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ABSTRACT
This article analyses the history of a secondary school subject in Hong Kong 
called ‘Liberal Studies’ which was introduced as a compulsory school sub
ject in 2009 and replaced by ‘Citizenship and Social Development’ in 2021. 
Through an analysis of curriculum guidelines, government publications, 
media articles, and the extant literature we explain both why it was created 
and replaced. What emerges is that the subject was both a product and 
victim of the shifting political climate in post-handover Hong Kong. Its 
emergence was linked to the post-handover restructuring of the education 
system, the quest for educational reform and facilitated by a process of 
referencing global trends and overseas models. Its demise was the result of 
direct state intervention following the introduction of the National Security 
Law in 2020. The subject was seen to encourage anti-government protests, 
have failed to educate patriotic citizens and its replacement justified by 
reference to the need for national security and nation building. We discuss 
the relevance of LS with regards to models of curriculum change.
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Introduction

This article traces the history of a secondary school subject in Hong Kong called Liberal Studies (LS) 
which was introduced as a compulsory subject in 2009 by the Hong Kong Special Administrative 
Region (HKSAR) Government. It was intended to promote lifelong learning skills alongside other 
progressive pedagogies, such as cross-curricular teaching, constructivist learning, and issue-based 
enquiry (Fung & Yip, 2010). In early 2021, LS was replaced by Citizenship and Social Development 
(CSD) (Education Bureau [EDB], 2021a). To make sense of this curriculum change, we address two 
questions: Why and how did LS emerge as a compulsory school subject; and why was it replaced by 
CSD in 2021? In contrast to earlier studies which have focused on either the subject’s creation/ 
emergence (e.g. Deng, 2009) or its cancellation (e.g. Vickers & Morris, 2022) we focus on both. This 
allows us to compare and analyse the nature of the forces which operated across both phases and 
demonstrate how the initial rationale for introducing the subject shifted from claims related to 
global education reforms towards concern for national security and patriotism to justify its cancella
tion and replacement.

As a former British colony, Hong Kong’s socio-political development has been profoundly 
influenced by colonial rule (1842–1997) and the handover to Chinese sovereignty in 1997 (Morris 
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& Adamson, 2010). Prior to the handover, the British and Chinese governments began a series of 
negotiations in the late 1970s and early 1980s to discuss the future of Hong Kong. Subsequently, the 
Sino-British Joint Declaration was signed by the two governments in 1984, stating that, under the 
principle of ‘One Country, Two Systems’, Hong Kong, in its entirety, would become a Special 
Administrative Region under the People’s Republic of China (PRC) from 1 July 1997. The principle 
also states that, except for national defence and diplomatic matters, Hong Kong enjoys a high 
degree of autonomy in formulating its own policies. The expectation was therefore that Hong Kong’s 
socio-political systems, not least its education system, and its capitalist way of life would be decided 
within Hong Kong.

Our analysis is located in a critical perspective (Apple, Bourdieu, and Kliebard) which sees school 
subjects as ‘the most quintessential of social and political constructions’ (Goodson & Marsh, 1996, p. 
1). That perspective is especially pertinent to LS as it was a subject with no clear disciplinary 
foundations (Deng & Luke, 2008), links to higher education nor to employment and, as we will 
demonstrate, was a construction (and deconstruction) of the prevailing political context. We draw 
initially on the classic historical analyses of curriculum change in the USA by Cuban which provides a 
framework to understand the enduring factors which have the potential to explain the case of LS. 
Subsequently, we review that literature which has specifically focused on LS in Hong Kong. From the 
outset, our focus is on the ‘intended or official curriculum’ which is largely defined by the state. 
Whilst the HKSAR Government formally makes decisions about schools and curricula it became 
increasingly subject to the policies of the PRC, controlled by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP). 
Cuban (1992) claims, that all intended curriculum changes are at their core political. He elaborates 
with reference to the USA:

Issues of curricular policy involve power, control, coalitions, bargaining and compromise among and between 
groups operating inside and outside a decentralised system of governing schools. (p. 224)

As we will demonstrate, the role of bargaining, coalitions, and compromise amongst and between 
groups was of declining relevance especially after 2019, and the increasingly politicized role of LS in 
Hong Kong’s domestic politics. The subject emerged in the period when civil society (especially 
teacher unions and the news media) played an active role in seeking to influence education policy 
and there was extensive public consultation over the reforms. For example, the Legislative Council 
(2009) held an educational session to deliberate issues associated with the introduction of LS, such as 
class size, breadth and depth of the subject curriculum, and fairness and reliability of the assessment 
component. The session invited representatives of several interest groups in the education sector 
across the political spectrum. For example, pro-democracy groups included the Hong Kong 
Professional Teachers’ Union and the Hong Kong Liberal Studies Teachers’ Association; pro-Beijing 
groups included Hong Kong Convergence and the Hong Kong Federation of Education Workers; 
groups with no particular political leanings included the Committee on Home-School Cooperation. 
The issues raised and their continuing discussions were extensively covered by the news media. 
However, after 2019 the main teacher union and much of the critical media were closed but the 
mainland media played a key role. Consequently, the internal forces which Cuban identified as 
influencing curriculum change such as teacher unions, teacher professional subject associations, 
parents and students played a role in the subject’s emergence but were wholly absent in the demise 
and replacement of LS. This is in marked contrast to the factors which influenced changes to school 
subjects in the 1970s in Hong Kong, especially Chinese History (Kan et al., 2007) and Social Studies 
(Morris et al., 1997), where the teacher subject associations played a significant role in ensuring that 
Chinese History remained a separate subject and was not integrated into Social Studies.

Writing with reference to the USA in 1992 Cuban identified the main external sources of 
curriculum change as: the progressive educational movement, the Cold War and national defence, 
legislative and legal decisions, influential groups (e.g. publishers and philanthropies) and key 
individuals (e.g. John Dewey, Edward L. Thorndike, and Ralph W. Tyler). It is the contemporary 
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variants of the first three factors within Hong Kong which primarily feature in the story of LS as 
influential groups and individuals, other than political actors, did not play a significant role.

The progressive educational movement with its focus on pupil engagement and constructivist 
views of learning has travelled the globe and has been extensively promoted as central to reforms of 
national curricula. The promotion globally of aspects of progressivism in the intended curricula is 
central to the tenets of world culture theory (Meyer et al., 1997; Ramirez & Meyer, 1980; Silova & 
Brehm, 2015) which argues that a single global model of schooling has spread around the world as 
part of the diffusion of a more general cultural (western) model of the modern nation-state and 
consequently schools and curricula are becoming more similar over time. The resulting standardiza
tion of curricula is facilitated by the process of policy borrowing or referencing (Forestier & Crossley,  
2015; Schriewer, 2003; Steiner-Khamsi, 2012) whereby nations seek to import best educational 
practices from those perceived as high performers, often based on pupils’ scores on comparative 
international tests (Auld & Morris, 2016).

World culture theorists cite evidence such as the global spread from the USA of school subjects such as 
Social Studies (e.g. Hamilton, 1973) and Humanities (e.g. Stenhouse, 1968). In contrast, those who focus on 
the process of policy borrowing stress the influence of domestic considerations to explain why borrowing 
and referencing occurs and analyse how transferred reforms are translated and modified in local contexts. 
From this perspective, policy makers are seen to harness well-travelled global discourses to legitimate and 
promote domestic agendas which are controversial (Steiner-Khamsi, 2012; You & Morris, 2016) and as 
Cowen (2009) comments reforms ‘morph as they move’ (p. 135). As Steiner-Khamsi (2012) states, ‘local 
problems are sometimes created in line with packaged global solutions, rather than the other way round’ 
(p. 7). This implies that the analytical focus of the policy borrowing approach is on the legitimation of the 
need for reform rather than the converging patterns of diffusion of ‘world culture’. It involves exploring 
how policy makers frame a particular educational ‘problem’, which then justifies its corresponding 
‘solution’. Thus, the policy borrowing approach underscores the domestic socio-political conditions that 
make reform possible and the selective nature of borrowing.

In prima facie terms the second external source of curriculum change identified by Cuban namely, the 
Cold War and national defence, which framed the politics of the USA when he was writing does not initially 
seem relevant to the case of LS given the cold war had ended in the previous century. However, the rising 
tensions between the PRC and the West since around 2012 has been portrayed by the PRC as a ‘new cold 
war’ (Brands & Gaddis, 2021) initiated by the West. Wang Wenbin, then spokesman for the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs of the PRC, claimed that:

‘A particular country’ [alluding to the USA] intended to wage a new cold war in Asia, forcing regional countries 
[such as Indonesia and Singapore] to take sides (i.e., either China or the USA). Maintaining strategic autonomy, 
stability and development have always been the consensus of the countries within the Asian region. (China 
News [中国新闻网], 2023, emphasis added)

As we will see, the young protesters in Hong Kong in 2019–2020 were described by the 
government as violent, colluding with foreign actors, and threatening national security. This 
portrayal of a new cold war has increasingly framed the broader politics of Hong Kong as 
the tensions between the state and many Hong Kongers over the governance of the HKSAR 
and the identity of its citizens has intensified. As we will demonstrate, policy makers became 
increasingly concerned that schools were not adequately contributing to the process of 
nation building, by educating Hongkongers as loyal citizens of the PRC, and LS specifically 
was portrayed as encouraging sedition. Those concerns intensified with the protests of 
2019–20 and culminated in the introduction of a National Security Law in 2020. This focus 
on the role of domestic political agendas within nation-states as driving political change is in 
marked contrast to the focus on the impact of globalization which is central to world culture 
theorists. Tröhler (2023) argues that curriculum changes are fundamentally guided by 
national interests. In the case of mainland China, since Xi Jinping’s rise to power in 2012, 
the CCP has promoted both the Belt and Road initiative and the rejuvenation of the Chinese 
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nation. To these ends, education has played a central role in spreading the national 
language, Putonghua, across the nation. In parallel, from the late 2010s, Vickers and Morris 
(2022) argues the CCP has increasingly harnessed education to secure loyalty and compli
ance in Hong Kong, Xinjiang, and Mongolia. He argues:

The strain of holding together a society shot through with profound divisions of class, residency, culture and 
ethnicity falls largely upon schooling and propaganda, backed up by repressive violence. Far from taking shared 
identity for granted, schools incessantly preach the imperative of absolute loyalty to the Communist Party 
regime as the sole legitimate representative of the Chinese nation. This imperative is reinforced by a victimhood 
narrative designed to impress upon every citizen the grave peril of disunity and weakness, and the consequent 
necessity to subordinate individual aspiration to national demands. (p. 47)

The third source of curriculum change identified by Cuban, namely legislative and legal decisions are 
central to the case of LS. The highly centralized nature of the education system in Hong Kong 
requires schools to follow curricula, textbooks and assessments mandated by the state through laws 
and regulations. These instruments often emerge after a range of actions which states employ in the 
policy making process to signal their intentions, such as press releases, speeches, consultative 
documents, white papers, reports, working parties, and commissions. The decisions to introduce 
LS, make it a compulsory subject, cancel it and replace it with CSD were all preceded by such actions 
before they were eventually mandated via laws and regulations. However, the introduction of LS 
emerged after a long process involving consultative documents, reports, and media releases as the 
Government sought to minimize opposition from key stakeholders, especially teacher unions.

Prior to our analysis of the subject’s rise and fall we provide in Table 1 below a timeline which 
summarizes the key events and decisions related to LS. In 2007, the Curriculum Development Council 
(CDC) and the Hong Kong Examinations and Assessment Authority (HKEAA) jointly published the LS 
Curriculum and Assessment Guide (hereinafter the LS C&A Guide); subsequently, LS was officially 
introduced as a compulsory subject under the New Senior Secondary (NSS) Curriculum in 2009. 
After the subject’s introduction, the government attempted to introduce a new compulsory subject 
titled Moral and National Education (MNE), but it backed down and made it an optional subject 

Table 1. The rise and fall of liberal studies: key events and decisions.

Year (Month) Events/Incidents

2007 Publication of the LS C&A Guide by Curriculum Development Council and the Hong Kong Examinations and 
Assessment Authority

2009 (September) Introduction of LS as a compulsory subject
2010 HKSAR Government proposed the introduction of MNE as a compulsory subject
2012 HKSAR Government decided to shelve MNE in face of large-scale protests against the introduction of the 

subject
2017 Appointment of a task force commissioned by the HKSAR Government to conduct a comprehensive 

review of the school curriculum from 2018 to 2019
2019 (March) Preliminary findings of the report: LS would remain a compulsory subject, contrary to media 

speculations
2019 (May) Proposed Extradition Law Amendment Bill by the HKSAR Government in the light of the homicidal case 

committed by a Hong Kong resident in Taiwan
2019 (June) Outbreak of a series of protests against the China Extradition Law Amendment Bill
2019 (July to 

September)
Publication of a series of articles from the Beijing state media, including China Daily, Beijing Daily, and 

People’s Daily, that depicted LS as the major cause of young people participating in the 2019 protests
2019 (December) Announcement from the EDB of a one-off professional consultancy service for LS ‘textbooks’ by a review 

panel comprising academics, government personnel, and frontline teachers
2020 (May) Chief Executive of the HKSAR: LS would be ‘managed’ later this year
2020 (June) Tung Chee-hwa (former Chief Executive of the HKSAR): Introduction of LS during his tenure as Chief 

Executive was a ‘failure’
2020 (August) Completion of the one-off professional consultancy service for LS ‘textbooks’
2020 (September) Final report of the school curriculum review published by the task force: LS recommended to remain as a 

compulsory subject with minor adjustments to subject curriculum
2020 (November) Cancellation of LS from 2021-22 school year onwards
2021 (February) LS replaced by CSD
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following widespread public protests, led by secondary school students, who viewed the subject as 
designed to indoctrinate pupils (Morris & Vickers, 2015).

In 2017, the HKSAR Government commissioned a task force to conduct a comprehensive review 
of the school curriculum from 2018 to 2019; the task force was expected to publish its report in 2019, 
marking the first decade of implementing the NSS curriculum. In March 2019, the task force released 
the report’s preliminary findings which proposed that LS would remain a compulsory subject, this 
was contrary to the media speculations that LS would be expunged from the NSS curriculum amidst 
the protests against the China Extradition Law Amendment Bill in the same year. Nevertheless, LS 
was subjected to a wave of sudden, apparently coordinated attack from the Chinese state media in 
summer 2019. This prompted the HKSAR Government to launch a one-off ‘professional consultancy 
service’ for LS ‘textbooks’, which involved the formation of a review panel comprising academics, 
government personnel, and frontline teachers to remove contents that the Chinese state media 
deemed controversial and sensitive. The LS ‘textbooks’ were distinct from those in conventional 
school subjects in the sense that the LS curriculum encouraged teachers to exercise agency and draw 
on media resources, such as newspapers, feature articles, and news documents, as teaching materi
als. The reliance on media resources meant that there was no official textbook for LS teaching. 
However, local publishers could produce LS ‘textbooks’ in accordance with the LS C&A Guide as 
supplementary materials to support teachers. LS ‘textbooks’ were therefore exempted from the 
EDB’s textbook inspection scheme (CDC and HKEAA, 2007). When the review of ‘textbooks’ was 
completed in mid-2020, LS was subjected to another wave of critical commentary from pro-China 
politicians who claimed that the subject was a ‘failure’. Subsequently, despite the final report of the 
school curriculum review recommending that LS remains as a compulsory subject with minor 
changes to the curriculum content, the HKSAR Government announced abruptly in late 2020 that 
LS would be abolished from the 2021/22 school year onwards; in early 2021, LS was replaced by CSD, 
a subject which was reoriented towards instruction in patriotism, national development and law
fulness (Chan & Magramo, 2021).

Emergence of liberal studies

The emergence of LS thus needs to be understood with reference to the factors which framed Hong 
Kong’s politics in this period, namely Hong Kong’s handover from British to Chinese sovereignty in 
1997 and the subject’s capacity to be portrayed by the HKSAR Government as a solution to a wide 
assemblage of policy issues and problems. These included: (i) replacing the old English structure of 
secondary and tertiary education with a ‘3 + 3 + 4’ structure aligned with that used in mainland China 
and creating a standardized structure (Education and Manpower Bureau [EMB], 2005); (ii) resolving 
the ‘surplus teacher’ problem (Yan, 2021); (iii) addressing longstanding weaknesses of the schooling 
system, especially its focus on tests, teacher-centred instruction and textbooks (Deng, 2009); (iv) 
enhancing the Government’s declining legitimacy following the Asian Financial Crisis in 1998; and (v) 
promoting young people’s understanding of contemporary China and its culture through curriculum 
reform (Tse, 2007). Despite the domestic nature of these issues, the overall reform of education of 
which LS was part was publicly promoted with reference to global reforms, notably the adoption of 
the discourses of lifelong learning and knowledge economy.

Resolving the policy issues and problems through structural reforms of schooling

One of the important structural reforms of the schooling system was the transition from a British 
model of secondary and tertiary education—commonly referred to as a ‘3 + 2 + 2 + 3’ system—to a 
‘3 + 3 + 4’ system which was practised in mainland China. Within the ‘3 + 2 + 2 + 3’ system, students 
were required to complete three years of junior secondary education (secondary one to three), two 
years of senior secondary education (secondary four and five), and a minority of pupils went on for 
two years of Advanced Levels for university matriculation (secondary six and seven), and three years 
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of tertiary education. However, the Hong Kong system was fragmented with two matriculation 
examinations, namely the one-year Hong Kong Higher Level Examination which allowed students to 
enter the Chinese University of Hong Kong (CUHK) (which ran four-year degrees), after secondary six 
and the Hong Kong Advanced Level Examination (HKALE) taken after secondary seven which was 
required to access the University of Hong Kong (HKU) and other institutions (which ran three-year 
degrees). The introduction of the ‘3 + 3 + 4’ system, meant there would only be one matriculation 
examination—the Hong Kong Diploma of Secondary Education (HKDSE) Examination, all pupils 
would receive six years of secondary schooling, and the schooling system would both align with 
that in mainland China and many other nations and remove the fragmented nature of the system

LS was portrayed as helping to resolve practical problems that arose during the structural reforms 
of the schooling system, especially the issue of ‘surplus teachers’ (Yan, 2021) which was a major 
concern of the Hong Kong Professional Teachers’ Union, the main teacher union, and to facilitate the 
alignment with other policies, notably the extension from nine to twelve years of free compulsory 
education (Tsang, 2008). As Yan (2021) pointed out, ‘surplus teachers’ resulted from a sharp decrease 
of teaching workload because the elective subjects they used to teach at the Advanced Levels were 
restructured. Since these teachers were not qualified to teach other high-status subjects, such as 
language, mathematics, and science, their job security was threatened. As LS was not buttressed in a 
single disciplinary tradition, did not have official textbooks and it did not require subject-specialist 
teaching; the educational authorities decided that LS teachers could be trained through workshops 
and seminars. Meanwhile, LS’s modular curricular structure allowed the curricular contents to be 
drawn from the elective school subjects in the previous school curriculum. The six LS modules were: 
‘Personal Development and Interpersonal Relationships’, ‘Hong Kong Today’, ‘Modern China’, 
‘Globalisation’, ‘Public Health’, and ‘Energy Technology and the Environment’ (CDC and HKEAA,  
2007). Many of the humanities elective subjects, including Economic and Public Affairs, Government 
and Public Administration, Social Studies, Integrated Humanities, and Science and Technology, 
which were cancelled in the NSS Curriculum but many of teachers who taught those subjects kept 
their jobs by teaching LS modules.

Aside from its practical functions, LS was also positioned as a reform that would address both 
longstanding and contemporary educational problems in Hong Kong. Deng (2009) explores the 
curriculum making process of LS and suggests that the nature of the curriculum content and its 
curriculum reflect the policy makers’ intention to address the system’s long-standing shortcomings, 
notably an overly academic, didactic and decontextualized school curriculum, which had been 
identified in a range of official reports, especially those of the Education Commission, over many 
decades (Morris & Adamson, 2010). To this end, the nature and design of LS referenced several 
longstanding issues. Regarding the nature of the subject, the LS C&A Guide (2007) stipulated that the 
subject aimed to cultivate students’ ability to think effectively and to communicate effectively. This 
corresponds to the subject’s learning objectives, which were that students were able to ‘present 
arguments clearly and demonstrate respect for evidence, open-mindedness and tolerance towards 
the views and values held by other people’ (p. 6, point e), and ‘identify the values underlying 
different views and judgements on personal and social issues, and apply critical thinking skills . . . 
in making decisions and judgements on issues and problems at both personal and social levels’ (p. 6, 
point d). Also, the LS C&A Guide stated that LS was in line with ‘contemporary views of knowledge 
and of how people learn’ (CDC and HKEAA, 2007, p. 2). In a later section of the same document 
elaborated:

Knowledge is contextualised, multi-disciplinary and personally and socially constructed. Learners acquire 
knowledge through activities such as listening to instruction, reading and modelling. They also construct 
knowledge through personal reflection and experiential learning, as well as through interaction, collaboration 
and dialogue with other people. (CDC and HKEAA, 2007, p. 83, emphasis original)

These quotations reflected the policymakers’ intention that the distinct design of LS served to 
address the issues of over reliance on textbooks and rote learning (Morris & Adamson, 2010).
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As for the design of LS, Forestier et al. (2016) identify that some of the elements of the revamped 
school curriculum in Hong Kong are referenced to external models especially the International 
Baccalaureate Diploma Programme (IBDP), a two-year programme offered to students aged 16 to 
19. Three major areas were referenced. First, the component of LS titled ‘Other Learning Experiences’ 
had strong parallels with the ‘creativity, action, and service’ elements of the IBDP that emphasizes 
students’ engagement with the community. Second, the educational discourses that have informed 
the nature of LS, including the key tenets of liberal education and constructivist learning, resembled 
the Theory of Knowledge in the IBDP, which guides students to understand the nature of knowledge 
and develop critical thinking skills. Third, LS’s research component—the Independent Enquiry Study 
(IES)—resembled IBDP’s extended essay. According to the International Baccalaureate Organization 
(2022), the extended essay aims to development students’ capacity to ‘analyse, synthesise, and 
evaluate knowledge’ through ‘formulating an appropriate research question, engaging in a personal 
exploration of the topic, communicating ideas, and development an argument’ (n. p.). Similarly, the 
IES reflected a strong emphasis on developing students’ research skills. According to Curriculum 
Development Council and Hong Kong Examinations and Assessment Authority (CDC and HKEAA),  
2007), the IES was:

A self-directed learning experience in which the student takes up the major responsibility for learning . . . they 
themselves choose their title, the scope, the methods of their investigative study, and the ways of presenting the 
findings and products of the study. They take the initiative in raising questions, finding answers, and evaluating 
the enquiry process, and they are responsible for their plans and decisions. (p. 57–58)

These references to external curriculum models ensured that LS was portrayed by the HKSAR Government 
as the embodiment of progressive pedagogies, signifying a new teaching and learning paradigm which 
reflected global trends and contrasted with that of education during the colonial period.

The HKSAR Government invited overseas scholars to evaluate and endorse the LS. For example, 
CDC—an advisory body of the EDB—invited Mary James, then Professor of Education at the 
University of Cambridge, to serve as an overseas member of the CDC from 2007 to 2009 to facilitate 
the implementation of the NSS Curriculum. With regards to LS, James praised its design for its 
emphasis on critical thinking and research skills. She (2017) remarked:

In line with the overall aims and goals of the educational reforms, the explicit aim of LS has been to broaden the 
knowledge base of all students and enhance their social, national and global awareness as well as developing their 
ability to examine a wide range of issues from multiple perspectives. Special attention has been paid to developing 
creative and critical thinking skills, demonstrated primarily through an independent enquiry study’. (p. 9–10)

Enhancing the declining legitimacy of the HKSAR government after the handover

Despite the domestic nature of these educational issues, the public promotion of education reform 
through the use of global educational discourses and the reference to external curriculum models helped 
to enhance the declining legitimacy of the HKSAR Government after the Asian Financial Crisis in 1998. 
Shortly after the handover, the Hong Kong economy was hit hard by the Asian Financial Crisis in 1998 and 
this coincided with the commencement of the first term of the HKSAR Government (i.e. from 1997 to 
2002). This prompted concerns from the public about the Government’s legitimacy and ability to lead 
Hong Kong in the post-handover period. In the light of this declining legitimacy, the Government 
promoted a major education reform as a starting point to restore people’s confidence. To this end, the 
Government first externalized the need for education reform to global economic trends, notably globa
lization and the emergence of a knowledge-based economy. The Policy Address (Tung, 2000) stated that:

The Asian Financial Crisis highlighted the structural weakness in our economy that needed to be corrected. 
Reforms have been put in place to enhance our competitiveness, to tap the enormous opportunities brought 
about by globalisation and the knowledge-based economy, and to promote the long-term development of Hong 
Kong. (p. 5, emphasis added)
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Later in the same document, Government underscored the need for the education system to catch 
up with recent global developments:

The education system of old can no longer meet the challenges of the new age. Embracing the knowledge-based 
new economy requires a large pool of talent equipped with the right skills and creativity [. . .] Therefore, without 
sweeping reforms of our education system, the quality of our education would not be able to meet the 
requirements for social development and the community’s expectations. (p. 23, emphasis added)

Subsequently, similar sentiments also appeared in the policy document Learning for Life, Learning 
through Life: Reform Proposals for the Education System in Hong Kong (Education Commission, 2000), 
which stipulated the rationale behind education reform:

The world is undergoing unprecedented changes, and Hong Kong is no exception. We are seeing substantial 
changes in the economic structure and the knowledge-based economy is here to stay. Hong Kong is also facing 
tremendous challenges posed by a globalised economy. (p. 3, para. 2.1, emphasis added)

These three quotations reflected the Government’s strategy of moving beyond the domestic context 
and externalizing the need for education reform by reference to globalization, particularly the 
emergence of the ‘knowledge-based economy’ (Schriewer, 2003).

In the light of this, the Government posited ‘lifelong learning’, which was, along with the 
‘knowledge economy’, then the prevailing goals of global education reform movements (Elfert,  
2015), as the essential direction of education reform:

If Hong Kong wishes to become a knowledge-based economy in the information age, we must continue to 
innovate and change. This is why we must embrace ‘lifelong learning’. School education should aim at fostering 
in students an interest and an ability in learning so that they are able to acquire knowledge through their lives 
and respond effectively to changing circumstances. (Tung, 1998, p. 20, emphasis added)

Similar iterations of lifelong learning were incorporated into the overall aims of the school curricu
lum. The policy document Learning to Learn: Life-long Learning and Whole Personal Development 
(Curriculum Development Council [CDC], 2001) stated:

The school curriculum should provide all students with essential lifelong learning experiences for whole-personal 
development in the domains of ethics, intellect, physical development, social skills and aesthetics, according to 
individual potential, so that all students can become active, responsible and contributing members of the 
society, the nation and the world. (p. v, para. 7, emphasis added)

In parallel, LS specifically was portrayed by the Government as a means to promote lifelong learning. 
The LS C&A Guide (CDC and HKEAA, 2007) stipulated that the subject aimed:

To develop in students a range of skills for lifelong learning, including critical thinking skills, creativity, problem- 
solving skills, communication skills and information technology skills. (p. 5, emphasis added)

Within the broad scheme of education reform, the HKSAR Government also recognized the need to 
promote national education through curriculum reform. This curricular objective pertained to the 
Central People’s Government’s intention to rekindle the cultural and political ties between the 
Mainland and Hong Kong after the handover. In so doing, the political transition was largely framed 
by the Chinese regime and the HKSAR Government in familial terms: the relationship between Hong 
Kong and mainland China was described as akin to a ‘mother’ and ‘son’, and that the handover was 
portrayed as a ‘reunification with the motherland’ (Tung, 1999, p. 13). At the Ceremony of the 
Establishment of the HKSAR on 1 July 1997, the late Jiang Zemin, then Chairman of the PRC, 
emphasized that China had never given up on resuming its sovereignty over Hong Kong. In the 
opening speech, he said:

Although Hong Kong has been truncated from the Mainland for a long period of time, the ‘blood ties’ of the 
Chinese nation are never severed. China and its people never recognise any unequal treaties; we never forget 
the shame of conceding Hong Kong; we never stop fighting for the unity of national sovereignty. (Liaison Office 
of the Central People’s Government in the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region, 2015)
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Jiang’s remarks served to invoke nationalist sentiments that the ‘bond’ between the ‘son’ and 
‘Motherland’ was always there. Hong Kong and mainland China were also intimately connected.

The HKSAR Government recognized the capacity of LS as a means to promote young people’s 
understanding of and loyalty to contemporary China. This was evident in the inclusion of ‘Modern 
China’ as one of the modules in the LS curriculum. According to Curriculum Development Council 
and Hong Kong Examinations and Assessment Authority (CDC and HKEAA, 2007), the module 
comprised two subsidiary themes—‘Theme 1: Reform and Opening Up’ and ‘Theme 2: Chinese 
Culture and Modern Life’. Theme 1 covered:

Major historical periods and events of the country in the last 100 years; a brief understanding of the domestic 
policies and foreign relations of the PRC; the importance of the Constitution of the PRC. (p. 33–34)

Theme 2 covered:

The origins of Chinese culture and its major characteristics; similarities and differences in customs and practices 
of people within the same or from different geographical, cultural, religious and ethnic backgrounds; how 
cultures have adapted to their changing environments; the preservation and conservation of culture and 
heritage, etc. (p. 34)

Such curriculum configurations encouraged students to keep abreast of current affairs and to 
acquire knowledge about China without the need to acquire the disciplinary knowledge of 
Chinese History. Further, and significantly, the coverage of China in LS did not seek to cultivate a 
strong sense of national identity and loyalty to the CCP; this probably reflected the local curriculum 
designers’ awareness that to do so would have engendered a strong reaction from within Hong 
Kong’s active civil society. Later, in 2012 this is what happened to the attempt to introduce MNE as a 
compulsory subject.

The demise of liberal studies

The demise of LS has to be understood in the context of China’s nation building project across its 
peripheral regions under Xi Jinping (Vickers, 2023), the changing relations between Hong Kong and 
mainland China and the increasingly direct role of the CCP in the governance of Hong Kong. as it 
sought to ensure that students cultivate their sense of belonging to the nation (Tröhler, 2023). For 
Hong Kong, the CCP found its intervention point amidst the 2019 riots. This was achieved by framing 
the 2019 riots as a matter of ‘national security’ and LS as the chief vehicle for fomenting subversion 
and sedition. The subsequent enactment of the National Security Law in 2020 legitimated a new 
agenda for education, which essentially entailed the replacement of LS by CSD so as to introduce 
national education into the school curriculum, thus fulfilling the Government’s two controversial 
agendas, namely: the removal of vestiges of British colonialism in the education system and the 
strengthening of the national identity and patriotism of young people.

Liberal studies: encouraging sedition amidst the 2019 riots

Since its introduction in 2009, LS had been increasingly implicated by the local pro-Beijing politicians 
as one of the causes of young people participating in social movements in the 2010s, including the 
Moral and National Education (MNE) controversy in 2012 (Morris & Vickers, 2015), the Umbrella 
Movement in 2014 (Fung & Su, 2016), and the Mongkok Riots in 2016 (Fung & Liang, 2018). What 
distinguished the 2019 riots from the other social movements was the sudden and coordinated 
attack by the Chinese state media and their local editions in Hong Kong during the summer of 2019. 
From July to September 2019, The Chinese state media published a series of articles portraying LS as 
the major cause of young people participating in those riots. In particular, they criticized LS for its 
lack of official textbooks and the lack of regulation of teaching materials, which enabled ‘some 
actors’ to corrupt young people’s minds. For instance, People’s Daily [人民日报] (2019) asserted that 
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LS ‘textbooks’ were ‘trafficking contraband’; Beijing Daily [北京日報] (2019) and China Youth Daily [中 

国青年報] (2019) dubbed LS ‘textbooks’ as ‘subversion manuals’ and the ‘diseased roots’ of the 
‘Hong Kong problem’, respectively. Hence, Guangming Daily [光明日报] (2019) claimed that LS ‘must 
be urgently reformed’.

Through analysing the archives of the mainland media, it was evident they fashioned a narrative 
that linked LS to the increasing participation of young people in social movements in the 2010s as 
well as ‘malign Western interference’. People’s Daily [人民日报] (2019) opined that the shelving of the 
MNE in 2012 resulted in a lack of ‘national education’; LS was thus ‘walking on one leg’, promoting 
critical thinking without ‘Chinese coordinates’. Consequently, they argued that students were denied 
the opportunity to learn about mainland China in a coherent and holistic manner. Second, the 
Chinese state media dubbed political activists such as Jimmy Lai (a newspaper publisher) and Benny 
Tai as ‘puppets’ of ‘malign foreign interference’ who used education to spread ‘radical ideas’ through 
LS. For example, China Daily [中国日報] (2019) criticized Benny Tai, who had served as a consultant of 
the ‘Hong Kong Today’ module ‘textbooks’, for introducing the concept of ‘civil disobedience’ and 
‘non-institutionalised socio-political participation’ under the topic ‘Rule of law and socio-political 
participation’. China Daily [中国日報] (2019) held that these two concepts sent a misleading message 
to students that they could engage in illegal protests if they deemed the existing government as 
unjust. Hence, LS served as ‘subversion manuals’ to instruct young people to disobey the law and to 
engage in violent protests. This narrative served to generate a sense of ‘crisis’ that Hong Kong was 
being ‘destablised’ and that the 2019 riots were a matter of ‘national security’ that warranted direct 
control from the Chinese Government.

Through framing the 2019 riots as a matter of ‘national security’ and portraying LS as the major 
vehicle of sedition, the Chinese state media asserted that the riots were a blatant challenge to the 
principle of ‘One Country, Two Systems’, and thus required ‘clarification’. China Youth Daily [中国青 

年報] (2019) elaborated:

‘One Country, Two Systems’ refers to the tolerance of two systems within a country. It is a key policy proposed to 
fulfil the goal of a peaceful reunification of the country. Key policies are indisputable. The premise is ‘One 
Country’. This follows that the introduction of national education [. . .] is a basic requirement. History has taught 
us that the rejuvenation of countries in the modern era necessitates the control of educational matters, 
alongside the exercise of sovereignty over its physical borders. In particular, education plays a crucial role in 
unifying a country’s common language and cultural traditions.

This quotation was telling because it highlighted the importance of ‘One Country’ as the prerequisite 
of ‘Two Systems’; this contrasted with previous interpretations that celebrate Hong Kong’s distinc
tiveness from mainland China, such as the emphasis on ‘Hong Kong people administering Hong 
Kong’ and ‘high degree of autonomy’ (Hong Kong Free Press, 2021). Also, it revealed the CCP’s 
ambition to use education as a means to unify the country’s sense of belonging (Calhoun, 2007), 
often at the expense of local cultures. This suggested that minor adjustments to the Hong Kong 
school curriculum would not suffice; LS needed to be replaced with a subject that was aligned with 
national education.

The intention to replace LS was evident in the second wave of commentary by the mainland 
media on LS in the latter half of 2020, notably during the period prior to the National Security Law 
introduction in July 2020. This began with the remarks of Carrie Lam, then Chief Executive of the 
HKSAR, during an interview with a local pro-China newspaper, Ta Kung Pao. Lam stated that 
education in Hong Kong could no longer be ‘an unguarded henhouse’ and that she was planning 
to ‘manage’ LS later that year (The Standard, 2020). A few months later, Tung Chee-hwa, former Chief 
Executive of the HKSAR and then vice-chairman of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative 
Conference, claimed that the introduction of LS, as part of the large-scale education reform during 
his tenure from 1997 to 2005, was a ‘failure’ (Hong Kong Free Press, 2021). He stated that LS had been 
‘alienated’ from its original purpose in the light of young people’s increased participation in social 
movements. Eventually, in November 2020, the HKSAR Government announced the following 
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changes to LS from the 2021/22 school year onwards: first, the six interrelated modules would be 
replaced by three themes, namely: ‘Theme 1: Hong Kong under “One Country, Two Systems”’, 
‘Theme 2: Our Country since Reform and Opening Up’, and ‘Theme 3: Interconnected and 
Interdependence of the Contemporary World’ (CDC and HKEAA, 2021; EDB, 2021a); third, the text
books of the revamped subject would be included in the EDB’s textbook inspection scheme; fourth, 
the research component—IES—would be replaced by mandatory field trips to mainland China to 
learn about the development of the country. In February 2021, the EDB confirmed that LS will be 
replaced by CSD (EDB, 2021a).

Addressing the criticisms

The Government’s decision to replace LS with CSD raised criticisms from the public, since a school 
review report (Task Force on Review of School Curriculum, 2020) recommended that LS should retain 
its compulsory and exam-oriented subject status with minor curriculum adjustments. To address 
these criticisms, the EDB insisted that such curriculum changes were part of the ‘optimalisation’ of 
the NSS Curriculum (EDB, 2021a). In a ‘clear the air’ press release, the EDB emphasized that the school 
curriculum was in need of urgent reforms due to the ‘serious deviations’ that emerged in implement
ing LS. After summarizing the major criticisms of LS, the Education Bureau, (EDB, 2021b) responded:

The EDB cannot disregard the long-standing deviations in the implementation of LS. Speculating on the EDB’s 
motive for launching a reform of LS and opposing the continuous development of the curriculum of the subject 
not only disregards the learning interests of students, but also ignores the professional considerations about the 
bureau’s optimalisation of the subject.

The EDB (2021b) continued:

If there were an intention to ‘kill’ LS, it would be more straightforward to abolish the subject. The purpose of 
revising the LS curriculum and renaming the subject is to rectify the problem of deviations in teaching and put 
the subject back on the right track, thereby facilitating its stable and long-term development. As the subject 
remains a senior secondary core subject, it is clear that the claim of ‘killing LS’ is not valid.

These quotations reflected the EDB’s intention to silence speculation about the rationale behind the 
replacement of LS by CSD and to protect the legitimacy of the large-scale education reform since 
2000. Nevertheless, the CSD curriculum was of an entirely different nature to LS; the subject was 
designed to officially introduce national education as a core component of the school curriculum, 
something that the Government had failed to achieve since the city’s handover in 1997.

The processes identified above which contributed to the replacement of LS by CSD in Hong Kong 
largely corroborates the existing literature that documents the tightening of control over the school 
curriculum in Hong Kong as well as other peripheral regions of China. While earlier literature on 
citizenship education in China (e.g. Law, 2013) suggests that the CCP seeks to modernize its citizenry 
by striking a balance between preserving its party doctrines and accommodating the forces of 
globalization, the more recent studies contend that China’s nation building project has oriented 
towards projecting nationalism within its sovereign boundaries (e.g. Vickers & Morris, 2022). This 
agenda has been less tolerant of regional variations. For Hong Kong, Vickers and Morris (2022) 
highlight that the abolition of LS needs to the be understood with reference to the CCP’s agenda of 
bringing the entirety of the Chinese society under more comprehensive centralized control through 
education reforms. They argue that this agenda is fundamentally driven by Xi Jinping’s nation 
building project: the ‘Chinese Dream’ for the ‘Great Revival of the Chinese Nation’, which attempts 
to assert the CCP’s authentic claim to both cultural distinctiveness and political sovereignty over the 
rest of China (Vickers, 2023). More recently, Vickers’s (2024) analysis of CSD textbooks shows that the 
revamped school subject is designed to promote a national identity and places much more emphasis 
on the hierarchical relationship between mainland China and Hong Kong, often at the expense of 
topics related to Hong Kong’s distinct local identity.
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Similar nation building policies have been identified in the peripheral regions of China. Bulag 
(2024) argues that ethnic minorities in Inner Mongolia have been subjected to more intense 
suppression from the CCP in the late 2010s. This is evident in the announcement in August 2020 
that the use of the Mongolian language to teach Chinese Language, Moral and Politics, and History— 
three core modules of the school curriculum—would be phased out in all local Mongolian schools 
over the next three years. Tobin (2024) makes similar observations regarding Xinjiang. Non-govern
mental organizations, such as Human Rights Watch and Amnesty International, denounced China in 
2017 for sending over a million Uyghurs and other minority groups to ‘re-education’ camps to 
indoctrinate them with patriotism and ‘de-radicalise’ them by forcing them to abandon their religion 
and learn Mandarin Chinese at the expense of their own languages. Meanwhile, Leibold and Dorjee 
(2024) investigate boarding schools on the Tibetan Plateau and highlight that the majority of the 
Tibetan and other minorities children are coerced to first ‘unlearn’ their vernacular cultures that were 
deemed by the regime as ‘backward’ and ‘uncivilised’. Then, these children were socialized with CCP- 
sanctioned cultural norms and language, i.e. Han-centric vision of the Chinese nation, and 
Putonghua, respectively. Consequently, the authors argue that these boarding schools are contri
buting to the production of ‘a more docile and homogenous “Chinese” self under CCP guardian
ship’ (p. 120). Bulag (2024) and Tobin (2024), and Leibold and Dorjee (2024) argue that these changes 
are fundamentally driven by the party-state’s intention to construct an ethnically monolithic state (i. 
e. the Chinese nation, zhonghua minzu), which must be built on the principle of national sovereignty 
and national citizenship. This follows that, in the name of preserving the peace and prosperity of the 
Chinese nation, ethnic minorities are no longer regarded by the party-state as distinct collectivities; 
instead, they need to be incorporated as part of the Chinese national culture.

Conclusion

What emerges from this analysis is that the history of LS was defined by the prevailing and shifting 
political context within HK. Its emergence in 2009 was intended to address a wide range of domestic 
issues but the rationale for reform generally drew heavily on references to global trends, specifically 
lifelong learning and the knowledge economy. In parallel, the LS curriculum also drew heavily on 
overseas models, especially the IBDP, and was evaluated and endorsed by overseas scholars. This 
process of externalizing the need for change by framing it with reference to globalization, overseas 
curricula, and foreign educational scholars’ opinions, effectively allowed the reform to minimize the 
domestic tensions which surrounded education in Hong Kong. The reform process was extended 
and deliberative as it sought to give ample time for the key stakeholders of the education sector to 
accommodate the structural changes, and thus to minimize opposition from an active civil society.

Meanwhile, the demise of LS took place under very different socio-political circumstances in Hong 
Kong in the 2010s, notably the escalating tensions between Hong Kong and mainland China, the 
earlier failure to introduce MNE as a compulsory subject, Xi Jinping’s nation-building project since his 
ascension to power in 2012 and the riots of 2019 which were portrayed as an attempt to promote 
independence. Through framing the 2019 riots as a matter of ‘national security’, LS’s distinct non- 
traditional features, including the absence of a single disciplinary tradition and official textbooks, and 
the stipulated issue-based enquiry approach, were portrayed by the state media as ‘loopholes’ that 
were portrayed as spreading ‘poison’ to young people. This legitimated the need for sweeping 
curriculum changes that better reflect the importance of national education at the expense of LS’s 
original progressive features. Although the language associated with lifelong learning remained in 
the CSD curriculum, it was largely subsumed under the banner of ‘national security’ and CCP- 
sanctioned interpretations of Hong Kong-China relations. Thus, the justification for the cancellation 
of LS and its replacement by CSD was framed through a discourse of nationalism which stresses the 
need to defend national security and educate patriotic citizens. It remains to be seen how topics 
pertinent to the wellbeing of society and human civilization within the CSD curriculum, such as 
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global citizenship education, climate change, and sustainable development, will be affected by 
global geo-politics and the National Security Law.

LS thus provides a case which can, if one was to focus solely on its introduction, be used to 
demonstrate the power of globalization and the validity of world culture theory given the reliance on 
global trends and influences as the rationale for reform. However, such an interpretation would 
require an assumption that those factors were the motive for reform, rather than, as we have 
suggested, an exercise in using external references to address domestic problems. LS thus provides 
a powerful case which illustrates the need to recognize that at its core curriculum change is, as 
Cuban argued, a social and political construction. The role of politics was complex and not explicit in 
the subject’s emergence given the veneer provided by references to the global in policy documents. 
In contrast, the role of politics and the pursuit of nation building was explicit in both the cancellation 
of LS and the introduction of CSD. The National Security Law served to ensure that there were no 
alternatives.
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