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1.1 Introduction
Over the past 15 or 20 years Hong Kong has experienced significant economic and
socio-cultural changes, and concurrent changes in its system of higher education.
These include the following major developments:

• A very significant increase in economic development.

• An increase in standards of living.

• A radical shift from an economy based on low-tech manufacturing to a high-tech
service-based and knowledge-based economy.

• A shift in the skills required of the labour force.

• A massive expansion in higher education to cope with the demands resulting from
the above factors.

• A more recent emphasis on quality in higher education, against the backdrop of a
greatly diversified range of higher education institutions and provisions.

In many ways Hong Kong is a microcosm for what has happened globally with respect
to quality in teaching and learning in higher education. All of the issues – and
responses to them – that have emerged in Europe, North America and Australasia
are broadly reflected in the recent history of Hong Kong. This first chapter will
focus mainly upon events since the early 1990s that have impacted significantly
upon efforts to enhance the quality of teaching and learning in Hong Kong, and the
relationship of these with economic and social developments.

The 1980s marked the start of a period of massive expansion of degree education in
Hong Kong. In 1980 only about 3% or 4% of the age cohort engaged in a degree
education; by the end of the millennium that figure was about 18%. The following
figures indicate the scale of the expansion:

1980 2,579 full-time equivalent (fte) degree students
1990 8,571 fte degree students
2000 14,443 fte degree students

Over that same period there was an increase in research postgraduate student entrants
to about 1,674(fte).

Currently the enrolment figures are as follows:

Undergraduate ~47,000
Taught postgraduate ~ 6,000
Research postgraduate ~ 4,000
Subdegree (higher diploma) ~11,000

Total enrolments ~69,000 (fte)

Here are some current trends:

• A relatively flat graph of total student enrolments.

• A continuing rise in the number of postgraduate student enrolments.
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The overall expansion in student enrolment since the 1980s has had consequences
(some inevitable but some largely the result of government decisions) that impact
upon the quality of teaching and learning:

• There is now a broader mix of students entering higher education, in terms of
both sociocultural and academic background, than 10 or 15 years ago. Inevitably
this poses challenges for teachers. A particular issue, which is also related to
structural changes in the secondary education system, is the language competence
of students.

• The number of overseas students in Hong Kong – which was negligible a decade
ago – is increasing, in particular the number from Mainland China.

• Excellence in higher education is resource intensive. The Government has enabled
rapid growth in higher education during the past two decades by injecting
additional money into the system. The recurrent grants for the UGC sector
increased almost threefold, from around HK$4.25 billion in 1984 to around HK$12
billion in 2003. Recently concerns have been expressed, related to a less favourable
local economic and fiscal situation, over the effectiveness of the money spent.

Until comparatively recently in Hong Kong, education in general and higher
education in particular was premised upon the traditional British model, of which
some of the major elements are the following:

• Elitism due to a traditional public examination system which identifies small elites
to be admitted to more advanced stages, with the result that only a very small
minority “survive” to enter higher education.

• Emphasis on book learning and rote memorisation, also a product of the public
examination system.

• Educational/pedagogical technologies that emphasise teacher centredness and
promote student passivity.

• Curricula that are based on traditional disciplines.

Since the latter part of the 1990s there has been an increasing clamour from
educationalists, employers and parents concerning the inappropriateness of this
model. The issue is especially significant in a society like Hong Kong, which
has come to need a workforce that is equipped with a broad range of life and
professional competences in addition to traditional disciplinary knowledge and
skills. Largely as a result of this, the Education Commission was charged with
producing a set of directions and recommendations for the reform of the Hong
Kong education system as a whole. Following extensive consultations, and after
drawing upon a wide range of international experience and writing, the Commission
published a set of recommendations in 2000. Particular recommendations were made
for the higher education sector (which articulated with those for primary and
secondary initiatives).
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In general terms the recommendations are consistent with some major themes that
have been evident during the last decade in the international literature on higher
education:

• An emphasis on students’ achievement of generic competences that will equip them
for lifelong learning (in parallel with an equally important emphasis on the
substantive knowledge/skills associated with an academic discipline).

• The contextualisation of knowledge and skills within an appropriate and value-
laden sociocultural framework.

• A paradigmatic shift from teaching to learning, along with educational technologies
and cultures that support this.

• An emphasis on new modes of assessment that support and motivate student
learning, as well as measuring it accurately and fairly.

These themes also resonate with the economic and sociocultural changes that have
occurred in Hong Kong (the shift to a knowledge-based economy, a more affluent
population, etc.) as well as the associated demands from employers for a more flexible
and well-rounded workforce at more senior levels.

The recommendations are having a significant effect upon higher education in Hong
Kong, especially in relation to technologies of teaching and learning, and systems
for assuring and enhancing their quality.

1.2 The University Grants Committee of Hong Kong
The mission and role of the UGC will inevitably evolve over time, and any description
is likely to change in terms of detail. (For UGC’s mission statement, see http://www.
ugc.edu.hk.) Nevertheless, given the seminal role of the UGC in promoting the
activities that have led directly to this Handbook, a very brief description is in order.

First established in 1965, the UGC’s main function is to offer advice to the
Government on the development and funding of higher education in Hong Kong.
Specifically, the Committee has to determine precise grant recommendations in the
light of a number of factors: indications of the level of funding that can be made
available, overall student number targets by level of study and year as specified by
the Government, the breakdown of these numbers between institutions as agreed
in principle by the Government, and their distribution between various academic
programmes as proposed by the institutions to meet community needs. The
Committee also provides the institutions with academic advice having regard to
international standards and practice and monitors their academic standards.

At present, there are eight higher education institutions which are funded through
the UGC:

1. The Chinese University of Hong Kong (CUHK)
2. City University of Hong Kong (CityU)
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3. Hong Kong Baptist University (HKBU)
4. The Hong Kong Institute of Education (HKIEd)
5. The Hong Kong Polytechnic University (PolyU)
6. The Hong Kong University of Science and Technology (HKUST)
7. Lingnan University (LU)
8. The University of Hong Kong (HKU)1

A specific responsibility of the UGC is to:

encourage and reward excellence in each of the institutions’ activities, including
teaching, research and other scholarly activity in accordance with its specified
role and mission.

As part of the discharge of this responsibility the UGC has carried out a series of
reviews/assessments aimed at the primary functions of teaching and research,
together with a Management Review. It was the second-round Teaching and Learning
Quality Process Review (TLQPR), carried out in 2002 and 2003, that provided the
major impetus for the publication of this Handbook.

1.3 Selected initiatives in support of quality in teaching and learning
In line with its mandate as outlined in the previous section, the University Grants
Committee (UGC) has energetically and proactively emphasised that teaching is
the primary function of higher education institutions in Hong Kong. It has made
public statements to this effect on several occasions and provided significant
earmarked funding in the form of Teaching Development Grants (TDGs). Teaching
and Learning Quality Process Reviews have been conducted for all institutions. The
first round took place over a two-year period commencing in 1996, and the second
round was completed in 2003. The Committee has also emphasised the need for
dissemination of good practices in teaching and learning and, among other initiatives,
has sponsored two local conferences.

1.3.1 Teaching Development Grants

In 1995, the UGC announced that more than HK$100 million would be made
available to institutions specifically for the support of teaching development grant
(TDG) projects, with allocations proportional to their student populations. This
was the first of three tranches of TDGs – with the two subsequent tranches allocated
on a competitive basis – that have amounted to more than HK$300 million and
have funded hundreds of TDG projects involving a significant proportion of
academic staff across the Hong Kong higher education sector.2

1 The Web sites for these institutions can be accessed at http://www.ugc.edu.hk/english/fund_inst.html.
2 In the 2005-08 triennium, TDGs will be allocated directly to institutions broadly according to student numbers.
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TDGs have been significant in a number of ways, which include the following:

• Raising the profile of teaching and learning.

• Enabling staff and groups to engage in research and development related to their
own teaching.

• Redressing the imbalance in the importance accorded to research and teaching.

An important point to stress is that TDG projects encouraged the establishment of
structures and provided resources that have enabled teachers to engage in scholarly
activity with respect to their own teaching. This has involved reporting on funded
initiatives, which opens them up to professional scrutiny, critique and further
development by practitioners. Two UGC-sponsored conferences have served as
essential arenas for this activity.

1.3.2 Teaching and Learning Quality Process Reviews

The Teaching and Learning Quality Process Reviews (TLQPRs) have significantly
raised the profile of teaching and learning in Hong Kong and increased awareness
of issues associated with the assurance and enhancement of associated quality
practices. Section 2.1 will describe and discuss the reviews in more detail, but a few
introductory remarks are appropriate here.

The TLQPR exercises were derived explicitly from the original quality audit
mechanisms used in the United Kingdom in the early 1990s (as opposed to the
current quality assessment mechanisms), which focused on processes rather than
products. The reviews have served to focus attention on teaching and learning, and
while some have stated that the reviews have not been worth the time invested in
them, more systematic evaluation has suggested otherwise.3  It is certain that much
new policy, and systems for the support of it, has emerged on campuses as a result
of the reviews.

1.3.3 The establishment of new universities and associated institutional
cultures

Originally the Hong Kong higher education landscape contained two “traditional”
universities: The University of Hong Kong (HKU) and The Chinese University of
Hong Kong (CUHK). Over the past decade or so, that landscape has been
transformed completely with the addition of six institutions in line with two broad
(and somewhat opposed) emphases:

3 The UGC-commissioned evaluation report completed by the Centre for Higher Education Policy Studies
(CHEPS) of the University of Twente concluded that TLQPR was “the right instrument at the right time”.
See John Brennan, David Dill, Tarla Shah, Adrian Verkleij, and Don Westerheijden, A Campaign for Quality:
Hong Kong Teaching and Learning Quality Process Review (Twente: University of Twente, Centre for Higher
Education Policy Studies, 1999).
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• Upgrading Hong Kong Baptist College and Lingnan College to university status
and strengthening the liberal arts and humanistic ethos within the university
mainstream vis-à-vis the more traditional academic disciplinary emphases of HKU
and CUHK, and later The Hong Kong University of Science and Technology
(HKUST).

• Granting University Charters to Hong Kong Polytechnic (now The Hong Kong
Polytechnic University or PolyU) and City Polytechnic (now City University of
Hong Kong or CityU), and self-accrediting status to The Hong Kong Institute of
Education (HKIEd), with their distinct focus on vocational/professional education
and direct preparation for work.

The rationales for university education and their attendant philosophies, technologies
and cultures have diversified very considerably over the past 10 or 15 years, and
there is now a much wider range of models, all of which “work”. As a result, in the
absence of scholarly inquiry regarding their efficacy, it has become more difficult to
sustain the conventional wisdom about the appropriateness of different teaching
and learning arrangements.

Another issue relates to the increased emphasis on research (in comparison with
teaching) that initially took place in the newly upgraded universities. It was a point
of tension that many academic staff had difficulty making the transition from
working at a teaching institution to working in a context that also required them to
engage in research. These developments resonate with the experiences of various
institutions in Europe and Australasia that were redesignated as universities over
the past 20 years.

The upgrading of The Open Learning Institute (OLI) to The Open University of
Hong Kong (OUHK) and the general expansion of that institution is another
significant feature of the changing landscape of higher education in Hong Kong.

1.3.4 Standardised/mandatory teaching evaluation

About 10 years ago, most of the teaching evaluation that took place on campuses in
Hong Kong was piecemeal and uncoordinated. This situation has changed
remarkably, and now every campus has a standardised, and in most cases mandatory,
system of teaching evaluation. Evaluation predominately takes the form of student
feedback, which is collected using standardised evaluation forms. It can be argued
that student feedback on its own is not a sufficient form of evidence on which to
base formative or summative judgments of teaching (and there are examples of
peer evaluation being used as a supplement). Nevertheless, the widespread gathering
of student feedback has been instrumental in promoting reflection on teaching.
Many TDG projects have used student feedback as a primary source of data in
evaluating the efficacy of initiatives.



10 Education Quality Work: The Hong Kong Experience

In the main body of this Handbook there will be considerable emphasis on and
descriptions of good practices in the use of feedback data for the assurance and
enhancement of teaching quality. Much of this has had its genesis in the emergence
of mandatory student evaluations and the use to which that data has been put.

1.3.5 The role of educational development units and the use of
educational technology

The past decade or so has seen the rise, and in several cases the fall, of educational
development units (EDUs) (or units with similar titles) in all higher education
institutions in Hong Kong. One trend has been the move away of such units from a
focus on delivery technology and their role as AV centres to a concern with pedagogy
and basic philosophies and paradigms that could authentically underpin teaching
and learning. In many cases such units have been the major vehicles for promoting
and supporting the teaching and learning policy initiatives that have been adopted
on campuses.

Particular emphasis has been given to the advent of modern educational technology
(via information technology-based systems) and the following:

• The extent to which these can appropriately underpin teaching and learning.

• The extent to which EDUs should be identified with technology-enhanced learning
(e.g. via Web technologies).

Along with almost every other developed country in the world, Hong Kong has
actively embraced the use of Web-based technology in teaching. Certainly, there are
very few courses or programmes in Hong Kong higher education that have not
adopted Web-based components. There are at least two reasons for this enthusiastic
adoption:

• Hong Kong has developed recently as a technology-based culture, and the adoption
of Web-based technologies for teaching and learning is a reflection of this.

• Web-based education is seen as a means by which quality higher education can be
provided at a lower cost per student. Given the move towards increasing the
proportion of students in higher education, along with declining real unit resource
costs, the enthusiasm for Web-based approaches can be appreciated.

1.3.6 Development of self-funded continuing and professional education

Continuing and professional education (CPE) has expanded even more quickly than
conventional full-time, campus-based, UGC-funded higher education. In particular,
there has been a very rapid increase recently in the number of award-bearing
programmes (at all levels, from higher diploma, to associate degree, degree and
postgraduate) being offered by continuing education units (CEUs) within
institutions. This increase has been fuelled by a number of trends or developments:



Education Quality Work: The Hong Kong Experience 11

• The increasing acceptance that education has to be lifelong in order to cope with a
technological and knowledge-based society and economy that are developing and
changing very rapidly (a one-shot degree education is no longer adequate for a
lifetime of professional work).

• The capping of UGC-funded places in higher education institutions from the mid-
1990s, coupled with an increasing demand for higher education.

• Government withdrawal of funding from subdegree and taught postgraduate
programmes.

• Statements from the Government (and associated policies in relation to student
loans) that encourage expansion of the higher education sector – in the hope that
up to 60% of the age group will engage in post-secondary education by 2010, largely
via self-funded programmes.

• An increase in the affluence of Hong Kong society, which means that more people are
now able and willing to fund and invest in their own higher education (though the
recent economic downturns and fluctuations may have dented this attitude somewhat).

Issues related to the maintenance and enhancement of quality in connection with
CPE include the following:

• CEUs are increasingly providing award-bearing courses, subject to the same quality
assurance arrangements as UGC-funded programmes but at a unit cost that is less
than half that of UGC programmes. In this respect, CPE can provide a structural
model for conventional higher education.

• The flexibility inherent in CPE programmes, in responding to the needs of society,
offers a direction for government-funded education.

• The intention of having 60% of the population engage in post-secondary education
can only be realised if almost all of the increase is borne by self-funded CPE, with
the new arrangements that this demands.

• There are problems relating to transfer between the self-funded and the
government-funded sectors, especially in relation to the advent of associate degrees.
This will necessitate a much more creative approach to the issue of transferability
and equivalence of credits across different sectors and contexts.

1.4 Recent developments: Some possible directions for the future
In March 2002 the so-called “Sutherland Report” was published by the University
Grants Committee (UGC),4  followed in January 2004 by its publication of the policy
document Hong Kong Higher Education: To Make a Difference, To Move with the
Times.5  These reports deal with the broadest of issues relating to strategic structural

4 Higher Education in Hong Kong: Report of the University Grants Committee by Stewart R. Sutherland, principal
and vice chancellor of the University of Edinburgh.

5 Hereafter cited in text as To Make a Difference.
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developments in the higher education system. As such, their recommendations
provide a relevant backdrop to the focus of this Handbook and have implications
for its substantive content.

A significant proposal made by the “Sutherland Report” is that

the UGC and the institutions jointly assess the need for staff in the sector to
develop new skills to respond effectively to technological and other changes in
higher education, and jointly support initiatives addressing these needs,
including the dissemination of best practices across the sector.

This proposal is directly relevant to the substance of the current Handbook, and the
Handbook is a response to this proposal so far as the recommendation for
“dissemination of best practices across the sector” is concerned – though the best
practices described in this Handbook extend beyond the boundaries implied by the
proposal.

The policy document To Make a Difference begins with a rehearsal of the now-familiar
mantra that the social and economic development of the Hong Kong Special
Administrative Region in general and its aspirations to become “Asia’s world city”
in particular depend upon a highly educated workforce and, in turn, “the platform
of a very strong education and higher education sector”. In short, a proper system
of higher education is fundamental to the future development of Hong Kong. The
document goes on to describe how any such system is inevitably very expensive,
and further states that the level of public funding that has been the norm over the
past 10 to 15 years cannot be sustained if it is to be spread evenly over the sector.
What the policy document suggests is that there should be “role differentiation”
across the UGC-funded institutions, with all contributing (in the areas of teaching
and research) in the ways for which they are best equipped, aspiring to excellence in
their defined roles, and (in an as yet undefined way) funded according to levels of
role related performance. An appendix to the policy document gives the role
statements of the institutions. These role statements were mutually agreed by the
institutions and the UGC, and they were arrived at after thorough discussions
between the institutions and the UGC.

There are serious implications for teaching when the generalities of the previous
paragraph are translated into proposed actions. Essentially, the concern derives from
the same perspectives that informed the Sutherland proposal quoted above. The
relevant section in To Make a Difference reads as follows:

The UGC considers that public resources should be focused on areas of
excellence where they appear in institutions across the whole sector ... It also
recognises that research intensive institutions will have more areas of
international competitiveness than others and will naturally attract more public
resources.
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Taking this in conjunction with a statement earlier in the document that “the UGC’s
thinking must take account of at best static planning over the [five- to ten-year]
planning period, following a probable 10% cut in 2004-05”, it becomes apparent
that efficiency, as well as effectiveness, will become an important touchstone in issues
and activities related to the assurance and improvement of quality in teaching and
learning.

A further matter relates to the ways in which performance outcomes in relation to
teaching and learning will be determined. The document To Make a Difference makes
the following clear:

[The UGC is putting in place credible mechanisms that include] introducing
performance and role related funding into the UGC funding methodology for
the 2005-08 triennium. This important undertaking will tie into funding
allocation, performance – and performance against role – much more
rigorously than in the past.

A move in this direction is obviously of crucial importance to institutions. Within
the context of this Handbook there are at least two salient issues that emerge:

• The methodology that could validly be used to determine teaching performance,
in particular what criteria are used and the kinds of data that inform judgment of
the extent to which those criteria have been achieved.

• The concern that summative assessment or evaluation of teaching (used to measure
performance outcomes) should not swamp or subvert formative evaluation
(designed to generate data that is used for teaching improvement); while the two
processes are not exclusive of one another, they are nonetheless conceptually
distinct.

In the following sections of this Handbook, both of these issues will re-emerge.

There are two further issues arising out of To Make a Difference that are worth
discussing briefly, and which were significant in the deliberations of Teaching and
Learning Quality Process Review (TLQPR) Panel members, the final TLQPR Reports,
and in later sections of this Handbook.

The first issue relates to “satisfying the diverse needs of the stakeholders [vis-à-vis
graduates’ learning outcomes]”, which is partly construed as follows:

• Education of personnel to meet specific manpower needs of Hong Kong ...

• Education of minds, all-rounded skills, broad perspectives, and language
proficiency to meet the dynamic economic, social and political environment
of Hong Kong.
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6 Though in Hong Kong it has been clearly stated that teaching is the primary function, To Make a Difference
states that “while research has a most important role, teaching has an indispensable role” (emphasis in
original).

7 Ernest L. Boyer, Scholarship Reconsidered (Princeton, NJ: The Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement
of Teaching, 1990).

This suggests that there are two desirable (overlapping) components to graduates’
knowledge/competence repertoires, the first relating to specific discipline or
professional areas and the second bound up in more generic competences. The
TLQPRs indicate that this is now a conventional wisdom in Hong Kong higher
education, and that considerable institutional effort goes into turning the hope into
reality. Later sections will return to this issue, and some directions forward will be
outlined.

The second issue is possibly more philosophical in nature, though there are
considerable practical ramifications. This relates to the conceptual relationship of
teaching and research, which constitute the two principal activities of an institution
of higher education.6  To Make a Difference states that “in order to deliver quality
learning experiences, university teachers must be at the forefront of knowledge in
their areas, and for this reason, to be involved in scholarly activities required to
inform teaching”. The question then becomes what those scholarly activities might
validly consist of. The work of Ernest L. Boyer of the Carnegie Foundation is seminal
in this area, and out of it has emerged the idea of the “scholar academic” who can
(or arguably should) validly engage in the scholarship of teaching, alongside context-
specific engagement in the parallel scholarships of discovery, application and
integration.7

As the public’s demand for tertiary institutions to demonstrate their efficiency and
effectiveness increases, it will become important for academics to search for synergies
across the totality of their intellectual responsibilities. As To Make a Difference stresses,
higher education in the Hong Kong SAR of the future could usefully be characterised
by much more collaboration and the elimination of overlap in both the outcomes
and the processes of intellectual effort. Collegiality and the sharing and dissemination
of best practices need to move beyond catchwords and take on the character of
operational imperatives. The hope is that this Handbook will be a small step in that
direction through its descriptions of good practices in teaching and learning – for
which the development work has already been carried out – that others may wish to
adopt or build upon.
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