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Abstract

One of the factors concerning the establishment of education policy is to keep in line with the development of the community.  To develop all-round students in virtue, intellectual, physical fitness, team spirit, and beauty, and to possess social awareness and ability of critical thinking is always a current topic.  If we agree that education is to foster students in personal growth according to their respective interests and abilities so as to serve the community, we will, in the process of teaching and learning, have to differentiate the individuality among them.  Each student is unique and some may need special education. All these require diversified teaching methods and flexible attitudes in order to provide appropriate educational opportunities.  The implementation of Small Class Teaching enhances teacher-student interaction in classroom, fosters self-learning motives, stimulates creative thinking and improves the quality of teaching and learning.  Hence, to go along with the recent educational reforms, the Macao SAR has launched the Small Class Teaching.

Small Class Teaching has become one of the trends of educational reforms worldwide.  Economic development in neighboring regions and the demand for high caliber work force have prompted us to consider a more appropriate educational module for our students’ development.  The Macao SAR has introduced the Small Class Teaching policy in the year 2001/2002.  This is one of the educational reform measures which is based on the determination and support of the Government on education improvement to create an environment that our teachers will have the ability and flexibility for better support and attention to their students.

In our work specifically, we visit schools to strengthen communications. We publish reference materials for teachers to introduce the concept of Small Class Teaching before its implementation. We encourage schools to make good use of the privileged conditions provided to change their educational concept, teaching methods and mode of teaching, and to refresh them so as to catch up with the current educational development.  The purpose is to make: students learn better, teachers teach better and resources to be fully utilized for the sake of up lifting the quality of educational. 

I. Background

Historically, Macao was under the sovereignty of China.  The Portuguese have lived here since the 16th Century.  This small city with a long history has its own traditional educational culture and characteristics, which is well diversified.  Its education policy is open and multi-sided. Yet, the development of education in Macao, restrained by economic factor, had been affected.  In the early 80’s of the 20th Century, thanks to the open policy in Mainland China, the rapid economic growth in neighboring regions, as well as the industrial structure reformed in Macao, economy began to take off and, then, education began to develop.  By the end of the 80’s, the education system in Macao has developed rapidly and is now gradually on the right track.  The current Macao Education System is 2-year pre-school education for children aged 3-4; 1-year preparatory primary education for children aged 5; 6-year primary education for children aged 6; 3-year lower secondary education; at least 2-year and the most 3-year higher secondary education.  We all know that educational reforms are a worldwide trend, and are without recourse.  In the reformation, the Government solely plays the role of coordinator and supporter.  Since the return of Macao to China on 20th December 1999, the Macao SAR has set up a related policy for educational reforms.

In the financial year 2001, Macao SAR initiated the Small Class Education in its policies, and, step-by-step, put such policy into action in primary education. Three years has lapsed since the introduction of the Small Class Education. How has it been implemented?  This paper “Small Class Teaching in Macao” will discuss it in details. 

Since 1979, the influx of new immigrant students from the mainland had filled up over 10,000 school places which were left over in 1978.  Some of the schools on the brink of closing were thus able to re-open.  But in the early 80’s, the problem of school shortage had already been prompted.  Then in the mid 80’s, although the number of students in a class in some schools had risen to 60 to 70, thousands of children were unable to admit to school.  This phenomenon lasted for many years, and had become an education problem and even a serious social problem.  Due to insufficient school places, Macao Government had allocated more land for building schools since the early 90’s. Since then, twenty or more new schools have been built to alleviate the shortage of school places.  From 1993 onwards till now, there have been four phases of school net expansion scheme.  In the first three phases, from 1993 to 2002, the Government had increased over 30,000 places in its school net expansion scheme or subsidized existing schools for their expansion.

To equip students with creative mindset for the 21st Century, we have to re-consier our direction in our educational reform. In the meantime, the birth rate in Macao in recent years has been on the downward trend.  According to the statistics data, the annual birth rate from 1970 to 1980 in Macao was about 2500, while from 1979 to 1988, the annual birth rate gradually increased to 7913. In the following ten-year period, it kept declining.  In 2000, the annual birth rate was only half of its peak.  In fact, the number of students in a class has always been on the high side.  In academic year 2000/2001, the average number of students in a class in primary schools was still 43.26.


Average Number of Students Per Class 
	
	Overall

	
	1998 / 1999
	1999 / 2000
	2000 / 2001
	2001 / 2002
	2002 / 2003

	Pre-school +

Preparatory
	39.11
	38.3
	37.3
	35.19
	33.7

	Primary
	46.63
	45.65
	43.26
	42.32
	40.27

	Secondary
	43.3
	43.65
	43.87
	43.77
	43.9


Given the birth rate kept on decreasing, many kindergartens face the problem of insufficient newcomers.  The Macao SAR was concerned this problem and so in the financial year 2001, the Government, for the first time, introduced the “Small Class Teaching” in its Policy Guideline, so as to gradually accomplish Small Class Teaching in primary education.  In 2001/2002, Small Class Teaching was first implemented in the preparatory primary education. 

II. Strategies in Launching Small Class Teaching

The Macao Government has been actively engaged in educational reform to enhance education quality.  The Government has organized various training activities for principals and teachers, subsidized schools to improve facilities for teaching so as to provide a better learning environment for students.  In the light of low birth rate, the Macao Government has introduced Small Class Teaching in recent years to achieve the goal of quality education.  In the Question-And-Answer Session of the 2004 Policy Guideline, the Social Cultural Affairs Secretary Macao SAR Cui Shi An said that the declining birth rate and the increasing number of school places in the last 10 years was the best time to implement small class teaching.

The Small Class Teaching Policy in Macao is directly pegged to the “ten-year free education” policy.  According to the law for free education, students from preparatory primary education to lower secondary education in private schools which are within the public school nets are entitled to free education.  The Government grants the education allowance fund on a 45-student per class basis.

Since the birth rate continues to decrease in the past few years, some schools within the school nets have suffered from insufficient number of students in a class, and thus affected the granting of free education allowance fund from the Government.  In order to maintain normal operation in schools and avoid reducing the number of teachers, the Government has taken necessary measure to grant 45-student allowance for the preparatory primary class of 35 students.  This is in accordance with Macao SAR 20/2002 Administrative Act, Free Education Allowance Article 3, Section 1, Clause 1 and 2.  For easy reference, please refer to the following table:

	Class
	No. of students in a class
	Allowance per class

	Preparatory primary to

Primary Grade 4
	35-45 

(Allowance per student 

6,100.00)
	$274,500.00

	Preparatory primary to

Primary Grade 4
	Less than 35
	$274,500.00 divided by 35 and then multiplied by the actual number of students


 Note: In Macao currency.

Allowance is only a way to ensure the smooth operation in schools.  The essence is to set up a strong foundation for schools for their continuing development. Furthermore, the Government encourages the schools with large class size to split the large class into two, aiming at the mid-term target of 35 students per class.  Such a move is welcome by teachers and principals.  They all believe that it will relieve some of the workload of teachers and stimulate the quality of teaching.  Parents also support the move.

Small Class Teaching has only been introduced for three years in Macao.  It is implemented as shown in the following schedule:

2001-2004 Small Class Teaching Implementation Schedule

	Academic Year
	Implementation Schedule

	2001/2002
	Pilot in Preparatory primary classes

	2002/2003
	From preparatory primary class to primary grade 3

	2003/2004
	From preparatory primary class extended to primary grade 4

	2004/2005
	From preparatory primary class extended to primary grade 5

	2005/2006
	From preparatory primary class extended to primary grade 6


In academic year 2003/2004, there are 99239 registered primary and secondary school students in Macao; 62 out of 117 schools participate in the Small Class Teaching program, which represents 53% of the total number of schools in Macao.  If we compare the number of participated classes to the total number of classes in the same level, Small Class Teaching has taken a leap.

2003/2004 Average Number of Students Per Class

	
	Number of students per class
	Pre-school
	
	Primary
	
	Secondary
	
	Special Education
	

	Number of  classes
	Less than 35
	168
	46%
	291
	28%
	212
	20%
	64
	---

	
	35 - 45
	176
	48%
	520
	50%
	343
	3    32%
	---
	---

	
	More than 45
	19
	6%
	231
	22%
	519
	48%
	---
	---

	
	Total number of classes
	363
	
	1042
	
	1074
	
	---
	---


III. Measures Taken to Implement Small Class Teaching

1. Change the teaching concept to progress with the times

In order that all schools in Macao have the common education concept and direction, the Macao Education and Youth Affairs Bureau has introduced a series of supporting measures. Firstly, the Bureau provides training to principals and teachers, and invites a number of overseas and local specialists and scholars to hold related seminars and workshops.  Secondly, the Bureau organizes delegation for school principals and administrators to visit Australia, New Zealand, Beijing, Shanghai and Nanjing to widen their horizons and explore new teaching concepts and trend of educational reforms.

This kind of training belongs to cognitive and theoretical level.  In fact, it is not easy to put the theories into practice.  Support from the code of teaching is necessary for the change in teaching method.  What kind of support is needed then for the schools in Macao to cope with the change?

2. Collect opinion and data 

During the implementation period of the Small Class Teaching program, the Education and Youth Affairs Bureau will visit the schools every year to collect opinion about the Small Class Teaching.  We believe that the opinion plays an important role in making better the Small Class Teaching policies in future.

3. Change of teaching methods and mode of teaching

Small Class Teaching is aimed to improve the quality of teaching.  By reducing the number of students in a class, teachers can take advantage of the smaller class size to create a student-oriented learning environment, so as to stimulate students’ initiation in exploration and develop students’ creativity and enhance teaching-learning quality.  However, the teaching methods long used in large class size restrict these desired changes.  If teachers do not change their teaching methods and mode of teaching, the above changes may not be accomplished.  Therefore, the professional qualification of teachers, teaching materials, teaching methods and the leadership of principals may all affect the results of Small Class Teaching.  For the pre-school education, the Education and Youth Affairs Bureau adopts the concept of “Progress with Macao” in an attempt to activate schools to focus the strength to renew their teaching methods.  Four years ago, the Bureau collaborated with the Beijing Normal University to conduct an experimental trial in primary mathematics teaching so that teachers can explore the concept of Small Class Teaching. The progress so far is good and valuable experiences are obtained.

Furthermore, in early 2002, the Bureau issued a curriculum design paper entitled “Creative Thinking Approach For Young Children”.  This is designed as an entry to young children education.  The curriculum design is based on the original “Activity Approach” by combining the concept and methods of “Creative Thinking Approach” and “Project Approach” to innovate a new teaching activity, method and mode of teaching.  The new curriculum allows students to open out the exposure of creative thinking and interaction.  The teaching and learning in class become more active and interactive. Students can now receive more attention from teachers.  The new curriculum has been piloted in two public kindergartens and the successful experiences will be introduced to other schools that are willing to adopt the new curriculum, and will eventually be implemented in all other schools that will participate in the reform.

The new curriculum calls for more attention to students’ needs from teachers.  In a smaller class size, teachers are able to devote more time and have greater flexibility to attend to students’ individual needs. Through closer and deeper contact, teachers can differentiate students’ individual abilities and tailor-make a comprehensive programme for the students.

4. Compile Small Class Teaching reference

In February 2003, in response to the introduction of “Small Class Teaching”, the Education And Youth Affairs Bureau has compiled a booklet From Large Class Size to Small Class Size and distributed it among teachers and educators for their reference. The booklet also covers questions frequently asked and problems and queries usually encountered in Small Class Teaching.  The booklet, in the style of storytelling, is aimed at introducing the concept and content of “Small Class Teaching” to teachers in a casual and easy tone.

5. Support and Subsidy

With the aim of facilitating the implementation of Small Class Teaching, the Education and Youth Affairs Bureau per the above-mentioned Act of allocating allowance of 45 students to classes of 35 from preparatory primary class to primary grade 4, the Bureau also offers additional subsidy and support to schools which have special needs.

IV. Prospect

The new mode of teaching is still at its preliminary stage, it is far too early to conclude its results.  However, Small Class Teaching is definitely conducive to the implementation of the new mode of teaching.  In other words, teachers can demonstrate the effects of Small Class Teaching by changing the teaching methods.  The Small Class Teaching is now only in the bud, and there are many unknown factors and problems to be resolved. We need to learn from countries and regions which have implemented Small Class Teaching to make improvement.

Small Class Teaching is a global education trend.  Many countries and regions have implemented for some years.  As it is the expectation of our community members on education, the launching of Small Class Teaching would seek the support from students, parents, teachers, principals, educational groups, and the community majority.  We seize the time of low birth rate in Macao to go with our educational reforms to improve our education conditions.  Thus, the launching of Small Class Teaching has become a must.  In the Question-and-Answer Session of the 2004 Policy Guideline, the Social Cultural Affairs Secretary Macao SAR Cui Shi An has boosted the confidence in implementing Small Class Teaching because the Government will place special emphasis on teachers training this year. In the light of such training, teachers can better demonstrate the effects of Small Class Teaching.

The current small class size in Macao is 35. It does not seem to be an ideal goal.  But when compared with 50 to 70 students in a class in the past, we have already made a big leap. At this stage, we will proceed step-by-step.  We will gradually reduce the teacher-and-student ratio to a more ideal number and increase the number of participating schools.  In the meantime, we will improve the flexibility for teaching and learning and introduce new teaching methods.

In addition, for the sake of launching the Small Class Teaching programme, the Education and Youth Affairs Bureau has drawn up a “Quality Small Class Teaching Programme” for the year 2004/2005.  The target of the programme is those schools that intent to improve the quality of teaching and implement Small Class Teaching. The program will encourage, by means of special financial support, participating schools to seek technical support from university specialists and experts, so as to improve the performance of Small Class Teaching in a practical and scientific way. And as a whole to up lift the quality of education in Macao so that students in Macao SAR can learn better.
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