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Positive tamily education: fo let youngsters

ive as they are
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What prompted me to interview Rita Ching was her
files — Deputy Executive Director of the Women's
Foundation, and Founding Principal of Above &

Beyond Education, the first social enterprise working on positive education in Hong Kong.
When today’s society is clouded by a somber atmosphere, | especially hope that everyone
and every family can maintain a positive affitude. Via a “positive education” approach that is
based on scientific proof, Above & Beyond Education provides homework support which also
benefits children from low-income families, and integrates elements of daily life in children’s
learning in order to improve their learning effectiveness, optimism and resilience, as well as
developing their individual potentials. Most importantly, they aspire to establish joyful family
relationships through “positive family education”, and even influence the entire community.
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It's one thing to carry out your duty responsibly, but it's another
thing to thoroughly revel in what you're doing. Rita belongs to the latter
case. | would describe Rita as loving the youngsters wholeheartedly,
because her affection is nothing like the one-way “spoonfeeding”
manner common in adults, who would remark “I'm doing this for your
own good,” or “l know way more than you do.” Instead she is willing
to explore youngsters’ inner world and understand their needs at the
core, fruly thinking from their perspective. One of the projects she is
in charge of is TE.E.N. Programme, which started with the aim of
implementing gender education, but has developed by now into a

beneficial training for teenagers’ mental growth, character shaping
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and enhancement of selfimage. When | asked Rita of her expectations
for the youngsters in her “positive education” programme, her answer
was simple yet inspiring, “I hope the programme can offer the young
people a chance to explore themselves, and to be themselves.”

Since when has “being oneself” become such a hard thing to do? Many
young people dont even know how their “real self” is like, while some
dare not to express their frue thoughts, maybe out of the fear of becoming
the centre of attention — giving the right answer might be seen as acting
boastful, but answering it wrongly might give the impression of being
stupid. There are also some who are assimilated by the pressure of “model
answer”, which is the only correct answer to receive praises, and thus
become accustomed to selfoppression. Rita shared, “The programme has
enabled us to have plenty of reflections. On the last day of the training
camp, we invited some students for open sharing. One girl gathered her
courage to step in front of everyone, saying, ‘During these four days, |
have spoken more than | did in an entire year at school.” Another student
stated that she had been often regarded as ‘mature and diplomatic’, which
was just a reluctant habit instead of something she wished for. She was
grateful for being allowed to ‘be herself’ at the comfortable environment of
the fraining camp. Someone confessed that she actually has a passionate
personality, but didnt dare fo showcase in front of others before. The
programme allowed them o realize nobody is perfect, and the key point
is whether you're willing to accept your true self.”

Over the past year, a series of incidents in our society have revealed that
apart from political strife, there is also a lack of communication and trust
between adults and young people. In Rita’s opinion, the solufion for such
conflict must begin by understanding. “We should try to fruly listen to and
comprehend the thoughts of our young people. Indeed as adults, we may
have slightly more knowledge and experience than teenagers. However,
it doesn’t mean that we have no need to evaluate ourselves, or to make an
effort in narrowing the gap between us and the younger generation when
they propose some different opinions.” As early as before the Umbrella
Revolution, Rita already launched a survey with teenagers, asking them
simple and direct questions such as: “What do you dislike about adults?”
“What makes an ideal adultfor you?” “How would you like to be regarded
by adults?” and “What is your ideal society2”

“Since teenagers are yet to be tainted by society, they are like a pristine
mirror fo reflect the shortcomings of adults. When we asked them of their
ideals for being an adult, their answers were typical virtues like politeness
and honesty; what they challenged about was why adults have the rights
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Rita Ching was invited to give a talk on the topic “How we should treat young people”.
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I've heard quite a number of people saying they couldn’t understand
the thoughts and behaviours of young people nowadays. Some even
question how they are entitled to criticize society before making their own
contribution. While our young people do have a lot of room of improvement,
refusing to understand them isn't a way to solve the conflicts. Rita referred
to Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs when analyzing the spiritual needs of
today’s youngsters, “Back in our time as youngsters, life was hard and
our major concern was to satisfy the basic needs for survival and safety.
However, young people nowadays have higher demands for

love, belonging, esteem and self-actualization. If they cannot
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comfort zone to pursue their dreams, and thus _

settle for a mediocre life.”

~FIER ~ Helena Hui

fo impose so many demands on young people despite failing to
serve as a role model themselves. When asked of how they would
like to be treated by adults, their requests were also very usual: to
be given cerfain freedom and rights to make their own decisions.
In contrast, although we adults appear to respect teenagers’
opinion, but if deep down we're always frying to manipulate
their ideas, how can it be counted as sincere listening? We might
be accustomed to cramming our children’s schedule with lots of
activities, but seldom do we ask them about their interests, let alone
giving them the room to develop their passion. Yes sometimes we
seem to provide children with many choices, but in the end we still
couldn't help but take over the steer of their development. As days
go by, children lose the sense of self.understanding, and eventually
give up on their unique self fo just go with the flow. In fact teenagers
can sense whether you truly care about them. They often hit the nail
on the head with their comments, as one student once told me, ‘No
matter how successful they are in their work, adults who do not

| 1

care about their children do not deserve fo be respected at al

“Many parents have asked me for the reason why they are becoming
more distant from their children. Actually they didn't realize that
an apathetic response or a comparative criticism can cause a
crucial damage to their family relationship. Rather than occasional
compensations in the low tide moments, it takes a continual
instillation of happy memories to establish your relationship bit by
bit. If we use a piggy bank as a metaphor, each happy event is
like @ coin, and in case a ‘crack’ appears in your relationship, you
can always use your ‘savings’ to fix it. On the other hand, if your
relationship has been poorly maintained, how can you possibly
repair the cracked piece? Let's take a simple example from daily
life — when chatting with your children, do you actively respond or
reply uninterestedly?2 Would you move onto a different topic, only
focus on giving your own comments, or even provide nothing but
criticism? If children are willing to have a chat with you, it already
shows that they infend to build a friendly relationship with you;
however if parents respond indifferently, it would only make them
hide their hearts behind locked doors again.”

Many parents are worried whether it is too late to start mending
the broken relationship with their children. To this Rita replied, “It's
never too late to fix your relationship with children, as long as you're
persistent and sincere enough. Nowadays the ‘love’ of parents
often comes along with many other burdens, such as their concerns
for children’s future life. Nevertheless, these pestering or ufilitarian
reminders would only make children feel irritated. | suggest parents
arrange some quality time to really interact with their children. One
of my favourite questions for parents is, “What is your last happy
memory with your children2” Quite a lot of people need some time
to recall it. As mentioned earlier, it is common for us to hurt our
children’s feelings unknowingly, and if we stay unnoticed of their
wounds, it somehow ‘encourages’ them to detach themselves from
the family relationship.”

As for the skills of positive communication between parents and
children, the basis is the modification of one’s affitude. “Positive
psychology elements need to ‘Learn i, live it, embed it." The key
is to turn the knowledge we learnt into something we use in our
daily life, and thus alter our usual mindset. According to statistics,
up to 40% of our everyday conversation is composed of ‘habitual
responses’. It isn't easy fo convert from ‘habitual response’ info
skillful response’, as it requires our selfreflections and gradual
changes. Therefore the family must reach a consensus. In fact
not only does it apply fo parent<hild relationship, but it's also
applicable between spouses or colleagues. Besides, gratitude is
also essential in positive communication. For instance, would we
only notice our children’s weaknesses but miss out their strengths?
By improving our interpersonal relationships, we're also having an
opportunity to reexamine ourselves. | always remind parents that
the relationship with children is just like a long distance race - you
couldn't finish it in a rush. So shouldn't we focus on children’s long-
term development instead of their femporary performance?”

“More and more parents do realize that it isn't feasible to drill
children for exams ceaselessly, but the influence of the general
environment seems fo leave them no other choices. Hence it is
crucial for us to make them understand the importance of emotional
education on children’s growth and learning effectiveness.
Taking resilience as an example, Jack Ma once mentioned many
successful entrepreneurs were never elites at school, since they're
willing to take risk and try out new things only because they are
unburdened by their academic performance. This can be extended
fo the discussion of fixed mindset and growth mindset: the former
is associated with the reluctance of new attempts and the fear of
failures or mistakes, whereas those belonging to the latter group
would never lament their fates, but freat every failure as a great
chance of learning.”

“There was an experiment in which two groups of children were
invited for observation. The first group never experienced excessive
infervention during their growth, while the other group was constantly
praised. It turned out that the second group was unwilling fo try out
new things in the absence of adults. They also grew up with a fixed
mindset and had lower achievement in comparison. To cultivate
a growth mindset in children largely depends on whether their
parents value result or process. For example, if children manage to
get good results, instead of praising them for scoring high marks,
why not appreciate their effort devoted@ Then children would shift
their focus from their report card to their learning process, so that
you can review the things to be improved together. In other words,
praises should be as concrete and specific as possible. Praising
kids in public occasions should be avoided though, as it would
lead to comparison among children. After all everyone is a unique
individual. To conclude, a good family life should start with our self-
reflection, and by being ourselves, we would be able to figure out
the point of balance that we're most comfortable with.”
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