January 18, 2010

SCMP Article

Why our children can't escape a life of cram
There are many signs that our local education system is not doing well enough. Employers complain that young people's language and critical-thinking skills are weak. Many parents who can afford to, including top government officials, prefer to keep their own children away from the mainstream schools. The English Schools Foundation now serves a large Chinese-speaking student base.
Then we have the strange phenomenon of celebrity tutors.
You see these trendy and goodlooking young people advertising their tutorial schools on television and on the sides of buses. I have heard that maybe a third of our highschool students attend these places, paying on average HK$1,000 a month. With more than 150,000 Form Five and Six students, that is big business. Two chains dominate the industry, and one has even talked of floating on the stock market.
Some of the most popular tutors are millionaires and famous, like film or pop starts. This of course encourages students to sign up for their classes; for many students, the celebrity and the company of their friends make the tutorial an evening out. Another attraction is the entertaining style of presentation that many of these tutors use.
Most of all, however, tutorial schools are popular because of Hong Kong parents’ obsession with giving their children every possible advantage in the all-important exams taken in years five and seven. Limited college places and career prospects mean that a lot depends on those exam results. With so many students now using tutorial schools (the rich, of course, can afford private tutors), many parents are probably afraid that their child will be disadvantaged if he or she does not go.
It is a sign of too much focus on rote learning and exams. Yet the parents, and broad public opinion, are at the root of this. For years, the government has tired to make the school system less exam-focused, for example by simplifying exam structures and introducing liberal studies as a core subject. It is almost as if, every time we have a reform measure, parents find some reason to get around it. It goes back to an obsession with qualifications.
The tutors do not teach academic knowledge. Students attending tutor schools do not necessarily learn useful English, economics or chemistry during those classes. They learn how to pass the exams.
This is not just a question of teaching exam technique - advice on how to revise, how to pick which questions to answer and how to prioritise time during the exam. Tutors claim to be able to predict what sort of questions will come up; the next step is to encourage students to learn model answers, which they may not even understand.
Crammers are not unique to Hong Kong. Indeed, one local chain of tutorial schools has expanded to Japan and is planning to enter the mainland. But this is probably not what our government had in mind when promoting Hong Kong as an exporter of education services.
The rise of star tutors is partly a reflection of the celebrity-focused pop culture that is such an influence over the young today. But it is also a sign that despite the government’s efforts, our education system is still focused on training young people to get high exam scores without necessarily understanding the subject being tested.
The tutorial schools with their star teachers are not to blame; they are simply responding to market demand, and doing it quite cleverly. I feel sorry for regular government teachers who see these glamorous, young Porsche-driving tutors while they must struggle with mountains of paperwork as well as teaching.
We will see whether the 3-3-4 system of six years in high school and four at college makes a difference. One clue may be the fact that the tutorial schools are now gearing up to offer classes in liberal studies-a course specifically designed to avoid memorisation of facts and centre on analytical and critical thinking.
