
 

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE 

Urgent Call for Action for: 
Children who face the “Double Whammy” in Hong Kong Schools 

(Non-Chinese PLUS Special Needs) 

First-ever landscape study of primary education for NCS-SEN students highlights gaps 
and recommendations in Hong Kong’s education 

Hong Kong, 28 November 2017 — The Zubin Foundation, a leading social policy think-tank and regis-
tered charity, today launched Hong Kong’s first-ever landscape study examining issues facing non-Chi-
nese-speaking (NCS) students with special education needs (SEN). With sponsorship from the Peter Ben-
nett Foundation and Firetree Asia Foundation, the Landscape Study: Primary School Education for Non-
Chinese-Speaking Children With Special Education Needs involved a total of 63 schools, 113 families and 
17 NGOs as stakeholders.  

The research was initiated by a shocking finding in the Foundation’s previous research, The Status of 
Ethnic Minorities in Hong Kong, 1997–2014, which showed that among ethnic minority students with SEN, 
there was a 57% dropout rate from primary to secondary schools.  

Shalini Mahtani, the Co-Founder of The Zubin Foundation, said: “We now understand the problems 
faced by NCS families with SEN children. Although we believe that our NCS population should learn 
Cantonese in the public schools, we do not believe that this should be the case for those with SEN 
children; they should have a choice. Families, schools, and NGOs tell us that the NCS SEN children 
face a ‘double whammy’ of both being unable to speak the language of the school as well as having a 
disability. This is unfair.”   

The Zubin Foundation has adopted a multi-sector approach in its recommendations. Amongst its top rec-
ommendations is building an English-language public special school, English-language preschool services 
to those most severely disabled, and English materials and resources for mainstream schools. 

Many families are leaving Hong Kong because of the lack of English-language public schools and support 
for SEN children, across income levels. “This is amidst the talent shortage in Hong Kong and the econom-
ic vision of what Mrs Carrie Lam, Chief Executive of HKSARG, has outlined of Hong Kong being an ‘in-
ternational city’, at the centre of One Belt, One Road,” said Abraham Shek, member of the Legislative 
Council.  

“One Indian family decided for the wife and their severe SEN child to go to India where they said there 
are many English options,” added Mahtani. Such frustration was also echoed by Amy Fernando, a parent 
with a SEN child in a public special school: “For middle-income families, private schooling is unafford-
able. In Hong Kong, my husband and I had no choice but to send our child to a public special school 
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which taught everything in Cantonese. The problem for us is that there are no affordable English-lan-
guage therapies for our child.” 

Prof. Alfred Chan, Chairperson of the Equal Opportunities Commission, said: “The Equal Opportunities 
Commission urges schools, both private and public, to create a more inclusive environment for NCS SEN 
students. We should ensure equal access to education for all children, including those with SEN, whatev-
er their language needs.” 

Mahtani also added that Hong Kong Education Bureau must be stricter with international schools, with 
many indirectly discriminating against those children with SEN at the admissions process or “pushing 
them out” later on. There must be very clear guidelines for international schools that operate on tax 
payers’ land, and the HKSARG must make it clear that we have a zero–tolerance stance on discrimina-
tion.    

-End- 

NOTES TO EDITORS 

Summary: Landscape Study: Primary School Education for Non-Chinese-Speaking Children With Spe-
cial Education Needs in Hong Kong  

The Status of Ethnic Minorities in Hong Kong, 1997 to 2014  
Summary Report: http://www.zubinfoundation.org/index.php/en/
2013-12-27-07-21-21/2014-05-13-07-51-61 
Video Summary: https://youtu.be/YyIoCRjmsxA  

MEDIA CONTACT 

Sandy Chan  
Programme Director, The Zubin Foundation  
Tel: +858 6421 2677 
sandy@zubinfoundation.org  

About The Zubin Foundation  
The Zubin Mahtani Gidumal Foundation (also known as The Zubin Foundation) is a non-partisan social 
policy think tank and registered charity committed to shedding light on enduring barriers to fairness and 
opportunity Hong Kong. The Zubin Foundation’s core focuses are ethnic minority welfare and patient 
welfare. The Zubin Foundation was established by two Hong Kong individuals, Shalini Mahtani and Ravi 
Gidumal in memory of their son Zubin who died tragically in 2009.  

See www.zubinfoundation.org 
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