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The New Senior Secondary (NSS) Curriculum has been designed upon the curricular foundation as masterminded in the document Basic Education Curriculum Guide (Primary 1 – Secondary 3) (BECG, CDC 2002). Hence, schools should provide a junior secondary or primary curriculum based on the document to ensure that students have a solid foundation in different disciplines and a proper preparation for NSS Liberal Studies (LS) and various elective subjects.  

Junior secondary students should have solid foundational knowledge 
The Education and Manpower Bureau has not instituted any academic subject by the name of “Junior Secondary Liberal Studies”, because as indicated in the BECG, through the cultivation of generic skills in the various Key Learning Areas (KLAs), and with the implementation of the Four Key Tasks including Moral and Civic Education, Reading to Learn, Project Learning and Information Technology for Interactive Learning, junior secondary students are already quite well placed to develop a solid foundation reasonably expected of them as a prerequisite for studying the NSS curriculum. The Bureau encourages schools to flexibly develop school-based curriculum that occupies no more than 8% of the total curriculum time to suit the needs of their students and the school mission. Nevertheless, the school-based curriculum should not weaken the cultivation of foundational concepts and knowledge in any particular KLA. For instance, the lesson time on the Personal, Social & Humanities Education (PSHE) KLA should not fall below 15% of the total lesson time.  
Currently some secondary schools offer a subject called “Junior Secondary Liberal Studies” which mainly consists of cross-curricular project learning or thinking skills training activities. Insofar as this kind of arrangement suits the strengths of schools, meets the specific needs of the students and enables students to achieve the aim of “Learning to Learn”, it must be deemed relevant to laying the required “solid foundation” for NSS LS; and subsequently students’ learning effectiveness in various KLAs should be enhanced. In this regard, the efforts made by schools should be affirmed. Yet the total hours taken up by these activities must be kept within proper limits lest they might impact upon the basic lesson time scheduled for various KLAs. 
 
Both teaching materials and teaching methods should match the spirit of Liberal Studies 
If the junior secondary curriculum of a school aims at better preparing students for NSS LS, we encourage the school to explain to its students and parents the aims of the curriculum, such that parents can understand how the design and the choice of teaching materials have tied in wth the spirit of LS. LS has an objective, amongst others, to encourage students to differentiate the various values behind issues, to cultivate as well as to apply critical thinking and creativity, and to develop multiple perspectives relevant to making judgements. Below are some examples which might be reflecting some people’s almost “mythical bewilderment” about this objective:
· When students are exploring controversial issues, should they be asked to respond to multiple choice questions?
Multiple choice questions are effective in assessing certain kinds of foundational knowledge. However, using such questions in assessing thinking concerning controversial issues could deprive students of the space needed for independent thinking. Hence, when controversial issues are involved, multiple choice questions should be avoided.
· Should teachers as facilitators of students give indicative instructions to students regarding controversial issues?
When teachers or teaching materials used are asking students either to take a stand or to formulate their own solutions in relation to problems, if the questions are overly leading and are pointing students towards only one certain answer, or if the assessment rubrics used by teachers have the provision of only one acceptable “standard” answer, then students in fact do not have too much room for multiple perspectives thinking, and creativity is also at risk. Teachers as facilitators should play the role of encouraging students to become independent learners, guiding them to form judgments supported with sound reasons, rather than leading students towards certain predestined answers. 
· What’s wrong with “free response accepted”?
If a scenario requires students to explain a certain issue, yet the assessment rubrics merely state the phrase “free response accepted”, then it must be noted that such an assessment is not showing to students the relevant thinking abilities expected of them. In other words, assessment rubrics should show teachers’ requirements in relation to the students’ different levels of thinking abilities, so as to prevent students from feeling satisfied with superficial answers.
· How can one not be limiting the thinking of students when news materials are used?
Reliance on only one kind of medium or using teaching materials spelling out only one kind of views in their contents should be avoided. For instance, when exploring the relationships between adolescents and their family members, the teaching materials should not be merely two news clippings with the headlines of “Problematic Families”, which would otherwise lead to a unidirectional analysis of problems in families of modern times.
·  If one keeps on criticizing, is it a demonstration of Critical Thinking?
Critical Thinking should not be mistaken as the thinking habit of making negative criticisms all the time. For instance, schools should use teaching materials and pedagogies that emphasize analysis based on objective facts and knowledge. They should not encourage students to habitually attack mainstream viewpoints and ignore the respective arguments and rationales behind.
 
Do primary schools need also to set up a subject of “Liberal Studies”? 
Contents of the current General Studies curriculum for primary schools enable students to put together and integrate the knowledge, skills and values acquired in the KLAs of PSHE, Science Education and Technology Education, and they link up well onto the KLAs of the junior secondary education. General Studies also cultivates in our students an interest in exploring, problem-solving skills, creative thinking, a caring concern for people and the environment, positive values and a sense of civic responsibility, etc. Hence, General Studies for primary education is in itself already a sufficient curriculum provision for the development of a solid foundation relevant to the children aged six to 12, helping them get prepared for the various KLAs in the junior secondary education and NSS LS.  
If primary schools are to trim down or strike off altogether General Studies, and instead set up another subject by the name of “Primary LS”, this may weaken the foundational knowledge needed for the junior secondary education. If it is the case, problems similar to those being posed by “Junior Secondary LS” might also evolve in primary schools.  
Finally, we are very pleased that secondary schools are making earnest efforts to get prepared for the NSS curriculum. Let us as co-workers of education join hands, and step forward to attain this grand objective.
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