
�¤ Lok Sang Ho 
 
Professor Lok Sang Ho is Professor of Economics, Head of Department 
of Economics and Director of Centre for Public Policy Studies, Lingnan 
University, Hong Kong. 
 
 
 
 
 
Centre for Public Policy Studies 
Lingnan University 
Tuen Mun 
Hong Kong 
Tel: (852) 2616 7432 
Fax: (852) 2591 0690 
Email: cpps@LN.edu.hk 
http://www.LN.edu.hk/cpps/ 
 
 

CAPS and CPPS Working Papers are circulated to invite discussion and 
critical comment.  Opinions expressed in them are the author’s and 
should not be taken as representing the opinions of the Centres or 
Lingnan University.  These papers may be freely circulated but they are 
not to be quoted without the written permission of the author.  Please 
address comments and suggestions to the author. 
 



 1

 
 
 
 

Education Reform in HK: the Ideal versus the Reality about Competition1 
 

 
Prof. Lok Sang HO 

Centre for Public Policy Studies 
Lingnan University 

 
 
 

Abstract 
 
 

 This paper argues that the stumbling block to effective education 
reform in Hong Kong is a misguided philosophy that wrongly 
puts the blame on examinations as the source of anxiety and 
distortion of the education process, when in fact it is “the musical 
chair game” set-up that pervades the education system from 
primary school through universities, that is distorting the entire 
education process.   

                                                 
1 This paper was presented at the HKERA 2002 International Conference, December 20-21, held at the 
Chinese University of Hong Kong 
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1. Introduction 

 

In order to achieve greater focus this paper explores only one aspect of 

education reform, the reforms that center around competition.   

 

 It is the thesis of this paper that education reformers have a strange ambivalence 

about competition.  On the one hand, they are wary of the potentially ill effects of 

competition, particularly through examinations, on the personal development of 

pupils.  On the other hand they insist on what I call the principle of musical chair,  

holding that excellence can only be the privilege of a few.  We have no quibbles with 

the merit of competition on a level playing field and “natural selection.”  

Competition provides a mechanism whereby a position or a student place is made 

available for the one who can potentially make the most out of it.  But competition 

should avoid condemning people to the ranks of the failed ones as far as possible.  

Competition in education should give people second and third chances as far as 

possible.  That way, competition can bring out the best in people and avoid distorting 

the process and the content of education.  On the other hand, there is no educational 

value in arbitrarily designating that “the top 3 per cent” is excellent or the bottom 

third “poor,” particularly when the “poor” label is harmful to the development of the 
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full potential of students. 

 

Today, even when education reformers decry the harms of competition and want 

to do away with as many examinations as possible, they continue the inhumane 

practice of handing out trophies to the “successful ones” and the ignominious label of 

“failed ones” to the unsuccessful ones. Meanwhile they reinforce this idea about 

success and failure by making sure that such a system pervades the entire education 

system.  They want competition among universities, among schools, and among 

teachers for the trophies, making sure that those who fail to win the trophies are 

considered second rate. 

  

2. Musical Chairs among Universities 

 

 Consider, for example, Recommendation 1 of the Sutherland Report: 

 

 “That a small number of institutions be strategically identified as the focus of 

public and private sector support with the explicit intention of creating institutions 

capable of competing at the highest international levels.” 

 



 4

 In Hong Kong we currently have eight UGC-funded institutions.  “A small 

number” must mean fewer than eight.  What does this mean?  This is a musical 

chair game and means that universities other than the select few are second rate.  

This is fine if the rest are truly second rate.  But what if all our universities are just 

doing fine and really rank among the very good universities in the world?  What if 

all the staff are doing the best they can in research and teaching?  Can we have eight 

fine universities?  All of our universities recruit staff globally and competitively.  

Objectively, we have to say that universities in Hong Kong are all very good.  If only 

three can be called excellent, with the result that public and private support will  

elude the rest, the staff and students of the universities deemed second rate will get 

demoralized.  Clearly this very process of “competition” breeds mediocrity.  The 

damage to their images will only reinforce the difficulties of their emerging as 

excellent universities.  To avoid being branded second rate universities have to 

struggle among themselves for the envied selected few slot, much as primary six 

leavers have to struggle among themselves to get into “band one” schools,2 or they 

will be classified as second rate and looked upon as under-performers. 

 

 In recent years “top-slicing” unit budgets to inject into a pool to fund “excellent” 

                                                 
2 It is understood that no secondary school is designated “band one,” “band two,” etc. but they 
effectively fall into these categories under the present system. 
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work is common practice.  The Area of Excellence competition has been in full force 

for four years since 1998 and follows exactly this kind of “winner takes all” model.3  

University faculty are keenly of the extreme stress and burden this exercise has 

caused on them.  In today’s world universities cannot afford to look complacent and 

not to engage in this back-breaking game.  Hours of meetings and hours of writing 

produce piles of documents each portraying the potentially excellent work that each 

contending group will do.  In due course several are selected for an interview and 

presentation.  Finally a handful will be selected to receive the trophy, which range 

upward from 20 million dollars.  The panel will decide who is excellent and gets 

everything and who is not and gets nothing.  In the name of excellence, hours of 

work and meetings and piles of documents go down the drain. 

 

 Consider again Recommendation 11 in the Sutherland Report: 

 

 “That, in consultation with the institutions, the UGC build on the success of the 

RAE(research assessment exercise) in allocating research funds on the basis of 

research performance, and devise means to sharpen the RAE, so that the highest 

levels of research excellence can be identified and funded accordingly.”  Again, “the 

                                                 
3 First Round AoE: 99 initial proposals, 41 formal proposals, 8 shortlisted for further evaluation, 3 

were funded; Second Round: 55 initial proposals, 16 shortlisted, 4 finalists and 3 funded. 
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This examination of the examination reform and allocation mechanism reform 

suggests that we are still in square one.  Despite the setting up of school systems 

linking secondary schools to primary schools, despite the ban of written tests, the 

abolition of the Secondary School Entrance Examination and later the Academic 

Aptitude Test, we have not relieved the pain and pressures on students and parents.  

Indeed, with the musical chair game still in place, with the bottom band still awaiting 

the unfortunate ones to be so classified, it is not difficult to understand why parents 

weep with their children when they fail to get into their choice schools in Primary 

One.  

 

4. The Role of Examinations 

 If we really want to bring out the best that is in our young people, and prepare 

them for life, they have first to believe that provided that they work hard, there is 

always a second chance, and that their potentials have yet to be realized.  The 

awareness of second chances will relieve people of anxiety.  That is why we need 

more examinations, not fewer examinations.  We have to recognize that 

examinations are the fairest, the most objective way of assessing performance, 

because that is the definition of examinations.  Indeed, any objective and fair 

assessment of performance can be called an examination.  To minimize the impact 
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and implications of single examinations we should give our children more 

examinations, and we should assess their performance in areas that matter—reading, 

writing, arithmetic, general knowledge.  We should not be averse to drilling, because 

drilling helps build up proficiency, and proficiency builds up confidence.  Drilling is, 

by the way, also the basis of all creative activity.  Can you imagine a musician who 

is highly creative and yet not totally familiar with the music scale?  Can you imagine 

a writer who can write poems and stories and novels and yet not totally familiar with 

the use of language? 

 

 A 1999 cover story in Newsweek carries the subtitle: “As Americans Embrace 

Testing, Asians Pursue Creativity.”  Inside, the author writes: “…unnoticed in most 

of the rest of the world—a great change is sweeping across America, with the 

systematic testing of children’s knowledge now dominating the school year.”(p.37)  

This silent revolution in American education is a response to the relative decline in 

basic knowledge as revealed in such tests as the International Assessment of 

Educational Progress administered by the Educational Testing Service(Newsweek, 

1992).  The more recent apparent divergence of approaches underlines the fact that 

both basic skills and creativity are important.  Productive and ingenius creativity 

must be built on strong basic skills.  The drilling for basic skills is important but 
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must not go overboard.  Avoiding the anxiety caused by a destructive musical chair 

game will help reduce anxiety over examinations.  The optimal solution appears to 

be where the “east meets the west.”   

 

 So I conclude that while forming through-train school systems may be a good 

thing for some reason, reducing anxiety and pressures is certainly not one of the 

reasons.  If we believe in competition and second chance, we may allow the top 20 

per cent of students compete for their choice schools among themselves, while 

assigning all the other 80 per cent randomly to other schools.  It is only when these 

other schools source students equally that they may compete on a level playing field.  

A common complaint for sourcing students with a wide range of abilities is that this 

may teaching difficult.  But we can divide up students into classes with different 

ability or performance levels.  We can allow a student to move to a stronger class if 

his performance warrants it.  Let there be more mobility.  This is what I call second 

chance.  Mobility from class to class is easy.  Mobility from one band of school to 

another band is difficult.  It is also highly unfair as the “bottom band” school keeps 

losing good students. 
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5. Conclusions 

 So what does this leave us?  It is that even though competition is a fact of life 

and we have to accept it, we must try to minimize the “musical chair effect” by giving 

people second chances.  Let excellent students, excellent schools, and excellent 

universities emerge naturally and through competition on a level-playing field.  Let 

us not pre-designate schools or universities as top or bottom institutions.  Let us not 

label students as bottom band.  We cannot do anything about people’s opinions and 

beliefs, but we certainly should not entrench these opinions and beliefs by shaping our 

institutions and the mind-set of our students and the public in such a way as to 

reinforce those opinions and beliefs. 
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