suffer from a wide range of conditions. A typical example would be autism, a developmental disability which produces social, communication and behavioural problems. At one end of the scale, sufferers are essentially mentally handicapped and need full-time care for life. But, with the right facilities, those with milder forms can go to school and go on to live independent lives. In some cases, they can be highly intelligent. 

The modern approach is to integrate as many as possible into the regular educational system. This requires two things. First, the children must receive pre-school preparation through special day-nursery care with properly trained supervisors. Their parents also need to be given the right advice on how to handle the children at home. Second, if and when the children move into schools, teachers must be specially trained to help them integrate into the class. 

The situation in Hong Kong is mixed but, on the whole, I believe we should be doing more. My motion in Legco specifically calls for more resources for schools that offer integrated teaching for these students. 

For the majority Chinese-speaking community, there is a well-established network of schools that look after students with special needs. However, pre-school education leaves much to be desired, and the basic policy is to segregate these children from the mainstream. 

This is an old-fashioned approach which limits the amount of progress these students can make. Unlike in some western countries, our laws simply require the government to ensure children receive nine years' free education. There is no requirement that the education be appropriate for various needs. 

On a pilot basis, some mainstream schools are now accepting special needs students. But there are concerns that the teachers and their assistants do not have enough experience, special training or other support. There are also worries that the educational authorities are not monitoring results closely enough. 

The non-Chinese-speaking community is perhaps further ahead, thanks to the expectations and demands of some expatriate parents. Matilda International Hospital has an English-medium Child Development Centre, which provides early care for special needs students in order to help them attend ordinary schools later. 

For these children and their families, the English Schools Foundation (ESF) is the main choice, as most international schools do not have facilities for special needs students. The ESF is taking its role seriously but, again, there are doubts about whether the teaching staff are receiving enough specialist training. 

Some expatriate parents strongly believe that facilities for these children are inadequate. Their expectations may be high, but it is hardly surprising that they want what is best for their children. There have been cases when people have decided not to accept a posting to Hong Kong because we simply don't have the right facilities here for their children. 

There will always be a limit to how much the government can spend on a particular area. Early intervention and teacher training obviously mean special needs students require above-average resources. But society as a whole will lose out if a child who could make a positive contribution in later life is cast aside because of a learning problem. 

Ultimately, I believe it is a question of equal opportunities and basic fairness.

