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Background to the Reform

In 2004/2005, the most far-reaching change in Hong Kong’s universities educational framework for two generations was initiated. This review is being prompted by a change to the secondary school curriculum across Hong Kong which will be shortened from seven to six years.  As a consequence of this, the normative length of the undergraduate university curriculum is being expanded from three to four years.  The new “3+3+4” academic structure will commence at senior secondary level in 2009, with the first admissions to the new undergraduate curriculum being in 2012.

In addition to curriculum issues, the new structure will have substantial resource implications for Hong Kong universities in terms of staffing and estates. This will be particularly the case in 2012 when there will a double intake of students during the transitional year from the old to the new curriculum. About 1000 new academic staff are expected to be recruited in the sector by 2012.
The reform process is being overseen by the Hong Kong University Grants Committee (UGC) who are providing additional resources to enable institutions to release staff to focus on curriculum reform matters and to assist with infrastructure issues.  In taking forward the reform, the UGC has encouraged institutions to take the opportunity to review issues such as curriculum broadening, recognition of non-academic learning and making the curriculum more student-focused.  An outcome-based approach to student learning is also being encouraged.

The increased duration of undergraduate degrees is posing opportunities and challenges for Hong Kong institutions.  The additional undergraduate year will provide the possibility to offer students a more flexible learning experience, giving them time and space to build a broader knowledge base and to develop a more solid foundation for their holistic development. It is hoped that this will help nurture capable people to drive the development of a knowledge-based economy and to meet society's rapidly changing needs.

Each of the eight UGC-funded HEIs in Hong Kong has taken its own approach to the curriculum reform and report annually to the UGC on progress made.  

Examples of some approaches being taken
The University of Hong Kong

The University of Hong Kong established an Undergraduate Steering Committee in February 2006 to oversee all aspects of the reform from curriculum changes, to the campus development plans, to staffing implications.  This committee is supported by seven sub-committees each with a specific remit, as summarised below:
(i) Academic Advising System – While some Faculties (e.g. Medicine) do have an advising system, this type of support network is not in place across all the University.  Furthermore, it is anticipated that the new curriculum may bring a greater need for enhanced academic support for students in regard to curriculum choice. 
(ii) Assessment – The UGC is encouraging Universities to adopt an outcomes based approach to education.  This group have been tasked with reviewing the different modes of assessment, the use of problem-based learning, the alignment of assessments to learning outcomes and marking scales.

(iii) Diverse Learning Experience – This group are considering issues such as exchanges/internships; problem-based learning; and other ‘capstone’ experiences and looks at issues such as how to structure, assess, resource and quality assure such activities.  

(iv) IT in the Curriculum – This is focusing on use of IT in the curriculum and students’ skills needs

(v) Language Across the Curriculum – Language is a significant issue for Hong Kong University, especially given that they are the only solely English-medium HEI in Hong Kong.  In Hong Kong there are English-medium, mixed Chinese/English-medium and Chinese-medium schools.  The number of Chinese-medium schools is growing and this, together with students being admitted one year earlier, means that there may well be a reduced level of English language on intake which will have implications for Hong Kong University.  They are looking at ways to embed English language skills tuition into the new curriculum.  Other language-related issues include students admitted from Mainland China who wish to use Mandarin rather than Cantonese and the impact of increased internationalisation and the challenges this will pose.

(vi) Staff Engagement & Staff Development – This group is addressing issues such as recognition and reward and staff development issues associated with changing teaching styles.

(vii) Student Learning Experience – This group is drawing together student views on the curriculum reform.  

Teaching Development Grants are being used to support the work of the Working Groups / Sub-Committees.

In terms of the future new curriculum, the plan is to develop a common Core Curriculum which will support a degree of student choice together with a degree of specialism (certainly for non-professional subjects).   In addition to the core, students will also take electives, broadening, enhancement and IT skills.  The extra year will not simply be an ‘add-on’ at the start or end, but rather will permeate though the whole curriculum.  

City University

At City University, the Senate has adopted draft proposals on the Curriculum Structure of the 4-year degree.  These emanated from a Steering Committee chaired by the President.  The student-centred perspective is aimed at producing graduates who can function in an interconnected global environment, are resilient, adaptive and team-oriented.
The proposed curriculum will require a minimum of 120 credit units, and an upper limit of 144 credit units.  Of these, students will be expected to undertake 30 units of General Education courses, with the remainder devoted to major, minor and free electives.  Students can enroll in a double major (45 units in primary major, 30 from second major).

It is proposed that the General Education requirements will include 6 credits on English communication skills and 3 units on History and Philosophy of Chinese Civilisation.  The remaining 21 units will be based upon Faculty/School provision but should cover at least three units from each of: Arts & Humanities; the Study of Societies; Social and Business Organisations; Science and Technology.

The curriculum will also provide students with internship opportunities and overseas experience.
Hong Kong University of Science and Technology1
At Hong Kong University of Science and Technology (HKUST), discussions have connected directly to the existing policies in relation to the attributes of graduates at HKUST, namely: academic excellence, broad-based education; competencies and capacity-building; leadership and teamwork; international outlook; vision and an orientation to the future; ethical standards and compassion.
The detailed discussions are being guided by a desire to transform the undergraduate experience, for example, by: admitting students into Schools rather than specific programmes, in order to facilitates flexibility; delaying choices of major to second year, providing a broader School-organised introduction to the curriculum; promoting an inquiry-based approach, particularly aimed at connecting classroom learning and laboratory studies; affording time and scope for out-of-class enrichment activities (e.g. internships, international exchanges, community service); using the School of Innovation and Technology Management as a vehicle for enabling students to gain experience of advances in and across disciplines.

HKUST is also likely to continue the existing strategy of increasing the opportunities for inter-disciplinary studies and is considering a core component in the first year curriculum.
Links

For a further example of a University in Hong Kong (Lingnan University) responding to the new structure, see:  http://www.ln.edu.hk/reg/334.html
Though the University of Hong Kong’s main curriculum reform pages are for local access only, a short piece is accessible via http://www.hku.hk/crweb/
Hong Kong’s University Grants Committee (UGC) sets out the background to and process of implementation of the 3-3-4 reform at: 
http://www.ugc.edu.hk/eng/ugc/publication/report/figure2006/09.htm 

� Extracted from the Project 1 [Nature & Purposes of the First Year] Briefing Paper 2 on Developments in Hong Kong from the Quality Enhancement Theme on First Year  by George Gordon – available at http://www.enhancementthemes.ac.uk/documents/firstyear/BP2_Developments_Hong_Kong.pdf





