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(1) Summary of the impact

High-quality early intervention is critical to the development of children with special educational
needs (SEN), but until recently such intervention was not readily available in Hong Kong. To
rectify this, a collaborative project was set up in 2014 between the University of Hong Kong and the
Heep Hong Society to develop and evaluate a comprehensive service delivery model. The positive
outcomes of this model convinced the government to extend it to 450 preschools in 2015 and to turn
it into permanent provision for all preschools in 2018. The 13,000 preschoolers with SEN in Hong
Kong are all entitled to the service.

(2) Underpinning research

Until 2015, the services offered to preschoolers with SEN in Hong Kong were inadequate. Half of
them (about 6,000) were on a waiting list for services and the average waiting time ranged from 13
to 19 months. While waiting, most of the parents had to enrol their children in regular preschools
where little provision was made for those with SEN. In addition to the problem of limited access to
services, there were difficulties with the service delivery model for early childhood intervention
because preschool rehabilitation services were separate from preschool education. This undermined
the continuity of services and thwarted collaboration between therapists in clinical settings and
educators in school settings. The compartmentalization of services for children with SEN is not
unique to Hong Kong; it is a common phenomenon around the world. Early intervention services
are usually separate from early childhood special education programmes, despite the demands of
advocates of ecological systems theory for close collaboration in the provision of services. In Hong
Kong, the most cogent advocacy came from the educational psychology profession, in which the
systems approach is highly revered. Prof. Lam, the principal investigator of this project, has been a
trainer of educational psychologists in the University of Hong Kong since 1994 and is a strong
advocate in this respect (3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.4).

To address the inadequacy and fragmentation of services for preschoolers with SEN in Hong Kong,
a collaborative project between the University of Hong Kong and the Heep Hong Society, a
children’s education and rehabilitation organisation, developed a comprehensive service delivery
model and put it forward for a two-year trial run in 2014 with funding of HK$10 million from the
Lee Hysan Foundation (3.5). After a thorough literature review, (3.6) the project team identified six
characteristics of effective early intervention and built them into the comprehensive service delivery
model: 1) multidisciplinary approach; 2) integration of services across different contexts; 3)
multimodal intervention with direct and indirect services; 4) capacity building for systems; 5)
inclusive environment; and 6) high programme intensity. With these six characteristics, the
comprehensive service delivery model integrates services across the important ecological contexts
for child development and includes both direct and indirect services. Direct services (e.g., speech
therapy and physiotherapy) are provided to children in special education training centres, whereas
indirect services (e.g., instructional consultation and parent education) are provided to children
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through support to their teachers in the school context and to their parents in the family context.
This comprehensive service delivery model is a deliberate response to the compartmentalization of
services for preschoolers with SEN.

The project team was headed by Prof. Lam (3.4) and her past students who worked as senior
educational psychologists in the Heep Hong Society. They developed, implemented, and evaluated
this service delivery model in 10 preschools. These preschools were the testing ground for what the
team members had advocated for many years. The results of the evaluation not only provided
evidence supporting their advocacy but also a reference point for policymakers in preschool
education (3.6).
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(4) Details of the impact

In the face of the serious inadequacy of services and strong demand from parent advocacy groups,
the Hong Kong Government harboured the intention (5.1) to improve early intervention for
preschoolers with SEN. The comprehensive service delivery model developed by the University
and the Heep Hong Society was thus an important reference point for policymakers. Hong Kong’s
then Chief Secretary for Administration, Ms. Carrie Lam, paid particular attention to the project and
visited one of the participating preschools in April 2015. She observed how interventions were
implemented and discussed the services with the main stakeholders including children, parents,
teachers, principals, therapists, and psychologists. After the visit, she requested the then Secretary
for Education, Mr. Eddie Ng, to make a similar visit to observe the services first-hand and he did so
in May 2015.
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The evaluation report on the services was completed in October 2015 (5.2). The evaluation was a
quasi-experiment with a control group of 60 matched to the experimental group that also numbered
60. The experimental group made significant improvements in cognitive skills, receptive language
skills, expressive language skills, gross motor skills, fine motor skills and self-direction skills at the
end of a school year. On average, the experimental group scored 0.45 standard deviation (SD)
higher than the control group across the outcomes after a year of services. This was higher than the
average programme-level effect size of 0.27 SD found in a previous meta-analysis of 438 preschool
intervention programmes (5.3). The positive comments from parents and teachers were widely
reported by the mass media (5.4, 5.5, 5.6). For example, a parent testified that his son had become
“more confident, happy, and social as he was making substantial learning progress”. The benefits
also extended from the children who received the services to the systems in which they grew and
developed. Their teachers had higher self-efficacy at the end of the school year and their school
principals agreed that the services had reinforced their school systems and empowered their
teachers in helping children with SEN. When teachers are empowered and the school’s capacity is
enhanced, all children, not only those who are diagnosed with SEN, will benefit.

On the day Ms. Lam received the report (5.2), she wrote to the Heep Hong Society expressing her
firm belief in the new model and giving assurance that she would seek funding to deliver the
services on a permanent basis (5.7). In November 2015, the government launched a two-year Pilot
Scheme for On-site Pre-school Rehabilitation Services with funding of HK$420 million from the
Lotteries Fund (5.8). The model developed by the project became the prototype for the services
offered by the 16 social welfare organizations that joined the scheme. In total, these organizations
provided training to more than 2,900 preschoolers in more than 450 preschools in Hong Kong. This
pilot scheme reduced the number of children on the waiting list for services by half. It also covered
more than half of the preschools in Hong Kong.

The positive results from Prof. Lam’s project were replicated in this two-year pilot scheme (5.9).
Children who received the services showed significant improvement in language skills, gross motor
skills, fine motor skills, social-emotional skills and cognitive skills. A questionnaire sent to 4,381
parents or caregivers indicated that 98% of them were satisfied with the services. The positive
results provided a springboard for the government to further expand the services. In July 2018, it
decided to extend the services to all preschools in Hong Kong by August 2018 (5.10). The number
of service places has increased from 2,900 to 7,000 to achieve a zero-waiting time policy objective
for preschool rehabilitation services. The annual budget for the service regularization is HK$490
million.

As well as ending the waiting list for services among preschoolers with SEN in Hong Kong, the
regularization of services also means that all 881 local preschools in Hong Kong are entitled to
receive them. As capacity building for the school system is one of the characteristics of this service
delivery model, the beneficiaries are not only the 13,000 children who have been diagnosed with
SEN but also the other 150,000 children who study with them in the same preschools.

The comprehensive service delivery model developed by the project has addressed the problems of
compartmentalization that plague early intervention services not only in Hong Kong but also in
other parts of the world. It reveals the importance of the integration of services across different
ecological contexts and sheds light on the future direction of services for preschoolers with SEN.
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