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1 
Introduction 

This chapter is a general introduction to the Preprimary Project (PPP) of the 
International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement 
(lEA), its rationale, background, conceptual framework, aims, and 
methodology. It presents a brief description of the scope and administration 
of the first phase of a three-phase study into preprimary children, and 
highlights the major questions raised. 

RATIONALE, BACKGROUND AND CONCEPTUAL 
FRAMEWORK OF THE STUDY 

The period from three to six years is crucial in human development. These 
are the formative years when children build the foundations for future 
learning, and are introduced to the values and behaviours of their culture. 
Experiences and learning during this period have an important influence 
on subsequent development. Despite a growing awareness of the importance 
of this early period and an increasing body of information on development 
and the effects of early experiences on later achievement in Western countries, 
little is known about early development and learning, the settings in which 
such learning occurs, and the effects of early learning and experiences on 
later school achievement,in many non-Western cultures. 

One organization that is well placed to carry out studies into factors 
that influence school achievement in different cultures is the lEA, a research 
organization that for many years has been conducting cross-national studies 
into school achievement at the secondary and primary levels. During the 
1970s educators in many countries, recognizing the role of education in social 
and economic change, became increasingly interested in preprimary 
education. A major concern at that time was the contribution of early learning 
experiences to achievement at subsequent levels of education. A move into 
preprimary education seemed a natural expansion for lEA studies. 

The lEA General Assembly therefore adopted a proposal for a three-
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Methodology o f IEA PPP 

Similar to previous IEA studies, the PPP has both an international component , 
and a  sectio n devote d t o nationa l concern s an d issues . T o allo w fo r 
international comparisons , al l participatin g countrie s adop t a  common , 
mutually accepte d basi c research plan . The cross-nationa l dat a obtaine d b y 
means o f this common research plan provide a valuable baseline from whic h 
to examin e a  wide r rang e o f experience s tha n woul d b e availabl e withi n 
any singl e country . Th e dat a als o test s th e generalizabilit y acros s differen t 
cultures o f country-specifi c explanations , whic h i n th e cas e o f th e PP P ar e 
those o f relationship s betwee n earl y experiences , an d developmen t an d 
school achievemen t i n th e earl y primar y years . To ensur e tha t participant s 
also addres s th e salien t ibbue b u f ^ad\  country , nationa l researc h +e a r n c 

include nationa l option s t o the basic research pla n throug h country-specifi c 
questions o r b y mean s o f majo r elaboration s o f th e researc h design . Thes e 
national option s provid e informatio n relevan t t o publi c polic y formulatio n 
or educationa l an d curriculu m plannin g withi n specifi c countries . 

PHASE ONE OF THE PREPRIMARY PROJECT 

Hong Kon g ha s bee n a n activ e participatin g membe r i n Phas e 1  afte r 
receiving fundin g fro m th e Strategi c Grant s Researc h Committe e o f th e 
University o f Hong Kong. The Hong Kong research team was located withi n 
the Departmen t o f Educatio n o f th e University o f Hon g Kong , which i s th e 
overall IE A centr e fo r Hon g Kong . Th e tea m ha s bee n assiste d b y a  loca l 
Advisory Committe e consistin g o f representative s (liste d i n Appendi x I) , 
from th e following organizations : 
• Departmen t o f Education , The University o f Hong Kon g 
• Schoo l o f Education , Th e Chinese University o f Hon g Kon g 
• Kindergarte n Inspectorate , Education Departmen t 
• Socia l Work Section (Family and Child Care), Social Welfare Departmen t 
• Chil d Car e Division , Hong Kon g Counci l o f Socia l Service s 
• Hon g Kon g Counci l o f Earl y Childhood Educatio n an d Service s 

Phase 1  o f th e PP P consiste d o f tw o majo r components . O n th e on e 
hand th e cross-national research plan was intended t o identify an d describ e 
the characteristics of out-of-home setting s for preprimary children , the factor s 
that determin e th e us e o f suc h settings , an d th e dail y experience s o f 
preprimary children . The result s o f thi s componen t hav e been publishe d i n 
Hong Kong's  Young  Children:  Their Preschools and Families (Opper, 1992) . The 
second component , o r nationa l option , whic h provide s th e conten t o f th e 
present publication , consist s of an investigation int o child developmen t an d 
learning in Hong Kong children during the preschool years. This componen t 
provides detail s on five developmenta l areas in 3,4, and 5-year-ol d childre n 
which coul d serv e as a  useful databas e fo r teachers , caregivers an d parent s 
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of childre n o f thi s ag e group . Thes e area s ar e motor , persona l an d social , 
cognitive, language , an d preacademi c learning . 

MAJOR VARIABLES AND QUESTIONS OF THE EARLY 
DEVELOPMENT AND LEARNING STUD Y 

A numbe r o f studie s o f developmen t i n infant s an d youn g childre n 
conducted in Western countries have resulted in norms for ages of acquisitio n 
of various skills during the period from birth to 6 years (Sanford an d Zelman , 
1981; Ame s e t al. , 1980).  Cultures whic h lac k thei r ow n researc h o n chil d 
development hav e tended t o adopt thes e Western developmenta l norm s fo r 
their children , particularl y i n earl y childhoo d educatio n wher e ther e i s a n 
increasing tren d fo r programme s t o be developmentall y based . However , a 
growing awarenes s tha t suc h norm s ma y no t alway s be applicabl e t o othe r 
populations ha s le d researcher s i n som e countrie s t o attemp t t o establis h 
local norms . Th e presen t study , whic h i s a  firs t attemp t t o provid e 
developmental norm s o n Hon g Kon g Chines e preschoo l children , present s 
data o n th e ag e o f acquisitio n o f variou s motor , personal , social , cognitive , 
language an d preacademi c skill s in childre n age d 3  to 5 years. 

Hong Kon g preschoo l childre n diffe r fro m eac h othe r alon g a  numbe r 
of dimensions. Some of these , such as age, gender o r length of attendance i n 
preschool, ar e universal . Others , suc h a s typ e o f preschoo l o r locality , ar e 
more specific to the Hong Kong context. The five major categorie s of variables 
selected fo r thi s stud y ar e age , gender , lengt h o f child' s attendanc e i n 
preschool referre d t o her e a s batch , typ e o f preschool , an d localit y o f 
preschool. Thes e variable s ar e described below . 

Age 

The sample children for th e developmental outcome s component o f the PP P 
Phase 1 range from three years (3 years 0 months to 3 years 11 months) to fiv e 
years inclusiv e ( 5 years 0  months t o 5  years 1 1 months). Durin g thi s three -
year period tremendou s change s occu r in the development o f competencie s 
and skills . Three-year-old childre n are relatively immature, taking their firs t 
steps awa y fro m infanc y bu t stil l ver y dependen t upo n th e adult s aroun d 
them. B y contrast , six-year-old s ar e relativel y complex , sophisticated , an d 
independent persons who have acquired a large number of physical, personal, 
social, intellectual and linguisti c skills. Such generalizations abou t preschoo l 
children convey only a broad picture that is of little help to adults whose ai m 
is t o promot e earl y developmen t an d learning . Mor e precis e detail s o n th e 
specific skills, knowledge and understandings of Hong Kong Chinese children 
at each of the three age levels from thre e to five years, and of the changes tha t 
occur betwee n eac h level , ar e needed . Thi s stud y investigate s th e genera l 
effects o f age on a variety of child outcomes in five developmental areas . 
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Gender 

One variable o f particular interes t in developmental psycholog y is the effec t 
of a  child' s gende r o n behaviour , particularl y a t thi s earl y stag e o f life . Ar e 
boys mor e efficien t tha n girl s i n physica l skills ? Ar e girl s mor e efficien t i n 
language? O r ar e ther e n o significan t gende r difference s betwee n childre n 
aged thre e t o fiv e years ? Th e presen t stud y investigate s thi s issu e o f th e 
influence o f gende r o n behaviou r i n relationshi p t o Hon g Kon g preschoo l 
children age d 3- 5 years in the various developmenta l area s selected . 

Effect o f Preschool (Batch ) 

AiLulher majo r issu e m  developmenta l psycholog y i s th e relativ e influenc e 
of matura t io n an d envi ronmen t o n chi ldren ' s behaviour . D o th e 
developmental difference s tha t may be found betwee n young children com e 
about a s a  resul t o f physica l growt h an d menta l maturation , o r d o variou s 
environmental factor s have some effect o n these changes? The present stud y 
investigates on e suc h environmenta l factor . I t compare s developmenta l 
outcomes o f childre n withi n rathe r tha n betwee n ag e level s b y usin g a 
research desig n tha t examine s th e performanc e o f a  sampl e o f childre n o f 
approximately th e sam e ag e a t three periods durin g th e schoo l year . I n thi s 
way, th e effec t o f ag e o r maturatio n i s held constan t t o allo w fo r th e stud y 
of th e effect s o f lengt h o f tim e i n preschoo l o n developmen t an d learning . 
The sampl e childre n wer e divide d int o thre e batches , A , B , and C , whic h 
represent differen t period s durin g th e dat a collectio n year : October -
December, January-March, and April-June respectively. The age of the sampl e 
children o f eac h batc h wa s kep t a s clos e a s possibl e t o th e midpoin t o f th e 
age range , three years si x months, four year s si x months, and fiv e year s si x 
months. Any difference s foun d i n child developmen t relate d t o the variabl e 
of batch would sugges t that length of attendance at preschool during a single 
school yea r ha s a n effec t o n earl y development . 

Type o f Preschoo l 

The tw o type s o f regula r dail y earl y educatio n an d car e programme s i n 
existence i n Hon g Kong , kindergarten s an d da y nurseries , ar e covere d b y 
separate governmenta l ordinances . Kindergarten s ar e regulate d b y th e 
Education Department , fal l withi n th e scop e o f th e Educatio n Ordinance , 
and hav e primarily a n educationa l function . Da y nurseries ar e regulated b y 
the Social Welfare Departmen t an d ar e governed b y the Child Car e Centre s 
Ordinance, whic h specificall y mandate s tha t car e an d supervisio n shoul d 
be th e mai n function s o f al l chil d car e centres , includin g da y nurseries . 
These administrativ e an d functiona l difference s resul t i n differen t 
programmes fo r youn g children . D o the y als o resul t i n difference s i n chil d 
development? 
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Locality o f Preschoo l 

Hong Kon g preschool s ar e foun d i n al l three administrativ e region s o f th e 
territory: Hon g Kon g Island , Kowloon , an d th e Ne w Territories . Despit e 
some similaritie s betwee n thes e thre e localitie s du e t o the ethnic , linguisti c 
and cultura l homogeneit y o f th e populatio n o f th e territory , ther e ar e als o 
important differences , particularl y i n th e residentia l pattern s o f th e thre e 
localities. Large population centre s have been in existence for a  longer perio d 
in Hon g Kon g Islan d an d certai n part s o f Kowloon , tha n i n th e Ne w 
Territories. Th e latte r localit y generall y consis t o f ne w town s buil t durin g 
the pas t decade , an d a  fe w remainin g rura l villages . Thes e ne w town s ar e 
largely populate d b y youn g familie s o f lowe r t o middl e socio-economi c 
status. Thes e localit y difference s resul t i n difference s i n preschoo l 
programmes (Opper , 1992) . Are thes e localit y difference s als o reflecte d i n 
differences i n chil d development ? 

ORGANIZATION OF THIS REPORT 

The present publication , which is the second volume to present th e finding s 
of Phas e 1  o f th e PPP , cover s th e developmenta l outcome s o f th e sampl e 
children. Th e focu s i s loca l Chines e childre n o f thre e ag e levels , 3 , 4 and 5 
years. 

Chapter 2  cover s samplin g procedure s an d strategies , give s brie f 
descriptions o f th e variou s developmenta l instrument s used , describe s th e 
actual administratio n o f th e study , an d provide s som e famil y backgroun d 
information o n the sample children . Chapters 3  through 7  present the actua l 
findings a s the y relat e t o th e variabl e o f age . Chapte r 3  cover s moto r 
development and some aspects of the health of the sample children. Chapter 4 
presents persona l an d socia l development , an d examine s interactiv e skills , 
self-awareness, self-car e an d socia l competency . Chapte r 5  present s th e 
findings o n variou s aspect s o f cognition ; chapte r 6  cover s receptiv e an d 
expressive language ; an d chapte r 7  present s finding s o n thre e area s o f 
preacademic learning , number , prewriting , an d th e learnin g o f th e Englis h 
alphabet. Chapte r 8  presents a n integratio n o f th e finding s o f th e previou s 
five chapter s o n th e differen t developmenta l area s i n th e for m o f thre e 
profiles o f earl y developmen t an d learning , on e fo r eac h o f th e ag e level s 
studied. Chapter 9  presents the findings o n the four othe r variables studied , 
gender, effec t o f time spen t i n preschool, type and localit y o f the preschool . 
Finally, chapte r 1 0 present s a  summar y an d discussio n o f th e finding s a s 
they relat e t o th e researc h questions , an d draw s genera l conclusions . 
Appendices include the developmental outcome instruments, detailed table s 
showing th e finding s fo r eac h developmenta l area , an d othe r relevan t 
information. Throughou t th e report , whe n referrin g t o a  chil d th e term s h e 
and sh e are used interchangeably . 



2 
Sampling, Instruments, 
Administration of  the Study and 
Sample Description 

SAMPLING 

This stud y o f child developmen t i n Hong Kon g preschoo l childre n i s a 
national optio n componen t o f Phase 1  of the IEA Preprimar y Project , an 
international surve y int o th e preschools an d families o f young children , 
whose finding s hav e bee n writte n u p elsewhere (Opper , 1992).  Samphn g 
procedures for both th e IE A surve y an d thi s optiona l Hon g Kon g stud y o f 
child developmen t wer e mor e o r les s identica l wit h respec t t o targe t 
population, sampling methods, sample children, selection of data collectors , 
and schedul e o f data collection . Th e mai n differenc e wa s th e instruments : 
for th e survey componen t thi s consiste d o f a questionnair e t o parents , 
whereas for th e developmental componen t the instruments consisted o f test s 
of various aspect s of child development . 

Target populatio n 

The targe t populatio n fo r the child developmen t componen t o f the IE A 
Preprimary Project was all Cantonese-speaking children within the age range 
of three years si x months, four year s six months, and fiv e year s si x months , 
plus or minus si x months , attending a  registered preschoo l in Hong Kong , 
either kindergarten o r nursery. The three age groups o f the target age range, 
3 year s 0  months t o 3 years 1 1 months, 4  years 0  months t o 4 years 11 
months, an d 5 years 0  months t o 5 years 1 1 months, ar e found i n thre e 
educational level s in kindergartens: nursery, lower kindergarte n an d uppe r 
kindergarten classe s respectively , an d i n the correspondin g classe s for the 
three ag e group s in day nurseries . 
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Intended and Achieved Sampl e Siz e 

The sampl e childre n fo r th e developmenta l componen t o f thi s stud y wer e 
the sam e a s fo r th e Hon g Kon g stud y o n preschool s an d families . Th e 
intended sampl e size was fixed a t 3000 children, 1000 at each of the preschoo l 
educational levels . This figur e wa s determine d b y th e siz e of th e four-year -
old sampl e fo r th e IE A internationa l survey , whic h wa s calculate d t o b e 
1000 children , equall y dis t r ibute d b y sex , accordin g t o a  formul a 
recommended b y the IEA Sampling Committee (Opper , 1992) . The achieve d 
sample siz e sometime s varie d fo r individua l tests , bu t i n mos t case s wa s 
close to th e intende d sampl e size . 

Sample Stratificatio n 

A two-stag e stratifie d samplin g procedur e wa s use d t o selec t th e sampl e 
children fo r th e loca l study . Thre e factor s wer e adopte d a s stratu m 
descriptors: locality, type o f preschool , and siz e of preschool. Locality refer s 
to th e thre e administrativ e district s o f th e territor y o f Hon g Kong : Hon g 
Kong Island , Kowloon , an d th e Ne w Territories . Typ e o f preschoo l refer s 
to kindergarten s an d da y nurseries . Siz e o f preschoo l refer s t o larg e an d 
small preschools . Larg e kindergarten s wer e define d a s thos e wit h a n 
enrolment o f 25 0 childre n o r more ; smal l one s wit h a n enrolmen t o f 24 9 
children or fewer. Large day nurseries were defined a s those with two classe s 
of 4-year-ol d children , an d smal l one s a s havin g onl y on e clas s o f thi s ag e 
group. 

First stage sampling: selection of preschools Firs t stage sampling involve d a 
proportionate rando m samplin g o f preschool s withi n eac h localit y b y typ e 
and size , with th e probabilit y o f a  preschoo l bein g chose n i n proportion t o 
the overal l distributio n o f preschools . T o achiev e th e targete d numbe r o f 
children, at least 67 preschools were needed. A set of 80 preschools, randoml y 
selected from withi n the localities by type and size , was invited to participate 
in th e study . I f an y o f thes e di d no t hav e childre n a t on e o f th e ag e level s 
studied, another preschool was selected. Any selected preschool that decline d 
to participate in the study was replaced by another from the same set. Initially 
73 preschool s agree d t o participat e i n th e study . Fiv e o f thes e withdre w 
early i n th e study , leavin g 6 8 preschools. Althoug h thi s wa s on e abov e th e 
original estimation, it was decided t o keep all these preschools in case others 
withdrew durin g th e perio d o f dat a collection . Th e reluctanc e o f som e o f 
the selecte d preschool s t o participat e i n th e stud y prevente d a  completel y 
representative sample , particularl y wit h respec t t o size . Since thi s resulte d 
in som e empt y cells , size wa s late r exclude d a s a  sampl e descriptor . Tabl e 
2.1 show s th e distributio n o f th e achieve d sampl e o f 6 8 preschools , 5 8 
kindergartens an d 1 0 day nurseries , by type , size and locality . 
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Table 2. 1 Numbe r o f Preschool s b y Type, Size an d Localit y 

Locality 

Hong Kon g 
Kowloon 
New Territorie s 

Total 

Kindergarten 
Large Smal l 

13 
11 
12 

36 

10 
4 
8 

22 

Day Nurser y 
Large Smal l 

2 
0 
0 

2 

2 
3 
3 

8 

Total 

27 
18 
23 

68 

Second-stage sampling: selection of children Second-stag e sampling involve d 
selecting fro m eac h o f th e sampl e preschool s chose n durin g th e firs t stag e 
one clas s o f childre n a t eac h o f th e thre e educationa l levels , followe d b y 
random samplin g b y th e researc h tea m o f 1 5 childre n o f th e appropriat e 
age withi n eac h class . Since th e testin g wa s intende d t o las t approximatel y 
nine months , and a  certain degre e o f attrition wa s expected , i t was decide d 
to over-sampl e th e numbe r o f childre n a t al l thre e levels . I n eac h o f th e 
sample preschools , th e principa l o r superviso r selecte d classe s o f childre n 
at eac h o f th e thre e level s t o participat e i n th e study . Generall y onl y on e 
class o f childre n wa s selecte d fo r eac h level , bu t i n som e o f th e large r 
preschools mor e tha n on e clas s wa s included . Kindergarte n teacher s an d 
child car e workers o f the selecte d classe s were requested t o send thei r clas s 
register t o th e researc h tea m whic h randoml y selecte d 1 5 children withi n 
the ag e rang e t o constitut e th e sampl e o f children . I n orde r t o contro l fo r 
seasonal effect s o n the children ; to keep thei r age s a s close to the targe t ag e 
as possible; to study th e effect s o f length o f attendance i n preschool ; and t o 
facilitate dat a collection throughout th e data collectio n year from Octobe r t o 
the following June , three sampling point s were selected : 15 November 1987 , 
14 Februar y 1988 , an d 1 5 Ma y 1988 . Thre e dat a collectio n period s wer e 
scheduled t o coincid e wit h thes e samplin g points : October-December , 
January-March, an d April-June . Children from thes e data collectio n period s 
were identified a s belonging to batches A, B, and C respectively. Five children 
from eac h class whose ag e was neares t the mid-point o f the age group wer e 
selected fo r testin g durin g eac h o f th e thre e dat a collectio n periods . Th e 
achieved overal l sample o f children fo r th e developmental testin g consiste d 
of 3038 children. Table 2.2 shows th e distribution o f the achieved sampl e o f 
children b y ag e level , gender, type o f preschool , locality, and batch . 

Differences betwee n th e intende d an d achieve d sample s wer e du e t o 
various reasons . At th e leve l o f the preschool , some principals , particularl y 
those from th e New Territories , were very cautiou s abou t participatin g i n a 
type of study never attempted before in Hong Kong. Principals of preschool s 
on Hon g Kon g Islan d wer e mor e willin g t o cooperate , whic h account s fo r 
an over-representatio n o f preschool s fro m thi s locality . A t th e leve l o f th e 
class, som e teacher s resigne d o r withdre w fro m th e stud y du e t o pressur e 
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Table 2. 2 Numbe r o f Children b y Age, Gender, Type of Preschool , Locality 
and Batc h (N=3038 ) 

Age 

Gender 

Type o f Preschoo l 

Locality 

Batch 

3 years 
983 

Female 
1494 

Kindergarten 
2684 

HK Islan d 
1098 

A 
1041 

4 years 
966 

Male 
1544 

Day Nurser y 
354 

Kowloon 
833 

B 
1010 

5 years 
1089 

New Territorie s 
1107 

C 
987 

of work . A t th e leve l o f th e child , som e childre n withdre w fro m th e stud y 
during th e year o f dat a collectio n du e t o enrolmen t i n another preschoo l o r 
departure fro m Hon g Kong . Furthermore , som e childre n wer e absen t fro m 
the preschool on the day or days when testing for a  particular developmenta l 
area wa s conducted . Thi s resulte d i n th e variatio n i n achieve d sampl e siz e 
for th e various developmenta l tests . 

INSTRUMENTS 

One majo r ai m o f th e developmenta l componen t o f th e Preprimary Projec t 
was to gather dat a fro m Hon g Kong preschool children in order t o establis h 
a normative framework o f development for preschool Chinese children. Since 
this wa s th e firs t attemp t t o gathe r informatio n o n youn g childre n withi n 
the preschool settin g in Hong Kong , it was decided t o initially gain a  broa d 
overview o f developmen t an d includ e skill s i n a  variet y o f developmenta l 
areas. The results could thus provide a database for the preparation of profile s 
of Hon g Kon g Chines e childre n age d thre e t o fiv e years . Th e selectio n o f 
test items was fo r th e most par t based o n abilities that the existing literatur e 
on developmenta l assessmen t an d testin g fro m elsewher e indicate d wer e 
important fo r childre n o f the target age to acquire . Of particular importanc e 
were skill s that allo w young childre n t o adjus t t o the preschoo l setting . 

Selection and Translation of Instrument s 

Prior t o selectin g th e instrument s fo r thi s componen t o f th e study , th e 
research tea m carrie d ou t a n extensiv e searc h o f th e l i teratur e o n 
developmental assessmen t an d testing . In vie w o f th e lac k o f standardize d 
instruments an d existin g norm s fo r th e developmen t o f youn g childre n i n 
Hong Kong , especiall y withi n th e preschoo l setting , th e item s selecte d fo r 
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the present study were to a large extent based o n instruments fro m Wester n 
countries. Several of these instruments included identica l items. For example , 
the gros s moto r skil l o f walkin g u p an d dow n stair s alternatin g fee t wa s 
found i n at least three different tests , as was the ability to name three commo n 
objects. The major difference s betwee n th e test s wer e methodological , suc h 
as detail s o f instructions , scoring methods , or scop e o f coverage . 

In th e selectio n an d developmen t o f item s fo r th e presen t study , 
particular referenc e wa s mad e t o th e Learnin g Accomplishmen t Profil e — 
LAP (Sanfor d an d Zelman , 1981).  Th e LA P i s a  comprehensiv e criterion -
referenced tes t fo r childre n i n th e ag e rang e fro m thre e t o si x year s wit h 
items i n seve n developmenta l areas : gros s motor , fin e motor , pre-writing , 
cognition, language, self-help and personal-socia l development. This test wa s 
compiled using items from 2 7 developmental scales , checklists, or tests, used 
extensively i n th e Unite d Kingdo m an d th e Unite d States . Referenc e wa s 
also mad e t o a  loca l instrument , th e Developmenta l Assessmen t Char t o r 
DAC (Hee p Hon g an d Opper , 1988) , a  developmenta l assessmen t char t 
developed fo r Hong Kong preschool handicapped childre n aged 1  month t o 
6 years . 

Translation Into Chines e 

The various instrument s wer e translated int o Chinese by a  bilingual perso n 
whose mothe r tongu e wa s Cantones e an d whos e Englis h wa s fluent . Th e 
translated versio n wa s back-translate d int o Englis h b y anothe r bilingua l 
person whos e mothe r tongu e wa s Cantones e an d whos e Englis h wa s als o 
fluent. Th e tw o Englis h versions , origina l an d back-translation , wer e 
compared an d ver y fe w difference s i n meanin g wer e found . Th e tw o 
translators discusse d thes e difference s an d agree d upo n a  fina l Chines e 
version. 

Developmental Instrument s 

Instruments fo r th e collectio n o f developmenta l dat a includ e item s i n th e 
following fiv e areas : motor , persona l an d social , cognition , language , an d 
preacademic skills . I n vie w o f th e extensiv e sampl e o f childre n o f th e 
preprimary stud y an d th e relativel y larg e numbe r o f developmenta l test s 
used, i t wa s necessar y t o reduc e th e scop e o f eac h test . Wit h thi s i n mind , 
existing instrument s wer e use d selectivel y an d onl y item s whic h seeme d 
directly relevan t an d appropriat e t o Hon g Kon g preschoo l childre n wer e 
chosen. The various test s used i n the study ar e described briefl y belo w an d 
details ar e shown a s Appendix II , 2.1-2.5. 

Motor Development:  Tw o test s wer e designe d t o cove r thi s developmenta l 
area: gross motor (Appendi x I I 2.1a), and fine motor (Appendi x I I 2.1b). The 
emphasis for motor development was on obtaining information o n the child' s 
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spontaneous performance . Wheneve r possibl e dat a collector s observe d th e 
items during regular clas s activities. Details were also obtained from parent s 
on som e aspect s o f th e children' s health . 

a) Gros s Motor : Item s o f thi s tes t include th e majo r gros s moto r skill s 
that childre n acquir e during th e preschool period fro m thre e to fiv e 
years: walking (up and dow n stairs , on tiptoes, etc.); running (roun d 
obstacles, stopping) ; jumpin g (forwards , down) ; hoppin g an d 
skipping; catching, throwing an d kickin g balls; and variou s balanc e 
and flexibilit y items . 

b) Fin e Motor : Item s selecte d fo r th e fin e moto r tes t cove r th e skill s 
that children acquir e throughout th e period fro m thre e to five year s 
that ar e particularl y emphasize d i n preschoo l activitie s suc h a s 
painting (grasp of brush, content of picture); writing (grasp of pencil, 
control o f paper) ; manipulatio n o f plasticine ; stringin g beads ; 
building blocks ; foldin g an d cuttin g paper ; pourin g liquids ; an d 
finger manipulation . 

Personal, Social and Self-care Development: Fou r tests were designed t o cover 
this developmenta l area : interactive an d sel f awarenes s skill s (Appendi x II , 
2.2a-b), self-care (Appendi x II , 2.2c) , and socia l competenc y (Appendi x II , 
2.2d). Three instrument s wer e use d a s the basis fo r th e personal , socia l an d 
self-care items : th e Manua l fo r Assessmen t i n Nurser y Education , MAN E 
(Bate an d Smith , 1978) , th e Californi a Preschoo l Socia l Competenc y Scal e 
(Levine e t al. , 1969) , and th e Humanic s Nationa l Chil d Assessmen t Form . 
Ages 3- 6 (1982) . 

a) Interactiv e and Self-awareness : Items for the interactive test includ e 
interaction (greetings , taking turns, etc.); playing and knowing name s 
of peers ; level o f play ; an d complianc e (followin g instruction s an d 
rules, returnin g toys , helpin g adults , etc) . Those o f self-awarenes s 
include the child's knowledge of name/own sex , names and numbe r 
of siblings , home address , curren t age , and dat e o f birth . 

b) Self-car e Skills : Self-care items include washing and grooming (drie s 
and washe s hands , an d face , turn s wate r taps , brushes an d comb s 
hair, wipes nose) ; dressing (hang s clothe s o n hooks , undresses an d 
dresses, fasten s buttons , put s shoe s o n correc t feet , zip s zipper) ; 
toileting; and eatin g (drinking , use o f knife , an d chopsticks) . 

c) Socia l Competency : Te n item s wer e selecte d fo r th e socia l 
competency are a unde r thre e broa d categorie s o f socia l an d 
emotional developmen t tha t wer e deeme d importan t fo r th e targe t 
children: autonomy and self-contro l (initiatin g and completing tasks , 
concentration i n tasks , reactio n t o frustration , independence) ; 
relationships wit h peer s (sharin g possession s o r toys , borrowin g 
property, returning borrowed property) ; and socia l interaction wit h 



SAMPLING, INSTRUMENTS , ADMINISTRATIO N AN D DESCRIPTIO N 13 

adults an d peer s (communicatin g wants , conversatio n skills , 
response to unfamiliar adults) . Unlike the majority o f developmenta l 
outcome items where information wa s collected solely by the child' s 
teacher, the information o n self-care skill s was collected from parents , 
and tha t on social competency skill s from bot h teachers and parents . 

Cognition: Thre e test s wer e designe d t o cove r th e cognitiv e area . On e 
investigated th e child's acquisition o f various concepts by means of picture s 
(Appendix II , 2.3a), another tested additiona l concept s by means o f concret e 
situations (Appendix II, 2.3b) , and a  third examined som e cognitive processes 
used b y youn g childre n (Appendi x II , 2.3c). Two instrument s wer e use d a s 
a basi s fo r th e selectio n o f th e cognitive items : the M*AN E (Bate and Smith , 
1978), and th e Boeh m Tes t o f Basi c Concepts (1971) . 

a) Pictoria l Concepts : Thi s tes t include s th e recognitio n o f singl e 
attributes (size , space , location , similaritie s an d differences) ; 
combined attribute s (small , round, etc.) ; association o f tw o familia r 
objects (shoe-sock / table/chair , etc.) ; and sorting . 

b) Concret e Situations: This test includes items such as labelling colour s 
and shapes ; gender an d ag e discrimination ; physica l characteristic s 
of objects ; and left/righ t discrimination . 

c) Cognitiv e Processes : This test includes items covering the processe s 
of perception ; sequencing; prediction; and memory . 

Language: Tw o test s wer e designe d t o cove r language , receptiv e o r 
comprehens ion (Appendi x I I 2.4a) , an d expressiv e o r p roduc t io n 
(Appendix I I 2.4b). A variet y o f test s wer e use d a s a  basi s fo r th e selectio n 
of th e language items , including th e Verbal Language Developmenta l Scal e 
(Mecham, 1971) , the Sequenced Inventor y o f Communication Developmen t 
(Hedrick e t al. , 1976) , th e Reynel l Developmenta l Languag e Scal e (NFER , 
1969), the LA P (Sanfor d an d Zelman , 1981) , and th e Unifor m Performanc e 
Assessment Syste m (Whit e e t al. , 1978). 

a) Receptiv e Language : Th e receptiv e item s cove r a  variet y o f skill s 
and level s of complexity, both cognitive and linguistic . They includ e 
the ability to recognize the functions o f common object s (cup-drink , 
shoe-on foot , knife-t o cut , etc.) ; t o identif y commo n action s (run , 
eat, sleep) ; respond correctl y t o the words fo r spatia l an d tempora l 
relationships (on , under, behind , etc.) ; and t o understand simpl e 3-
step instructions . 

b) Expressiv e Language : Items o f thi s sectio n wer e designe d t o asses s 
the child' s leve l o f verba l expression , an d cove r differen t level s o f 
abstraction, familiarity an d complexit y such as describing function s 
of common object s (cup-drink , shoe-on foot , etc.) ; naming function s 
of sense organs (eyes , ears, etc.); reacting to common physica l need s 



14 HON G KONG' S YOUNG CHILDREN: THEIR EARLY DEVELOPMENT AND LEARNING 

(sleepy, hungry , sad) ; labellin g thre e basi c emotion s (sad , happy , 
angry); naming body parts; naming the composition of objects (book , 
window, etc.) ; labelling source of action (what bounces, bites, burns, 
etc.); expressin g knowledg e o f tim e an d day s o f week ; givin g 
opposites by analogy (hot/cold , big/small , light/dark) , or by direc t 
questioning (fast , short , wide); and verba l fluency (producin g name s 
of animals) . 

Preacademic skills:  A  numbe r o f test s were designe d t o cove r thre e area s 
of preacademic skills , number (Appendi x II , 2.5a), prewriting and recognitio n 
of the English alphabet (Appendi x II , 2.5b). One major sourc e for the selection 
of th e preacademi c item s wa s th e LA P (Sanfor d an d Zelman , 1981) . 

a) Number : Thre e aspect s wer e include d i n th e numbe r tests : math s 
and number concepts , number recognitio n and symbols , and simpl e 
arithmetic. 
Maths an d Numbe r Concepts : Item s o f thi s tes t includ e th e 
understanding o f quantity terms (big/small , many/few, etc.) ; order 
(first, second, third, etc.); space (middle) ; and fraction s (half , quarter , 
third). 
Number Skills : Items of this test include various aspects of counting ; 
recognizing numerals ; matchin g set s t o numerals ; orderin g serie s 
(by size, length); knowledge o f time and fractions ; identifying coins ; 
and usin g numbe r knowledg e i n practica l situation s (dialin g 
telephone, statin g numbe r o f finger s o n tw o hands) . 
Arithmetic: Thi s tes t include s item s o f simpl e additio n an d 
subtraction (writte n an d mental) . 

b) Prewriting : Prewritin g item s compris e th e following : drawin g a 
house; an d person ; writin g numeral s (1-100) ; writin g ow n nam e 
(Chinese, English) ; an d copyin g shapes , letters , an d imaginar y 
Chinese characters . 

c) Alphabet : Thi s tes t involve s recognizin g an d namin g al l 2 6 letter s 
of th e alphabe t fo r bot h capital s an d smal l letters . 

Piloting o f Instrument s 

To ensure that the wording of the questions and the format o f the instrument s 
were appropriat e fo r th e targe t children , al l instruments wer e pilote d prio r 
to their final adoption. In some cases, several pilot tests were necessary befor e 
the researc h tea m fel t satisfie d wit h th e for m an d substanc e o f th e 
instruments. Thre e pilo t test s wer e carrie d ou t wit h th e developmenta l 
instruments. During the firs t tes t 1 3 children, 7  boys and 6  girls, were give n 
the cognitive , language , an d preacademi c items . Feedbac k fro m thi s tes t 
helped t o modif y th e origina l instruments . I n particula r i t wa s foun d 
necessary t o administe r th e test s i n severa l session s s o a s t o maintai n 
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children's interes t an d motivation . Tes t instructions fo r som e item s neede d 
modification sinc e th e childre n foun d the m to o long an d complex . 

A second pilo t test was held with 1 5 children, 8 boys and 7  girls, selected 
from thre e preschools , usin g a  revise d versio n o f th e abov e tests . Result s 
indicated tha t th e childre n wer e bette r abl e t o respon d t o th e item s o f thi s 
shortened version . However , material s fo r som e item s stil l neede d 
modification. I t was als o decided t o prepare a  testing manual fo r us e by th e 
data collectors , givin g detaile d instruction s o n administerin g an d scorin g 
the tes t items . 

A thir d pilo t tes t wa s hel d i n whic h member s o f th e researc h tea m a s 
well a s preschoo l teacher s acte d a s testers . No t onl y wer e additiona l test s 
included i n thi s thir d piloting , suc h a s gros s an d fin e motor , persona l an d 
social, and additiona l preacademi c skills , but i t was als o a n opportunit y t o 
pilot th e testin g manua l wit h preschoo l teachers . 

Findings of this final pilot session indicated tha t preschool teachers coul d 
be reliabl e dat a collectors . However , the y neede d trainin g prio r t o dat a 
collection. Clos e supervision , guidanc e an d assistanc e wer e als o require d 
throughout the data collection period. It was decided to combine instruction s 
and scorin g for eac h developmental tes t on a  single sheet in order t o reduc e 
the amount o f pape r wor k fo r th e data collectors . 

After thes e thre e pilo t sessions , th e developmenta l instrument s wer e 
finalized an d printed . A  comprehensiv e testin g ki t wa s prepare d fo r eac h 
data collecto r containin g th e testin g material s an d th e administratio n 
instructions /scoring sheet s fo r eac h batch o f five children . 

ADMINISTRATION O F THE STUDY 

Recruitment o f Preschool s 

This preprimar y stud y neede d carefu l plannin g t o ensur e th e clos e co -
operation o f kindergarte n an d da y nurser y supervisors , teacher s an d 
children. Th e researc h tea m adopte d a  number o f measure s t o achiev e thi s 
co-operation. One crucial measure was to obtain official governmen t approva l 
of th e study . Th e Director s o f Educatio n an d o f Socia l Welfar e kindl y 
consented t o sen d letter s o f endorsemen t o f th e stud y t o al l kindergarten s 
and da y nurserie s o f th e sampl e pool . I n addition , a  projec t Advisor y 
Committee wa s se t u p comprisin g representative s fro m al l majo r group s 
interested i n th e preprimar y field . Thi s Committee advise d o n appropriat e 
steps t o tak e fo r th e recruitmen t o f preschools . A n activ e informatio n 
campaign wa s als o carrie d ou t b y th e researc h team , includin g release s t o 
the mass media, open public meetings to explain the study, and more detaile d 
explanations t o potentia l participatin g preschools . 
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Selection and Training of Data Collector s 

Selection: I n vie w o f th e larg e numbe r o f childre n involve d i n th e 
developmental componen t o f th e preprimar y study , clas s teacher s o f th e 
sample childre n wer e invite d t o ac t a s dat a collectors . Preschoo l principal s 
or supervisor s o f th e sampl e school s selecte d classe s o f childre n an d thei r 
teachers fo r th e study . Th e selecte d teacher s wer e officiall y invite d b y th e 
research tea m t o collaborat e i n th e preprimar y stud y a s dat a collectors . 
Principals acted a s honorary supervisor s o f data collection in their preschoo l 
and gav e selecte d staf f th e necessar y assistanc e an d support . 

Training: Th e researc h coordinato r an d senio r researc h assistant , unde r 
the supervisio n o f th e principa l investigator , conducte d fiftee n half-da y 
training session s i n Cantones e throughou t th e summe r prio r t o dat a 
collection. A  tota l o f 22 0 teacher s an d 7 3 supervisor s fro m 8 3 preschool s 
attended thes e training sessions. During the training programme details wer e 
given o n th e genera l backgroun d o f th e IE A Preprimar y internationa l an d 
local studies . Participant s wer e instructe d i n th e administratio n o f th e 
developmental instruments a s well as other instruments o f the study (Opper , 
1992). A  vide o prepare d i n a  kindergarte n wit h childre n o f th e ag e level s 
studied, provide d visua l detail s o n th e specifi c procedure s fo r al l th e 
developmental tests . Participants were given the opportunity to have hands -
on experience wit h th e testing procedures fo r th e developmenta l tasks , an d 
to score some o f the items . Time was allowe d durin g trainin g t o clarify an y 
problems o r questions tha t data collector s and supervisor s migh t have . An y 
person wishin g t o vie w th e vide o agai n wa s invite d t o visi t th e researc h 
centre. Dat a collector s wer e encourage d t o contac t th e researc h tea m 
whenever the y fel t th e nee d fo r assistanc e durin g th e entir e dat a collectio n 
period. 

Supervision, Consultation and Assistance by the Research Team 

Every dat a collecto r was contacte d a t least once , either by telephone o r by a 
preschool visit , during the data collection period. The data collector s al l ha d 
the telephon e numbe r o f th e researc h tea m an d wer e encourage d t o us e i t 
whenever the y had problem s o r wished t o discuss testing procedures . 

Attrition of Data Collector s 

Several preschool s decide d immediatel y afte r th e trainin g programm e no t 
to participate i n the study. Two o f the remainder withdre w i n the course o f 
the year o f dat a collection , one because o f the closure o f the school , and th e 
other du e t o pressur e o f work . A  tota l o f 6 8 preschools , 5 8 kindergarten s 
and 1 0 nurseries, remained i n th e stud y fo r th e developmenta l componen t 
of the preprimary study . 
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Schedule o f Data Collectio n 

The developmenta l dat a wer e collecte d fro m Octobe r 198 7 t o Jun e 198 8 
during three sampling periods, October-December, 1987 , January-March, an d 
April-June, 1988 . 

Organization of Data Collectio n 

Each designate d teache r o r chil d car e worker collecte d developmenta l dat a 
on th e 1 5 childre n o f he r clas s tha t ha d bee n randoml y selecte d b y th e 
research team from th e class register. This sample of 15 children was divide d 
into thre e batche s o f 5  children (A , B , and C) , one fo r eac h dat a collectio n 
period. Childre n whos e ag e was closes t t o the mid-poin t o f th e ag e leve l ( 3 
years 6  months; 4  years 6  months an d 5  years 6  months respectively ) wer e 
selected fo r eac h batch . Th e purpos e o f thi s wa s twofold . First , th e age s o f 
the children were kept a s close as possible to the mid-point o f the target ag e 
for the international study. Second, by maintaining age more or less constan t 
across educationa l level , i t wa s possibl e t o investigat e th e effect s o f lengt h 
of tim e spen t i n preschoo l o n chil d developmenta l outcomes . A s soo n a s 
research dat a ha d bee n collected , i t was sen t t o the research tea m wh o the n 
forwarded anothe r se t of test s for th e subsequen t batc h o f children . 

Monitoring Procedure s 

Data collector s sen t th e dat a i n thre e batche s t o th e researc h centre . Upo n 
receipt o f eac h batc h th e recordin g sheet s wer e checke d t o determin e th e 
accuracy o f reporting . The research tea m provide d guidanc e an d advic e fo r 
data collector s wh o reporte d problems . Afte r reviewin g eac h batc h o f dat a 
for potentia l problems , th e researc h tea m despatche d th e followin g se t o f 
developmental test s fo r th e nex t batc h o f children . Thi s ne w despatc h wa s 
accompanied b y a  lette r whic h attempte d t o clarif y importan t point s an d 
prevent futur e difficulties . 

Data Entry and Analysi s 

All th e developmenta l dat a wer e score d an d entere d int o th e computer . 
Analysis o f th e dat a involve d descriptiv e statistic s suc h a s percentage s o f 
success a t variou s tes t items , a s wel l a s t-test s an d analysi s o f variance , 
ANOVA, between the developmental data and the various variables selecte d 
for study . 

Results 

This publicatio n provide s detail s o n th e finding s fo r th e outcome s i n th e 
five developmenta l area s selecte d fo r study . Fo r eac h developmenta l are a 
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descriptive statistic s givin g percentage s o f succes s fo r eac h ite m by ag e ar e 
shown. A  criterio n o f acquisitio n o f 66 % of th e response s wa s adopte d fo r 
this study. Since figures hav e been rounded of f t o the nearest whole number , 
totals d o no t alway s amoun t t o 10 0 percent. Comparison s ar e also made fo r 
each developmenta l are a alon g th e dimension s o f age , gender , batch , typ e 
of preschool , an d locality . ANOV A and/o r t-test s wer e calculate d fo r eac h 
test a t tw o levels , firs t fo r th e overal l sample , an d the n a t eac h o f th e thre e 
ages separately . I n vie w o f th e larg e siz e o f th e sample , a  leve l o f p<.00 1 
was adopte d a s the measur e o f probability . 

SAMPLE DESCRIPTIO N 

The majority o f th e sampl e childre n wer e born i n Hong Kon g where , a t th e 
time of the study, their parents had been living for over 20 years. The children 
come fro m relativel y smal l nuclea r familie s wit h on e t o three children , an d 
are frequently th e oldes t o r secon d chil d i n the family . A  highe r proportio n 
of larg e familie s i s foun d i n th e Ne w Territorie s tha n i n th e tw o othe r 
localities. Chi ldre n fro m large r familie s ar e mor e likel y t o at ten d 
kindergartens tha n da y nurseries . Almos t al l th e sampl e childre n hav e 
Cantonese a s thei r mothe r tongue . Ver y fe w o f the m spea k a  secon d 
language, but i f they do, English is the most commonly spoken , particularl y 
by familie s fro m Hon g Kon g Island . 

Living accommodation fo r the families, which is almost equally divide d 
between rente d an d self-owne d housing , generall y consist s o f on e livin g 
and tw o bedrooms . Abou t on e thir d o f th e familie s hav e grandparent s o r 
other relative s livin g wit h them , althoug h ver y fe w hav e a  maid . Th e 
standard o f livin g o f th e home s o f thes e childre n i s relatively hig h wit h th e 
majority havin g television , refrigerator , telephone , radio , an d washin g 
machine. On the other hand , very few hav e a  dishwasher, microwav e oven , 
encyclopedia, o r computer . Mos t familie s hav e acces s t o a  play are a fo r th e 
children, whic h i s use d b y th e majorit y o f th e familie s a t leas t on e t o tw o 
times a  week, mostly o n weekends . 

All parents hav e complete d a t leas t Primary 6  level o f education , abou t 
one quarter lowe r secondary , and on e third uppe r secondar y level . The vas t 
majority o f father s wor k full-time , bu t onl y hal f th e sampl e mother s work . 
More mother s fro m Hon g Kon g Islan d hav e a  job. Fathers ten d t o work i n 
the sale s an d productio n sectors , wherea s workin g mother s ten d t o hav e 
clerical positions . Leve l o f incom e i s highes t amon g Hon g Kon g Islan d 
families wher e parent s ar e mor e likel y t o hol d whit e colla r positions , an d 
lowest amongs t Ne w Territorie s families , where mother s ofte n d o no t wor k 
and father s hol d blu e colla r jobs . 



10 
Summary and  Conclusions 

This chapter presents a summary of the major findings o f the study in relation 
to th e researc h question s raise d i n th e firs t chapter , namely , wha t ar e th e 
effects o f age , gender , lengt h o f tim e spen t i n preschool , typ e o f preschool , 
and locality , on th e developmen t o f Hong Kon g Chinese childre n age d 3  to 
5? To answe r thes e questions , th e effec t o f eac h o f thes e fiv e variable s wa s 
examined i n term s o f it s statistica l significanc e fo r th e overal l sampl e o f 
children fo r eac h tes t o f th e fiv e developmenta l areas . I n addition , th e 
statistical significanc e o f each variable, except age , was examine d a t each of 
the thre e ag e level s fo r al l tests . The effec t o f thes e fiv e variable s wa s als o 
examined by inspecting the data at each age at the level of the individual items 
of eac h test . These finding s ar e the n compare d wit h thos e fro m elsewhere . 
The chapter conclude s with a  discussion of the contribution o f this study . 

MAJOR HONG KONG FINDINGS RELATED TO 
RESEARCH VARIABLES 

Age 

The age-relate d researc h questio n raise d i n thi s study i s whether ther e i s a 
difference betwee n th e developmenta l outcome s o f Hon g Kon g Chines e 
children age d 3 , 4, and 5 ? It i s clear fro m th e findings o f thi s stud y that , o f 
all the variables examined, age has the most marked effect . ANOVA analyse s 
find ag e to have a  highly significan t effec t fo r th e overall sample for al l test s 
except one in the five area s of development studied : motor, social , cognitive, 
language, and preacademi c (se e Table 9.1). This effect i s supported b y t-tes t 
results that show significant difference s betwee n the three age levels (3 versus 
4 years , 4  versus 5  years , an d 3  versus 5  years) fo r al l th e test s used , wit h 
the exception of language comprehension , where a  significant ag e effect wa s 
only foun d betwee n 3  and 5  years bu t no t betwee n 3  and 4  nor betwee n 4 
and 5  years. This effect o f age on developmental outcome s is also supporte d 
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by th e progressio n i n th e age s o f acquisitio n o f th e variou s skill s an d 
behaviours studied , determine d i n thi s stud y b y mean s o f a  66 % succes s 
rate fo r eac h tes t item , tha t ca n b e clearl y see n i n th e thre e profile s b y ag e 
(see Table 8.1). One notable exception t o this overall age effect wa s found i n 
the test for socia l competence in the home, as assessed by parents , where n o 
significant difference s wer e found fo r the overall sample, nor a t 3 or 5 years. 

The finding s o f a n overwhelmin g effec t o f ag e o n earl y chil d 
development i n Hon g Kon g ar e no t surprisin g i n vie w o f wha t i s know n 
about young children elsewhere . The preschool period fro m 3  to 6 years ha s 
often bee n describe d a s th e formativ e years . Thi s i s th e tim e whe n youn g 
children acquir e man y o f th e skills , abilitie s an d behaviour s tha t for m th e 
foundations fo r late r learning. The findings o f this study confirm tha t thi s i s 
also th e cas e i n Hon g Kong . Chines e preschoo l childre n age d 3  t o 5  year s 
become increasingly competen t throughou t thi s period a s they progressivel y 
acquire a  vas t numbe r o f skill s an d unders tandin g i n al l area s o f 
development, an d sho w clea r differences betwee n thei r abilitie s a t each age . 
The answe r t o th e questio n o n th e effec t o f ag e o n chil d developmen t i s 
positive. Ag e ha s a n effec t durin g th e preschoo l year s o n developmenta l 
outcomes i n al l five area s studied . 

Gender 

The gender-relate d questio n a s t o whethe r ther e ar e developmenta l 
differences betwee n preschool boys and girl s shows more equivocal findings . 
Significant difference s ar e foun d i n som e bu t no t al l area s o f development . 
The are a wher e th e mos t difference s ar e foun d i s social , particularl y i n 
interactive and socia l competency skills , where girls are generally in advanc e 
of boys . Les s marke d bu t nevertheles s significan t difference s ar e foun d i n 
the cognitive, language an d preacademi c areas , where girl s again ten d t o be 
in advanc e o f boys . Althoug h th e difference s ar e no t alway s statisticall y 
significant, girl s als o appea r t o b e ahea d o f boy s i n som e aspect s o f fin e 
motor, an d boy s appea r t o b e ahea d fo r som e aspect s o f gros s moto r 
development. Gende r difference s fo r individua l item s ar e negligibl e fo r 
cognitive an d languag e development . 

Type of Preschoo l 

Significant typ e o f preschoo l difference s betwee n kindergarte n an d da y 
nursery childre n wer e foun d i n the areas o f motor, social , and preacademi c 
learning, and t o a lesser extent in cognitive and languag e development . Da y 
nursery childre n see m t o perform bette r a t th e younge r ag e o f 3  years, bu t 
by 4  an d 5  year s kindergarte n childre n tak e th e lead . Thi s reversa l o f 
preschool effec t i s noted particularl y in the areas of motor development an d 
preacademic learning . In socia l development da y nurser y childre n perfor m 
better a t al l three ages . 
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Locality 

Although som e significan t localit y difference s wer e note d betwee n Hon g 
Kong Island , Kowloo n an d Ne w Territorie s fo r th e overal l sample , thei r 
direction i s no t clear . A t n o particula r ag e an d i n n o developmenta l area s 
does an y on e localit y appea r t o perfor m consistentl y bette r tha n th e othe r 
two. Eac h localit y perform s bette r o n som e item s bu t no t o n others , an d 
better a t some age s but no t a t others. Locality does not appea r t o be a  majo r 
contributing facto r t o the developmental outcome s o f Hong Kong preschoo l 
children. 

Length of Time Spen t in Preschoo l 

Length o f tim e spen t i n preschoo l affect s developmen t i n al l fiv e 
developmental areas , with th e exception o f self-care . Preschoo l experience s 
seem t o have a  particularl y marke d effec t i n th e are a o f preacademi c skills , 
language production , cognitio n an d relationship s wit h peers . Batc h C 
children who were tested towards the end of the school year, perform bette r 
than batc h A  childre n wh o wer e teste d a t th e beginning o f th e schoo l year . 
By an d large , childre n wh o hav e spen t longe r i n preschoo l d o bette r tha n 
children wh o hav e spen t les s time there . 

COMPARISONS BETWEE N CHILDREN FROM HON G 
KONG AND ELSEWHER E 

How d o th e finding s o n Hon g Kon g Chines e preschoo l childre n compar e 
with thos e from elsewhere ? Thi s question wil l only be examined i n relatio n 
to the variables o f age and gende r sinc e these have been studie d elsewhere . 
Type o f preschoo l an d localit y ar e purely o f loca l interest. Althoug h lengt h 
of tim e spen t i n preschoo l i s o f universa l interes t i n vie w o f th e increasin g 
numbers o f childre n wh o atten d preprimar y institution s thoughou t th e 
world, thi s variabl e doe s no t appea r t o hav e bee n studie d i n a  simila r wa y 
to the presen t study , whic h make s comparison s difficult . 

Age 

From th e perspective o f age , the question i s whether th e early developmen t 
of Hon g Kon g childre n i s simila r o r differen t t o tha t foun d i n thei r 
counterparts fro m othe r countries? The cross-cultural comparisons presente d 
in chapter s 3  t o 7  indicat e that , fo r th e mos t part , similaritie s o f chil d 
development i n differen t culture s fa r outweig h differences . Fo r example , a t 
3 years children from both Hong Kong and elsewhere , particularly the United 
States, wal k upstairs , jum p forwards , mak e simpl e bloc k constructions , 
manipulate clay , hel p adult s i n simpl e tasks , was h an d dr y thei r hands , 
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turn tap s o n an d off , understan d th e concep t o f different , understan d thre e 
prepositions, and cop y a  circle and th e lette r T . At 4  years children ar e abl e 
to walk downstairs , catc h a  ball , fold paper , cu t alon g a  straight line , dres s 
themselves an d butto n clothes , understan d fou r prepositions , giv e tw o 
opposites, cop y a  squar e an d a  simpl e word . A t 5  years childre n generall y 
are abl e t o ho p o n eac h foot , mak e a  recognizabl e objec t fro m clay , ti e a 
knot, understand concept s of furthest an d widest , and tel l the use of a clock. 
These similaritie s sugges t tha t ther e ar e universa l pattern s o f developmen t 
found i n youn g childre n i n differen t countrie s despit e thei r cultura l an d 
linguistic differences . 

The difference s tha t ar e foun d betwee n th e tw o group s o f childre n ar e 
not larg e an d seldo m excee d on e yea r i n eithe r direction , ahea d o r behind . 
Perhaps th e area wher e Hon g Kon g childre n sho w th e greates t dela y whe n 
compared wit h elsewher e i s socia l development . Fo r example , Hong Kon g 
children are one year behind in greetings, taking turns, playing cooperatively , 
and engagin g i n dramati c play , an d tw o year s behind i n asking permissio n 
to us e toys . O n th e othe r hand , the y ar e ahea d b y on e yea r fo r havin g a 
consistent friend . Hon g Kon g childre n ar e als o tw o year s ahea d o f thei r 
counterparts fro m elsewher e fo r kickin g a  ball , insertin g pape r int o a n 
envelope, crumpling a  tissue an d cuttin g wit h a  knife. Man y o f thes e item s 
represent isolate d skill s an d th e difference s i n th e ag e o f acquisitio n coul d 
be random o r result from methodologica l discrepancies between the variou s 
studies. N o clea r pat ter n o f a  consisten t advanc e o r dela y i n an y 
developmental are a o r fo r an y particular typ e o f skil l or behaviour emerge s 
from th e findings , wit h on e singl e exception . Hon g Kon g childre n see m t o 
be consistently i n advance o f children elsewher e i n the area o f preacademi c 
learning, particularl y fo r earl y numbe r an d prewritin g skills . They ar e on e 
year ahea d fo r mos t o f th e preacademi c item s studied , suc h a s counting , 
knowledge o f more/less, telling time by hours , ordering, addition, drawin g 
a hous e an d person , and copyin g various shapes . They are two years ahea d 
of thei r counterpart s fro m elsewher e i n items such a s rote counting fro m 1 -
3, knowing the concept o f less within 10 , and knowin g the number o f finger s 
on both hands . 

These findings shoul d come as no surprise in view of the heavy emphasi s 
that Hon g Kon g preschool s plac e o n th e learnin g o f preacademi c skills , 
particularly thos e o f numbe r an d writing . Th e questio n i s whethe r thes e 
substantial advance s i n preacademi c skill s o f Hon g Kon g childre n ar e 
appropriate, o r whethe r the y ar e obtaine d a t th e expens e o f skill s i n othe r 
areas and thu s jeopardize children' s well-rounded development . Inspectio n 
of th e finding s suggest s tha t th e emphasi s o n preacademic s i n Hon g Kon g 
preschools migh t b e t o th e detrimen t o f socia l development . Th e finding s 
suggest tha t socia l developmen t i s underemphasize d an d preacademi c 
learning overemphasize d i n Hong Kon g preschools. This imbalance applie s 
more particularly to kindergartens tha n to day nurseries . Children from da y 
nurseries ar e more advanced i n their interactive skills , more independent i n 
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self-care, an d mor e sociall y competen t i n both th e preschoo l an d th e home , 
and als o les s advance d i n thei r preacademi c skills . Kindergarte n children , 
on the other hand, especially a t 4 and 5  years, perform bette r a t a number o f 
preacademic items . This proficiency a t the olde r age s suggest s that , a s the y 
get older, kindergarten childre n spen d mor e time than day nursery childre n 
on preacademic tasks and skills , and les s time on social interaction. I f one of 
the aim s o f earl y childhoo d educatio n i s t o promot e th e healthy , all-roun d 
development o f youn g children , the n Hon g Kon g kindergarten s ar e no t 
altogether successful . Thi s issu e woul d nee d furthe r researc h specificall y 
designed t o examin e th e question . 

r^„~A—. 
V J V . 1 1 U C 1 

Do th e finding s o n gende r difference s o f th e presen t stud y suppor t thos e 
from elsewhere ? Thi s i s a  difficul t questio n t o answe r i n vie w o f th e fac t 
that whil e th e issu e o f gende r difference s i n developmen t ha s generate d 
many studies , very few have been conducted a t the preschool level. In moto r 
development, Thomas and French (1985) find gende r differences fo r throwin g 
balls, wit h boy s a s youn g a s 3  year s outperformin g girl s o f th e sam e age . 
Cratty (1986 ) find s tha t boy s ar e bette r a t playin g wit h balls , and running , 
and girl s cu t wit h scissor s an d cop y basic shapes ahea d o f boys . The moto r 
development finding s o f th e presen t stud y suppor t gende r difference s i n 
throwing balls, but only at 4 and 5  years, and no t a t 3 years as in the Thoma s 
and Frenc h study . However , th e Hon g Kon g finding s suppor t Cratty' s 
statement tha t boys ar e better a t playing with balls , especially fo r kickin g a 
moving ball , where Hong Kon g preschool boys sho w a  slight advance a t al l 
three ages . Th e finding s d o not , however , suppor t mal e superiorit y i n 
running, sinc e a t al l three age s ther e ar e no gende r difference s i n th e item s 
used t o tes t running , stopping , an d avoidin g obstacles . I n th e are a o f fin e 
motor skills , o n th e othe r hand , Hon g Kon g finding s sho w n o differenc e 
between boys and girl s in the use of scissors, and onl y at 3 years for copyin g 
basic shapes . 

Maccoby and Jacklin (1974) , in their extensive review of all major studie s 
of gende r differences , presen t a  numbe r o f finding s relevan t t o th e presen t 
study i n th e area s o f social , language, cognitive , and preacademi c learning . 
These author s distinguis h betwee n finding s wher e gende r difference s ar e 
fairly wel l established , an d thos e whic h stil l remai n ope n t o debate . Thes e 
are discussed i n relation t o each separat e are a o f development . 

In the area of social development, established gender differences includ e 
the finding s tha t boy s ten d t o interac t mor e an d wit h a  highe r numbe r o f 
peers tha n girls ; and bot h gender s ar e very simila r i n thei r interactio n wit h 
strangers. Questionabl e belief s includ e thos e tha t girl s ar e mor e complian t 
to demand s an d direction s o f adults ; ten d t o sho w mor e help-givin g 
behaviours tha n boys ; and ar e more socia l than boys. The finding tha t boy s 
interact more with peers and with a larger number of them than girls suggest s 
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that boy s woul d als o b e mor e likel y t o engag e i n cooperativ e play , an d t o 
know th e name s o f mor e peers . These tw o item s wer e teste d i n the presen t 
study. Th e Hon g Kon g finding s sho w tha t a t al l thre e age s girl s ar e ahea d 
of boys for cooperative play, and both genders perform i n an almost identica l 
manner fo r namin g peers . Sinc e thes e tw o item s studie d pee r interactio n 
indirectly, i t i s difficul t t o make exac t comparisons . I t does seem , however , 
that Hon g Kon g preschoo l boy s d o no t interac t mor e wit h thei r peer s tha n 
preschool girls . The established findin g tha t both genders are similar in thei r 
interaction wit h stranger s i s directl y relate d t o on e ite m o f th e socia l 
competency tes t (respond s t o unfamilia r adults) . Inspectio n o f th e dat a fo r 
this ite m show s tha t th e Hon g Kon g finding s confir m thos e o f elsewhere . 
An almos t identica l patter n o f respons e toward s unfamilia r adult s i s note d 
for bot h boy s an d girls . At al l three ages , both gender s engag e i n th e sam e 
amount o f passiv e movemen t (respond s t o overture s b y unfamilia r adult s 
but does not initiate contact) and active movement towards strangers (readil y 
moves toward s unfamilia r adults) . 

The unsupported belief s tha t during childhoo d girl s are more complian t 
to demands and directions of adults, engage in more help-giving behaviours , 
and ar e mor e socia l tha n boys , can als o be relate d t o a  numbe r o f item s o f 
the socia l tests . Compliance item s o f th e interactiv e an d socia l competenc y 
tests includ e returnin g toys , engagin g i n grou p games , actin g withou t 
reminder, takin g turns , askin g permission , followin g direction s an d rules , 
and performin g task s upo n request . Inspectio n o f th e dat a fo r thes e item s 
shows tha t a t al l three ages and fo r al l items, girls perform bette r than boys . 
The evidenc e o f thi s study , particularl y o f th e ite m o n helpin g adults , als o 
supports th e belie f tha t girl s sho w mor e help-givin g behaviour s tha n boys . 
The belief tha t girl s ar e mor e socia l i s more difficul t t o asses s sinc e i t is no t 
clear wha t i s meant b y bein g mor e social . However, i f being socia l i s take n 
as interacting positively with others , the present study has four relate d item s 
(greetings, playin g cooperatively , havin g a  consisten t friend , an d 
conversation skills) . Girl s perfor m bette r tha n boy s a t al l thre e age s fo r 
greetings an d playin g cooperatively , an d a t 5  years fo r havin g a  consisten t 
friend an d conversatio n skills . The Hon g Kon g finding s suppor t th e belie f 
that girl s ar e more socia l tha n boys in a  number o f ways . 

In the case of language development, well-established gende r difference s 
have bee n foun d i n verba l ability , wit h girl s showin g superiorit y t o boy s 
from th e ag e o f 1 1 years . Thi s ca n b e interprete d t o sugges t tha t ther e ar e 
few gende r difference s i n verba l abilit y i n childre n younge r tha n 1 1 years. 
The presen t finding s confir m n o systemati c gende r difference s i n verba l 
ability o f Hon g Kon g childre n durin g th e preschoo l period . 

In the area o f cognitiv e development , establishe d finding s b y Maccob y 
and Jackli n ar e tha t male s ar e superio r i n spatia l abilit y fro m adolescenc e 
onwards an d tha t preschoo l boy s ar e bette r i n visua l decodin g o r pointin g 
at name d object s wher e th e stimulu s i s visual , wherea s preschoo l girl s ar e 
better a t productiv e naming . Item s tha t tes t spatia l abilit y i n th e presen t 
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study are the use of various prepositions and th e recognition o f the concept s 
of neares t an d furthest . Th e Hon g Kon g finding s fo r bot h thes e item s ar e 
inconclusive. Girls perform bette r than boys at 3 and 4 years for prepositions , 
but bot h gender s ar e a t a  simila r leve l a t 5  years. Girls als o perfor m bette r 
than boys a t al l three ages for th e concept o f nearest , whereas boys perfor m 
slightly bette r tha n girl s a t 4  an d 5  year s fo r tha t o f furthest . Thes e Hon g 
Kong finding s sugges t that , i f male s ar e superio r i n spatia l abilit y a t 
adolescence, thi s superiorit y i s no t ye t eviden t a t th e preschoo l level , o r a t 
least no t i n the relevan t item s o f thi s study . 

Visual decoding was tested by two items of the study, embedded figure s 
and patter n prediction ; pointin g a t name d object s wa s teste d b y variou s 
items ^  *h p pirforial concepts : and th e item of naming animal s i s a measur e 
of productiv e naming . Th e finding s sho w tha t a s fa r a s embedde d figure s 
are concerned, girl s tend t o do better than boys, particularly a t 5 years. Both 
boys an d girl s perfor m i n a  simila r fashio n fo r patter n prediction , fo r th e 
pictorial concepts , and fo r namin g animals . In other words , the Hong Kon g 
evidence provides no support fo r the superiority o f preschool boys a t visua l 
decoding no r o f preschoo l girl s a t productive naming . 

In the area of preacademic learning, the established finding o f no gende r 
differences i n the early acquisition o f quantitative concept s and th e master y 
of arithmeti c befor e 1 1 year s i s onl y partiall y supporte d b y th e presen t 
findings. Gende r difference s wer e foun d fo r th e overal l sampl e fo r th e 
number concepts , but no t a t any o f the three ages , nor fo r th e number skill s 
or arithmeti c tests . Ther e is , however , a  tendenc y fo r girl s t o d o bette r a t 
counting a t 5  years. 

To summarize , thi s stud y support s finding s o n gende r difference s i n 
some areas, provides partial support in others, and does not support finding s 
from elsewher e in other areas . Support o f findings o r beliefs from elsewher e 
is see n i n th e area s o f mal e superiorit y a t kickin g movin g balls , simila r 
reactions of both genders to strangers; female superiority in compliance wit h 
adult requests , more helpfu l behaviour s toward s others , and i n being mor e 
social; and n o gender difference s i n verbal and spatia l ability and arithmeti c 
during th e preschoo l years . Th e finding s provid e partia l suppor t fo r mal e 
superiority a t throwin g ball s (onl y a t 4  and 5  years), for femal e superiorit y 
in copying shapes (girl s do better at 4 and 5  years), and n o differences i n th e 
acquisition o f number skill s (girl s do better a t 5  years). 

The findings d o not suppor t thos e from elsewher e i n the area o f femal e 
superiority for using scissors or productive naming, nor for a  male superiorit y 
at visua l decodin g an d mor e mal e than femal e interactio n wit h peers . 

CONTRIBUTION OF THE STUDY 

The findings o f this study shoul d prov e useful t o various groups o f person s 
involved wit h youn g children : preschoo l teachers , earl y childhoo d 
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curriculum developers , earl y childhoo d textboo k writers , parents , polic y 
makers, and researchers . 

Preschool teachers , curriculu m developer s an d textboo k writer s wil l 
find th e ag e an d batc h finding s o f particula r relevanc e i n thei r wor k wit h 
early childhoo d curriculum . Age-relate d finding s provid e detail s o n th e 
typical competencies, abilities and behaviours a t each of the three age level s 
in th e fiv e developmenta l area s studied . Batch-relate d finding s giv e 
information fo r eac h age o n children' s competencie s i n the five area s a t th e 
beginning, middl e an d en d o f th e school year. Together , thes e two types o f 
findings pain t a  pictur e o f th e smal l an d larg e step s tha t youn g childre n 
take i n thei r developmenta l progressio n throughou t th e perio d fro m 3  to 6 
years. Th e profile s o f Hon g Kon g childre n containe d i n chapte r 8  and th e 
more extensiv e detail s containe d i n th e variou s Appendices , ca n hel p al l 
those dealin g wit h curriculu m development , eithe r a t th e macroleve l o f 
curriculum desig n o r a t th e microleve l o f th e classroom , t o prepar e an d 
select interesting , challenging , an d developmentall y appropriat e activitie s 
suited t o Hong Kon g children . Individua l preschoo l teacher s ca n use thes e 
developmental detail s whe n preparin g thei r dail y programm e o f activitie s 
for th e childre n i n thei r class . Curriculu m developer s ca n us e the m whe n 
planning, developing and implementing a  curriculum for an entire preschoo l 
or fo r a  numbe r o f preschools . Textboo k writer s ca n als o us e the m whe n 
designing material s an d specifi c activitie s suite d t o th e degre e o f maturit y 
of young childre n o f specifi c ages . 

As skills and competencie s emerge and children become more proficien t 
in al l aspect s o f development , th e curriculu m mus t chang e i n conten t an d 
level o f demand . Thes e finding s provid e a  ric h an d extensiv e dat a bas e fo r 
designing activitie s tha t correspon d t o th e emergin g abilitie s o f youn g 
children throughou t th e schoo l yea r an d fro m ag e t o ag e i n al l fiv e area s 
studied. I n particular , th e batc h dat a hel p t o specif y th e zon e o f proxima l 
development fo r youn g childre n an d permi t th e appropriat e scaffoldin g o f 
learning. A t th e beginnin g o f th e year , skill s achieve d b y batc h B  childre n 
can be used a s targets fo r developmentall y appropriat e activities . At a  late r 
stage i n th e year , thes e target s coul d b e change d t o fi t th e competencie s 
achieved b y batch C  children . 

Teachers ca n us e th e gende r finding s t o design activitie s tha t tak e int o 
account th e similaritie s i n developmen t an d mor e especiall y th e respectiv e 
strengths an d weaknesse s o f boy s an d girl s a t th e differen t ages . Whe n 
organizing activities , teacher s migh t mak e allowance s fo r mal e superiorit y 
in bal l skills , an d femal e superiorit y i n balance , flexibility , an d manua l 
dexterity, o r for femal e advanc e i n socia l maturity an d i n certain aspect s o f 
preacademic learning . Preschool teacher s shoul d als o be aware o f the effec t 
of type of preschool on developmental outcomes , with kindergarten childre n 
showing a  better performanc e i n th e moto r an d preacademi c area s a s the y 
grow older , and da y nursery childre n apparentl y ahea d i n aspects o f socia l 
development. Suc h awarenes s migh t lea d the m t o evaluat e th e activitie s 
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they provide and determine whether these activities effectively promot e well -
rounded developmen t a t al l levels o f preschooling . 

Parents wil l fin d th e age , batc h an d gende r finding s o f interes t sinc e 
they provid e a  framework fo r understandin g an d followin g th e progress o f 
their preschoo l childre n i n th e fiv e area s studied . Suc h knowledg e o f chil d 
development i n th e loca l contex t shoul d hel p the m engag e i n appropriat e 
child-rearing and earl y educational practices . The type of preschool finding s 
on th e differentia l effect s o f da y nurserie s an d kindergarten s ar e als o o f 
interest to parents who could use this information whe n selecting a preschool 
for thei r child . Batc h finding s whic h sho w tha t tim e spen t i n preschoo l 
contributes t o chil d developmen t an d learnin g shoul d provid e som e 
reassurance t c parents , man y o f who m mak e signifies* " s*cv^ raG fr » ê -n H 
their chil d t o preschool . 

Policy makers will be particularly interested i n the batch findings whic h 
clearly show tha t children benefit fro m thei r preschool experience in all areas 
of development , par t icular l y i n gros s motor , cognition , languag e 
development, an d preacademi c learning . Althoug h thes e finding s d o no t 
answer th e question o f whether preschoo l i s essential, they provide suppor t 
for th e preschoo l experienc e an d th e clai m tha t preschoo l i s both desirabl e 
and necessary . This should be helpful t o policy makers who sometimes doub t 
whether expenditur e i n earl y educatio n i s necessary . Thi s stud y suggest s 
that suc h expenditur e i s justified an d worthwhile . 

Researchers ca n benefi t fro m th e finding s o f thi s stud y whic h provid e 
an extensive data-base on the early development an d learning of Hong Kon g 
preschool children . Sinc e thi s wa s th e firs t large-scal e stud y o f it s kind , i t 
intentionally include d al l fiv e developmenta l areas . Within thes e area s th e 
items were selected to provide broad coverag e rather than an in-depth stud y 
of an y particula r area . Consequently , man y skill s an d competencie s wer e 
not included. Researchers interested i n obtaining more detailed informatio n 
in a  particula r are a coul d us e thes e finding s a s a  springboar d fo r futur e 
developmental studies . In thi s way thi s stud y wil l serv e a s the impetu s fo r 
further researc h whic h coul d lea d t o a  greate r understandin g o f th e earl y 
development o f Hon g Kon g preschoo l children . Althoug h th e finding s 
provide som e insight s int o earl y chil d developmen t i n Hon g Kong , man y 
questions remain unanswered. Why are there few developmenta l difference s 
in social development i n the home? What are the processes by which lengt h 
of tim e spen t i n preschoo l affect s specifi c area s o f development ? Wh y i s 
there a  reversa l effec t o f typ e o f preschoo l o n moto r an d preacademi c 
development? Wh y ar e Hon g Kon g childre n i n advanc e o f thos e fro m 
elsewhere i n preacademic learning ? Doe s thi s academic advanc e contribut e 
to a  smoot h transitio n t o primar y school ? Thes e ar e som e o f th e question s 
that nee d furthe r research . 

In conclusion , perhaps th e persons fo r who m thi s study coul d hav e th e 
greatest impac t ar e Hong Kong' s preschoo l children . The findings provid e 
a developmenta l framewor k tha t allow s preschoo l teachers , curriculu m 
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developers, textboo k writers , parent s an d policy-maker s t o offe r activities , 
materials an d p rogramme s tha t suppor t an d enhanc e th e overal l 
development o f youn g children . I f al l thes e person s hav e children' s bes t 
interests i n min d an d ca n mak e us e o f thi s stud y a s a  referenc e i n thei r 
endeavours t o promot e health y growt h an d progress , Hon g Kong' s youn g 
children wil l be the greates t beneficiaries . 
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