January 23rd, 2011

Hi 

Very little in my diary for this past week. For the run yesterday I went from Tai Mei Tuk up and along Bast Sin Leng and on eventually to Tai Po station. It took 2h 54 min, which was 3 min slower than two years ago. I thought it would have been faster as weather conditions were good, it felt good and the 'markers' seem to pass quite quickly. This is the route where some years ago I was chased by a wild boar. It is also the route, where in the middle of nowhere on a rough track a long way from any road, is a traffic sign saying “No cars”. How incongruous! Last year I began and ended in the same places but included an extra loop, which added 45 minutes and which included part of the track that Leonie, Adam and I ran some years ago and the part where once I tripped and fell down a bank and was unconscious for a couple of minutes. 


There has been a lot of news HK on the 'Rubbish dump' flats. A developer had built a block of supposedly semi-luxury, though not large, flats in the Mid-levels. When the keys were handed over to the owners, they got a shock. The flats were not only far from complete, there was unfinished piping and wiring and large amounts of rubbish strewn all round. The owners, understandably, were furious. But a few days ago, the developer offered to buy back the flats with an additional 10% added on to the price. However, in the past year or so, the prices of flats in that area have gone up by about 25%. So, the developer comes out with a profit of 15% when the flats are sold again. And, it is believed, this was part of a plan by the developer when turning over the 'rubbish' flats. Is it any wonder that developers in HK are hated. 


Last week, I mentioned that the floods in Australia were abating. But that was only in Queensland. Now, large parts of Victoria have been inundated and destroyed by raging floods. And Tasmania too has also been affected. 


But the interesting item, that you in the US will undoubtedly have heard about, is the “Tiger Mum” story. It has been reported in HK as well and is the cover story of the latest Time magazine, which I read yesterday. What do I think? There are things which I think she is doing right but others that are not only wrong but OTT. Some thoughts, in no particular order (except for the first one). 

- Given they both parents are at Yale, I would assume that the children are very intelligent. So she was probably lucky to get away with what she did. Less able children would crack with the pressure she exerted and/or rebel. even as her own younger daughter eventually did to some extent. 

- She is right to set high standards. This is correct but what is 'high' for one child can be is impossibly high while for another it is very simple. Setting the bar at the right 'height' is critical (see comment below about looking up my website material). 

- The use of words such as 'garbage' and other verbal abuse and having the children going without food until tasks are done perfectly are just OTT and unnecessary. But this is what her parents did with her so she is just doing the same with her children. She should be rewarding success/good work and not using punishment. 

- Her emphasis on practice is correct. In Western education, there seems to be some aversion to this. But it is necessary. For example, many kids cannot do basic addition, subtraction, multiplication and division. I still remember that when I was at primary school, every morning would begin with 20 Qs, 5 in each of the four categories. 

- She is right not to protect her kids too much from the real world. A comment on this issue is  about children's soccer where the score is not kept for fear of 'damaging' kids self-esteem and where certificates, prizes, etc. are handed out for mediocre work resulting especially when it comes from from little effort. 

- Her comment that a task cannot be enjoyed unless it is done perfectly is just nonsense! 

- Her insistence that there be only academic activities and music (and then only violin or piano). No sports or other activities, which reflects the traditional Chinese way of thinking. Children must be helped to develop other abilities, especially if they are not so academically gifted. 


A lot of this is related to motivation. Have a look at my Educational Psychology course slides that I include on my website (http://rmheyworth.hosthongkong.com/Webpage

 HYPERLINK "http://rmheyworth.hosthongkong.com/Webpage Educational Psychology.html"
 Educational Psychology.html ) on Motivational Processes from page 133 onwards. For example:

- Goals (page 136+). This relates to my comment above about setting goals that are perceived as a challenge where success is possible with some effort. If goals are perceived as too high or too low, people will not try.

- How people their attribute success or failure (pages 144+). Here it is important for teachers/parents to give praise for the effort exerted rather than ability. People who have come to believe that their success is due to ability will often not attempt difficult tasks in case they fail and they are shown not to be so able after all. This has been shown not only in academic subjects but also for example in sport. 


It is also interesting that the latest PISA results were announced at about the same time as her book came out. (PISA is the organisation that compares reading, maths and science performance across countries.) This year, Shanghai, though not a country, was included  and their results are off the chart, with scores beyond those of all other countries. (Of course, if more of China had been included, their average performances would be lower.) An what was the reaction to this? In US, it was seen as some kind of failure of the US education system; even the president had a comment to make. But the reaction in China was quite different. There were many comments of disgust with the results! as reflecting all that was bad with the Chinese educational system as producing just rote-repetition robots. And as one senior person at Beijing University (China's most prestigious) said, many bright Chinese students only do well when they go overseas and 'undo' all the bad habits they have learnt at home. And many middle-class parents are in revolt too against the system which can require children to be doing homework until after midnight every night. The same was true in Japan. I remember some years ago the euphoria when a Japanese won a Nobel prize (in economics I think) and how this reflected their education system. This euphoria quickly disappeared when the winner himself said that he could never have won the prize in Japan, with it education system, but only in the US. Japan has since changed its education to try to instil more inquiry, imagination and creativity rather than rote learning. Having said that, not all rote learning is necessarily bad. 

Here are the websites for the Time articles: 

http://www.time.com/time/nation/article/0,8599,2043313-1,00.html   [note that there are 5 pages]

Also click on and read some of the articles in the sidebar e.g. “Tiger daughter”.

PISA: http://www.time.com/time/nation/article/0,8599,2043312,00.html 


Nadine, you mentioned that I should include in my website some way to upload pictures, etc. to the site. I have been able to do this but not in a form that would allow outside viewers to do so; this but it is beyond my knowledge at the moment. If I could I would perhaps be working for facebook or Picassa. 

That’s about it for now.  

Cheers
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