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THE ZUBIN FOUNDATION  

The Zubin Foundation is a leading social policy think tank and charity in Hong Kong, named 

after Zubin Mahtani Gidumal.  

 

We aim at improving the lives of Hong Kong ethnic minorities by alleviating poverty and 

enhancing social inclusion. We engage with stakeholders to shape effective solutions – both 

through policy recommendations and direct empowerment projects. Our work is centered 

around a spirit of collaboration and a rigorous commitment to positive, lasting outcomes.  

 

As a registered charity in Hong Kong (IR 91/12344), we rely on donations from individuals, 

corporations and foundations to fund our work.  

 

For more information, please visit: www.zubinfoundation.org  

Email us at: info@zubinfoundation.org  

Follow us on social media: Facebook: The Zubin Foundation | Twitter: @ZubinFoundation 
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   “Education is the most powerful weapon  

which you can use to change the world” 

 

 

- Nelson Mandela 
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Foreword 

 

The impetus for this report stemmed from a conversation with Shalini Mahtani (Founder and 

CEO of The Zubin Foundation) regarding the difficulty I had, as a director of an international 

school here in Hong Kong, in finding students who were willing to take up our scholarships.  

After a few years of advertising the scholarships in newspapers in Hong Kong, and having no 

applicants, we set out to look into the reasons why.  Did our advertisements not reach the target 

audience?  Were there cultural issues to be taken into account?   

 

Certainly language issues were a consideration.  In this respect, Shalini suggested that perhaps 

the problem could be solved by finding deserving students from the ethnic minority community 

in Hong Kong.  We put our heads together and agreed to do a survey of all of the private, 

international and Direct Subsidy Scheme Schools (DSS) in Hong Kong to see if other schools 

had similar problems and how we at The Zubin Foundation (TZF) may be able to bring together 

deserving students and the schools looking for them.  Earlier this year we reached out to all  64 

international and private schools and 68 DSS schools in Hong Kong to find out whether they 

offer scholarships or financial aid for deserving students and the extent to which they do so. 

 

This study sets out the findings of our research with the schools. What TZF hopes to achieve 

through this report is to raise the awareness of a valuable resource in our community which is 

currently underutilised.  We hope to build a bridge which would bring qualified and motivated 

students to the primary and secondary schools in Hong Kong which are desperately seeking 

them and to encourage greater understanding between students of different backgrounds, race 

and cultures.  This may even help schools in Hong Kong to celebrate diversity, as they do in the 

most elite schools in the United States. 

 

We would like to thank all of the schools which agreed to participate in our survey and who 

graciously gave us their time.  We would also like to thank Divya Chhada, a TZF Intern 

Volunteer, who greatly assisted us with our research and whose psychology background helped 

us to understand some of the unspoken reasons why students may not want to take up 

scholarships offered to them. 

 

 

 Susan Collins 
Researcher 

The Zubin Foundation  
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1.0 Preamble 
 

1.1 Background on ethnic minority students in Hong Kong 

 

[When conducting our research, we did so with ethnic minority students in the back of our 

minds.  Not only are they the focus of TZF, there are also language and cultural issues which 

may make them ideal for the scholarships offered by English speaking schools in Hong Kong.  

Having said that, in no way do we wish to restrict our recommendations to ethnic minority 

students.] 

 

A disproportionate percentage of ethnic minority students in Hong Kong live in poverty.  A report 

written by Professor Puja Kapai of The University of Hong Kong and commissioned by TZF, 

‘The Status of Ethnic Minorities, 1997-2014’, stated that 23% of South and Southeast Asians in 

Hong Kong live in poverty, compared to 20.4% of the general population1. The problem of child 

poverty is even more serious.  

 

According to government statistics2, in 2016 the poverty rate among South Asians, the largest 

group in the ethnic minority population, was 25.7%. Yet for South Asian children, the poverty 

rate reached 33.6%. 

 

Education for ethnic minority students in Hong Kong brings its own problems.  According to ‘The 

Status of Ethnic Minorities’, the education level of ethnic minorities is far lower than that of their 

Hong Kong Chinese counterparts.  Language is the largest issue: 

 

“Language barriers hinder the overall learning experience of ethnic minority children at 

school, especially when other subjects apart from language are taught in Chinese. 

Without a solid grasp of Chinese, it will naturally be difficult for ethnic minority students 

to acquire knowledge in other areas with Chinese as the medium of instruction.”3 

 

Dropout rates are also concerning.  At the secondary level, ethnic minority students have lower 

school attendance rates and higher dropout rates compared to the population of Hong Kong 

students. In particular, Pakistani students are two and half times more likely whilst Nepalese 

students are more than three times as likely as Chinese students to leave school before Form 

5.4 

 

                                                
1 https://docs.wixstatic.com/ugd/5242b7_f0e1461b55b54f66b8af8c1badfb6ff7.pdf  
2https://www.povertyrelief.gov.hk/pdf/Hong%20Kong%20Poverty%20Situation%20Report%20on%20Ethn

ic%20Minorities%202016.pdf 
3 Status of Ethnic Minorities in Hong Kong, Chapter 3, page 4-5. 
4 Ibid, Chapter 3, page 10 and The Hong Kong Institute of Education, ‘Study on Educational Inequality 

and Child Poverty among Ethnic Minorities in Hong Kong’ (The Hong Kong Institute of Education, 29 
October 2013). 
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In a 2010 Report on Parents Involvement for Children’s Educational Advancement, The Hong 

Kong Council for Social Service surveyed both ethnic minority and Chinese parents of primary 

school children and found that ethnic minority parents: - 

 

• had serious knowledge deficits about the overall structure of the Hong Kong education 

system; 

 

• were unaware of the Direct Subsidy Scheme; 

 

• were much more likely than Chinese parents to believe that designated schools will be 

educationally beneficial to their children; 

 

• express themselves to be confident about their knowledge of a particular stage of the 

Hong Kong education system only after their children have experienced it; 

 

• their self-reported knowledge scores regarding secondary and tertiary level education 

fell dramatically as the stage of education for the child progressed.5 

 

All of these issues lead us to believe that more could be done for ethnic minority students, and 

the knowledge base of their parents, in Hong Kong.  Our findings from The Status of Ethnic 

Minorities’ show that it is difficult for ethnic minorities to acquire strong enough Chinese 

language reading and writing skills to excel in local, Chinese medium, schools and even more 

worrying, their Chinese language skills may be inadequate to allow them access to a full range 

of tertiary education or even vocational training opportunities.  As a result of this, and many 

other factors, there are higher rates of dropout from school between the ages of 13 and 17 

among some ethnic minority groups.6 

 

If language is the largest barrier to education for ethnic minorities in Hong Kong, would one of 

the solutions be to open more doors for them to English medium education?  After call, 84% of 

ethnic minorities (excluding foreign domestic helpers) speak English.7  

 

As we will see from this report, many of the international, private and DSS English medium 

schools have an obligation imposed on them by the Education Bureau to set aside funds each 

year for scholarships for disadvantaged students in the community.  Yet, ethnic minority 

students and their parents are unaware of these scholarship opportunities for an education in 

the English language.  This perhaps could provide another education option for financially 

deserving ethnic minority children in Hong Kong to access English language education. 

 

 

                                                
5 Ibid, Chapter 3, page 14 and http://www.hkcss.org.hk/uploadfileMgnt/0_2014612145312.pdf 
6 Ibid, Chapter 3, page 10 (and n. 6). 
7 Census and Statistics Department, Hong Kong Special Administrative Region, 2016 Population by-

census Thematic Report: Ethnic Minorities, page 48 
https://www.statistics.gov.hk/pub/B11201002016XXXXB0100.pdf  

https://www.statistics.gov.hk/pub/B11201002016XXXXB0100.pdf


© The Zubin Mahtani Gidumal Foundation Limited. All Rights Reserved. 

 
7 

1.2 Mother-tongue language and ethnic minority students 

 

In 1997 there was a move towards mother tongue medium of instruction (MOI) in Hong Kong 

schools. Hong Kong ethnic minorities, like other students, were all to be impacted by this policy.   

The rationale for Cantonese as the MOI was as a belief that students learn better in their own 

“mother tongue” and this was supported by international research.  

 

See Table 18, on page 8   

                                                
8 https://www.edb.gov.hk/en/edu-system/primary-secondary/applicable-to-secondary/moi/key-events-moi-

fine-tuning-bg/moi-guidance-for-sec-sch/sep-1997/mother-tongue/index.html 

https://www.edb.gov.hk/en/edu-system/primary-secondary/applicable-to-secondary/moi/key-events-moi-fine-tuning-bg/moi-guidance-for-sec-sch/sep-1997/mother-tongue/index.html
https://www.edb.gov.hk/en/edu-system/primary-secondary/applicable-to-secondary/moi/key-events-moi-fine-tuning-bg/moi-guidance-for-sec-sch/sep-1997/mother-tongue/index.html
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Why should we teach in the mother tongue? 
Guidance for Secondary Schools  

September 1997 
1.1 Educational research worldwide and in Hong Kong have shown that students learn better through their 

mother tongue. The educational benefits of mother-tongue teaching include : 

  

 

Mother-tongue teaching has positive effects on students' learning; 

 

Most students prefer learning in the mother tongue; 

 

Students learning in the mother tongue generally perform better than their counterparts using English as 

medium of instruction (MOI); and 

 

Students of traditional Chinese-medium schools consistently achieve a higher pass percentage than the 

territory-wide average in both Chinese Language and English Language in the Hong Kong Certificate of 

Education Examination. This shows the positive impact of mother-tongue teaching on the learning of Chinese 

and English as a subject. 

 

It is therefore Government's policy: 

 

to encourage secondary schools to use Chinese as MOI; and 

 

to discourage the use of mixed code, ie a mixture of Chinese and English, in teaching and learning. 

 

1.2 This policy has been re-affirmed over time: 

 

In 1984, Education Commission Report (ECR) No. 1 established a clear policy to encourage secondary 

schools to teach in the mother tongue; 

 

In 1986, Government introduced support measures to schools using Chinese as MOI; 

 

In 1990, ECR4 endorsed the principles for MOI and recommended regular reviews to monitor progress and 

stronger measures to encourage Chinese-medium instruction and minimise mixed-code teaching; 

 

In 1994, Government started to advise schools on the language proficiency of their Secondary 1 intake to 

assist them in choosing an appropriate MOI; 

 

In 1994, Government announced a Policy Commitment to issue firm guidance to all secondary schools on 

MOI by 1997/98; and 

 

In 1996, ECR6 re-affirmed the policy of mother-tongue teaching, supported the publication of advice on the 

appropriate MOI in 1997 for adoption by individual schools in 1998 and asked for clear indications of 

sanctions for non-compliance. 

  
1.3 With the use of Chinese as MOI lifting language barriers in the study of most subjects, students will be better 

able to understand what is taught, analyse problems, express views, develop an enquiring mind and 

cultivate critical thinking. Mother-tongue teaching thus leads to better cognitive and academic development. 

Our students can also have more time to concentrate on the learning of English.  

1.4 Nonetheless, Government fully appreciates that some schools have been operating successfully with 

English-medium teaching and have achieved good results. These schools may continue to teach in English 

if they wish to do so and satisfy the requirements at paragraph 2.4 below.  

1.5 There is consensus among the education sector that ED should continue to work together with schools and 

relevant bodies to promote mother-tongue teaching and concurrently enhance the language proficiency of 

our students. To this end, ECR6 provides a comprehensive strategy for enhancing proficiency in Chinese 

and English.  

1.6 ED will continue to do all it can to assist schools to upgrade the standard of language teaching and learning. 
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Ethnic Minorities in Hong Kong do not speak MOI as their mother tongue. It stands to reason 

that their education has therefore been severely and negatively impacted as a result of this 

policy change. The result of their inability to acquire the Chinese language as well as their 

Chinese counterparts which has significantly impacted their income levels, poverty levels and 

social inclusion.  

 

 

1.3 Ethnic minorities should learn Cantonese for social inclusion 

 

The view of TZF is that Hong Kong’s ethnic minority children should study at Chinese Medium-

of-Instruction (CMI) schools as far as possible.  Hong Kong ethnic minorities are a core part of 

Hong Kong and in order to socially integrate and to avail themselves of opportunities open to 

their local Chinese speaking counterparts, they require the same language skills as them. 

 

Having said this, the work of TZF over the last few years has showed the enormous difficulty 

that ethnic minorities have in learning in the Cantonese language.  The Chinese language is an 

incredibly difficult language to learn to read and write and the hundreds of youth (see Table 2 

below) and ethnic minority parents that we have worked with have shared the following: 

 

 Almost all ethnic minority students speak Cantonese well if they have been in an EMI school 

or a CMI school, but their reading and writing ability is low. 

 Chinese is an incredibly difficult to learn and there is no parent at home who can help 

 The homework culture of CMI schools where students must spend a few hours every night 

copying Chinese characters in order to memorise them is alien to them and their families. 

 Many of their parents had very little schooling and do not understand the importance of 

homework when the child has already spent a full day at school. 

 Some communities, for example, Pakistani boys, are required to spend every evening at the 

mosque studying the Holy Qu’ran, required by their families. 

 There is no extra money in the family to pay for tutors to assist in Chinese 

 Many older siblings spend time at home looking after their younger siblings and to have time 

to do any homework is a luxury. 

 Girls in some communities are in charge of all housework and child care of their siblings. 

Again, homework time is simply not available. 

 

In addition, Hong Kong has not done well in in teaching Chinese to its non-Chinese speaking 

community in the following ways. 

 

1. Hong Kong has not developed a pedagogy for teaching Cantonese as a Second 

Language. There are a variety of very successful pedagogies developed to teach 

Putonghua in both Mainland China and Taiwan, to non-Chinese speakers.  

2. Hong Kong’s academics have never agreed on a form of romanisation to teach 

Cantonese. And yet, in Mainland China and Taiwan, romanisation is key to both 

teaching and learning the language. 
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3. The Education Bureau (EDB) has not set up a Chinese as a Second Language 

Curriculum which means that teachers in schools are to some degree, working on their 

own in the dark in order to follow the EDB’s Chinese as a Second Language Framework. 

 

 

1.4 Scholarships in English-speaking schools will help ethnic minority students 

 

Chinese is amongst the most difficult languages to learn according to the US Department of 

State’s Foreign Service Institute's School of Language Studies and shown in Table 2 below.  

 

Furthermore, this is expressed time again in Hong Kong from many students, whether or not 

they are native English speakers. The learning of Chinese includes the use of memory and 

specific skills such as stroke order in order to write characters.   

 

Table 2: Chinese is amongst the top 5 most difficult languages for native English learner 

according to the website of the US Department of State’s Foreign Service Institute's School of 

Language Studies  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In addition, any of the South Asian families, the largest ethnic minority population in Hong Kong, 

because of their British colonial ancestral roots, will have English spoken by family members. 

   

Table 3 below shows the data pertaining to languages spoken by ethnic minorities (excluding 

foreign domestic helpers) in Hong Kong from the 2011 Population Census. As shown in the 

table, 35.54% of all ethnic minorities were found to have English as their spoken language 

versus 21.08% having Cantonese as their usual spoken language. 

 

Table 3: Languages spoken by ethnic minorities (excluding foreign domestic helpers) in Hong 

Kong 

Ethnic Minorities  Usual Spoken Language 
(note1) 

Speak these 
languages9  

English  35.54% 
93,688 out of 263, 593 people 

84% 

Cantonese 21.08% 

55 566 out of 263, 593 people 
 

46.1% 

                                                
9 Census and Statistics Department, Hong Kong Special Administrative Region, 2016 Population by-

census Thematic Report: Ethnic Minorities, page 48 
https://www.statistics.gov.hk/pub/B11201002016XXXXB0100.pdf 

 
Table 2: Languages which are exceptionally difficult for native English speakers 

Arabic 
Cantonese (Chinese) 
Mandarin (Chinese) 

Japanese 
Korean 

 

https://www.statistics.gov.hk/pub/B11201002016XXXXB0100.pdf
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Putonghua 0.60% 
1,584 out of 263, 593 people 

 

19.8% 

note 1 : from the 2016 Population B -Census Interactive Data Dissemination Service 

 

So, as per Table 1, above, learning in mother tongue is key for students and if English is more a 

mother tongue than Cantonese, can we consider giving ethnic minorities the very best in 

English education at primary and secondary level so they become the best they can be in 

physics and geography, biology and mathematics and every other subject. Are the studies of 

ethnic minorities overall held hostage because of the difficulty in learning Chinese? The answer 

to some ethnic minorities is yes.   

 

 

1.5 If ethnic minorities acquire primary and secondary education in English, how will they 

acquire Chinese? 

 

Social inclusion is imperative, and Chinese language is imperative to live and work in Hong 

Kong. Ethnic minorities must learn Chinese to live and work in Hong Kong.  

 

One option that has not yet been explored is giving Hong Kong ethnic minorities a real 

opportunity to excel in English language education and to become the best that they become 

through the opportunities in private, international and DSS schools.  Let them become great 

students and foster a love of learning.   After they leave secondary school with their 

International Baccalaureate (IB) and or A Level grades, they then can embark on a serious 

learning of Chinese language, say a full time 2-year programme as an example, before going on 

to tertiary education.  

 

This is just an option and one that can be explored. After all, as the EDB says: 

 

“Educational research worldwide and in Hong Kong have shown that students learn better 
through their mother tongue. “ 
 

 

2.0 The Landscape   
 

2.1 International and private schools in Hong Kong (64 in total) 

 

2.1.1 Background on government support for international and private Schools in Hong 

Kong - 2006-2014 

  

“International schools” is an administrative category to describe a group of schools within the 

private school sector. Some schools are first set up as a private school before being recognized 

as an international school. There is no significant difference between a private school and an 

international school as far as access to government assistance is concerned. For example, both 
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groups of schools may participate in the School Allocation Exercise for international school 

development subject to them meeting the mandatory requirements.10 

 

After the global economic downturn in 2007, when international businesses were looking 

outside of their own borders and investing more in Asia, and foreign investment into China was 

steadily growing, business in Hong Kong was booming.  Local and multinational companies 

were expanding and were bringing in staff from abroad with specialist skills.   

 

However, as time went on, these companies were finding that prospective employees from 

overseas were turning down job offers as they were unable to secure school spaces for their 

children in Hong Kong in English medium schools.  International businesses and chambers of 

commerce pressured the Hong Kong Government to address this problem.  Relocation 

companies encouraged international schools to put in place “golden ticket” debentures at high 

prices so that their large multinational clients could ensure that their talent would accept 

positions, knowing that their children could follow. 

 

In the American Chamber of Commerce’s 2011 Submission for the Chief Executive’s Policy 

Address for 2011-201211, the Chamber made only two recommendations, one of which 

concerned this issue of lack of international school spaces.  Appeals to the government for more 

school spaces continued every year until the 2017 Submission12, in which no mention is made.  

 

“Employers have been finding a new resistance among the top people they wish to recruit to 

Hong Kong from overseas as they are hesitant to relocate their families when they are unable to 

place their children into appropriate schools. It is also affecting the ability to retain talent, as 

assignees will leave Hong Kong if they are unable to get their children into appropriate schools. 

While AmCham acknowledges the government’s recent allocations of new land for international 

schools, these fail to meet the demand for primary-level, English-language places on Hong 

Kong Island. It is no understatement that the situation has reached a crisis point.”13 

 

From 2006 to 2014, the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region Government (HKSARG) 

actively encouraged existing international schools to expand, or new international schools to 

come to Hong Kong, to satisfy the shortage of school spaces in the international school sector.  

In some cases, the government put up for tender vacant local school premises or greenfield 

sites and the best tender won.  The government provided these schools with land to build, or an 

existing school building to renovate, at no cost.  This encouraged existing international schools 

to consider expanding and overseas schools to move into the Hong Kong education space.  

                                                
10 https://internationalschools.edb.hkedcity.net/ 
11https://www.amcham.org.hk/uploads/media/default/0001/02/2b59f4de75f295dc5540f6dbd2d2fb05f9c47

aaa.pdf 
12https://www.amcham.org.hk/uploads/media/default/0001/02/5b76b602c8fb72d9acfa889ed0332a7a5e3f

9c1b.pdf 
13 The American Chamber of Commerce in Hong Kong Submission for the Chief Executive’s 2011-2012 

Policy Address 16 September 2011 



© The Zubin Mahtani Gidumal Foundation Limited. All Rights Reserved. 

 
13 

According to the EDB’s website, international school allocation exercises by year were: 2006 

(International Montessori School - subsequently revoked), 2007 (German Swiss International 

School, Singapore International School) , 2008 (French International School, HK Academy 

(subsequently revoked), International College Hong Kong (Hong Luk Yuen), 2012 (International 

Montessori School, Carmel School, Nord Anglia Education) and 2014 (Esol Education, 

American School Hong Kong), The Harbour School, French International School, Shrewsbury 

International School, Malvern College).14 

 

The HKSARG imposed a number of requirements on these tender winning schools including 

entering into a Service Agreement (ServA) with the government. The ServA governed the 

operation and management of the school along with the school development plan, provisions 

set out in the Education Ordinance, Education Regulations, and specific conditions applicable to 

that School Allocation Exercise.   

 

2.1.2 Standard Conditions 

 

The standard text conditions for the ServAs included a provision that  

 

“In each school year, the SSB (School Sponsoring Body) shall set aside a sum, 

which shall not be less than 10% of the School’s total school fee income, to 

provide scholarship and/or other financial assistance for deserving students. The 

SSB shall use its best endeavours to ensure full utilisation of the scholarship 

and/or other financial assistance, and reflect the sum set aside and its utilisation 

rate in the statement of accounts described in Condition 16 above.” 15 

 

It is this condition on which this report will focus. 

 

It is worth noting, however, two further conditions. Condition 16 referred to above states: 

 

“The SSB shall submit to the Government annually... complete statements of the 

accounts of the School... audited by a certified public accountant… and submitted 

at such time and in such manner as the Government may specify.” 

 

The other condition, included in agreements from 2009-2014, stated that at least 50% of the 

students attending such international schools which won tenders must be “non-local children of 

families coming to Hong Kong for work or investment, or non-local children holding student 

visas for entry into Hong Kong for studies”.  The figure changed over the years such that some 

ServA stated that as much as 98% of the students had to be non-local.  The current standard 

conditions state 70% non-local students16.  In a response to a question raised in the Legislative 

                                                
14 https://www.edb.gov.hk/en/sch-admin/sch-premises-info/allocation-of-sch/sae-result/index.html 
15  https://internationalschools.edb.hkedcity.net/materials/Sample%20SA%20(Greenfield%20Site).pdf. 
16https://internationalschools.edb.hkedcity.net/materials/Sample%20SA%20(Greenfield%20Site)
.pdf 
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Council on 1st February 2012, the then Secretary for Education, Michael Suen Ming-yeung 

stated:  

 

“In order to ensure that the increase in international school places in the schools 

mentioned above could catch up with the increasing demand from non-local families, we 

have imposed a new requirement for successful operators being allocated greenfield 

sites and vacant premises to admit non-local students at no less than 70% of their 

overall student population.” 17 

 

The conditions defined ‘non-local’ as “These students shall not be local children who are 

permanent residents in Hong Kong and do not have any passport other than the Hong Kong 

Special Administrative Region Passport or the British National (Overseas) Passport.”18 

 

As an aside, we would also note condition 24: “Special Needs: 24. The SSB shall collaborate 
with the government in ensuring that the School will realise and achieve its vision and mission, 
objectives and performance targets in the School Development Plan. The SSB shall, in 
accordance with the Proposed School Plan and the School Development Plan, put in place the 
quality assurance mechanism and provide dedicated services for students with special 
education needs”.19 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                
17 https://www.legco.gov.hk/yr11-12/english/counmtg/hansard/cm0201-translate-e.pdf 
18 https://internationalschools.edb.hkedcity.net/materials/Sample%20SA%20(Greenfield%20Site).pdf 
19Ibid, p. 5. 
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2.2 Direct Subsidy Scheme Schools in Hong Kong (72 in total) 

 

2.2.1 History 

 

The DSS was introduced in September 1991 to inject diversity into the Hong Kong school 

system through the growth of a strong private school sector. Under the DSS, schools were 

allowed to have greater flexibility in various areas including school management, curriculum 

design, student admission and fees collection “so that they could cater for the diverse needs of 

their students in a more responsive manner”.20  Each DSS school receives an annual 

government subsidy in the form of a block grant.  The subsidy is calculated based on the 

average unit cost of an aided school place multiplied by the number of students enrolled in the 

school.  Besides the government subsidy, DSS schools are able to collect school fees for the 

provision of additional support services and school facilities.21  

 

As a condition of their subsidy, DSS schools are required to offer to parents a fee 

remission and scholarship scheme with a set of eligibility benchmarks no less 

favourable than the government financial assistance schemes for students.  The 

government requires this to ensure that students that wish to attend will not be deprived of the 

chance to study at DSS schools.  The EDB website states: “Although DSS schools have greater 

flexibility in student admission, they are required to establish reasonable and professionally 

sound admission criteria that are consistent with their own tradition and educational objectives. 

Students’ family background should not be one of the admission criteria.”22 In addition, there is 

a requirement for full details of the fee remission and scholarship scheme to be shown in 

the school’s prospectus, admission application form, school website, etc “to increase 

the transparency and access to information of the fee remission and scholarship 

scheme”.23 

 

DSS schools are required to set aside at least 10% of their school fee income for the fee 

remission and scholarship scheme.  The standard text in a School Sponsoring Body ServA 

between the government and each DSS school states: 

 

“13. The SSB shall ensure that in each school year, the SMC (School Management 

Committee) shall set aside a sum in accordance with the latest circular/circular 

memorandum issued by the Government, which shall not be less than 10% of its 

total school fee income, to provide scholarship and/or other financial assistance for 

deserving students.”24 

                                                
20 Report No. 55 of the Director of Audit, November 2010 
21https://www.edb.gov.hk/attachment/en/edu-system/primary-secondary/applicable-to-primary-

secondary/direct-subsidy-scheme/DSS%2014-15_e.pdf 
22Ibid. 
23https://www.edb.gov.hk/en/edu-system/primary-secondary/applicable-to-primary-secondary/direct-

subsidy-scheme/index/info-sch.html 
24https://www.edb.gov.hk/attachment/en/edu-system/primary-secondary/applicable-to-primary-

secondary/direct-subsidy-scheme/index/SSB%20SA_(for%20SMC%20Schools)_Jan-2016.pdf 
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This condition, which is identical to that imposed on the international schools which won tenders 

between the years 2006-2014, is in all DSS school ServAs.  As at September 2018, there are 72 

DSS schools in Hong Kong.25 

 

The requirement for DSS schools to provide scholarships or financial assistance goes one 

step further than that of international schools, namely: 

 

“If a school charges a fee exceeding two-third of the average unit cost of an aided school 

place, the school must set aside 50 cents for fee remission and scholarship for every 

additional dollar charged over and above 2/3 of the DSS unit subsidy rate. As such, 

students will not be deprived of the chance to attend DSS schools because of their inability 

to pay fees.”26 

 

It is worth noting that the EDB specifically states here that the purpose of the scholarship 

scheme is to allow those, who would otherwise not be able to afford the fees, to attend the 

DSS schools.  They also put a higher financial responsibility on those schools which 

charge higher fees.   

 

On the other hand, however, if a DSS school finds that it cannot spend its reserve for fee 

remission/scholarship scheme the school is allowed to petition EDB with an alternative 

plan for such funds.  Acceptable options for usages of the excessive reserve include: (a) relaxing 

the criteria for awarding fee remission/scholarship; (b) reducing the school fees; (c) subsidizing 

eligible students in their purchase of textbooks/reference books/stationery; and (d) sponsoring 

eligible students for joining extra-curricular activities, such as overseas educational visits and 

exchange study programmes, etc.27  

 

2.2.2 Audit of DSS Schools 

 

In 2010, the Audit Commission conducted an examination of the 2008/09 audited accounts of 

67 DSS schools.  The Commission found that: (a) the fee remission/scholarship schemes of 5 

schools were not funded from school fee income; and (b) in 14 schools, the utilisation of the fee 

remission/scholarship schemes was 50% or less. The report went on to say that the 

Commission recommended that the Secretary for Education should: (a) ensure that DSS 

schools set aside the required amounts of school fee income for the fee remission/scholarship 

schemes; and (b) follow up with DSS schools to look into the causes of the low utilisation of 

their fee remission/scholarship schemes. 28 

                                                
25https://www.edb.gov.hk/en/edu-system/primary-secondary/applicable-to-primary-secondary/direct-

subsidy-scheme/index/info-sch.html 
26https://www.edb.gov.hk/attachment/en/edu-system/primary-secondary/applicable-to-primary-

secondary/direct-subsidy-scheme/DSS%2014-15_e.pdf 
27https://www.edb.gov.hk/attachment/en/edu-system/primary-secondary/applicable-to-primary-

secondary/direct-subsidy-scheme/dss%20report_full.pdf 
28 https://www.aud.gov.hk/pdf_e/e55ch01.pdf 
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In relation to the administration of fee remission/scholarship schemes by schools, the 

Commission stated that: 

 

“Of the four schools visited by Audit, only two had mentioned the fee 

remission/scholarship schemes in their prospectuses. However, full details of the 

schemes were not provided. Audit scrutiny of the websites of all the 72 DSS schools 

revealed that: (a) only 47 (65%) schools had mentioned on their websites that fee 

remission/scholarship schemes were available to students; and (b) only 23 of these 47 

schools had provided details of the schemes.” 29 

 

The Commission recommended that the Secretary for Education should not only monitor 

the schools’ schemes but also remind the schools to publicly state details of such 

schemes on their school websites. 

 

Subsequently, the Public Accounts Committee (PAC) held four public hearings to receive 

evidence on the findings of the Audit Committee and made the following recommendations: 

 

“The PAC strongly urges the Secretary for Education to:  (a) apart from requiring DSS 

schools to improve their fee remission/scholarship schemes, conduct a comprehensive 

review to explore effective measures to ensure that students from grassroots families will 

have a fair chance of studying in DSS schools, such as providing sufficient financial 

subsidy to needy students for meeting the necessary expenses of studying in such schools 

other than school fees, and consult the Panel on Education in the review;  (b) step up the 

EDB’s monitoring of DSS schools’ compliance with its requirements on fee 

remission/scholarship schemes and to enhance public awareness of the schemes, so that 

parents can take them into account when considering whether to apply for their children’s 

admission to DSS schools; and  (c) take measures to ensure that DSS schools will not 

discriminate against Comprehensive Social Security Assistance (CSSA) students in 

administering their fee remission/scholarship schemes.”30 

 

A year later, a working group established by the EDB comprising six private sector members and 

four EDB members, assessed the DSS schools again.  Overall, the report of the Working Group 

on Direct Subsidy Scheme which came out in December 2011 found that the government should 

maintain a proper balance between regulatory oversight of and flexibility for DSS schools and the 

EDB should not micro-manage the schools. On the subject of Fee Remission/Scholarship 

Schemes, the working group found that although some schools were not spending their required 

funds each year, 40% of the schools were using well over that amount.  They felt that there was 

evidence that some schools were stepping up efforts to recruit students from disadvantaged 

backgrounds and flexibility in recruitment was key to the DSS ethos and therefore they would not 

impose drastic measures to ensure compliance straight away.   

                                                
29 Report No. 55 of the Director of Audit, November 2010, p.2 
30https://www.legco.gov.hk/yr10-11/english/pac/reports/55/m_8a.pdf 
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There has been no review of the DSS schools since that time. 

 

2.2.3 Case study - Celebrating diversity 

 

In 2017, in their submission on the Chief Executive’s Policy Address, the American Chamber of 

Commerce noted the growing lack of diversity in schools in Hong Kong:  

 

“In our work with local schools we have noted that the cultural gap continues to 

widen in Hong Kong, and we would like to work together with the Education 

Bureau to help the students close this gap. Hong Kong is on the verge of losing 

the very edge that has made it prosperous over the last century, and it must start 

by embracing the cultural diversity that is Hong Kong with the future generations 

of Hong Kong youth.”31 

 

While conducting our research, it was clear from some schools that promoting cultural or socio-

economic diversity through their scholarship programme was not high on the agenda.  In today’s 

world of growing racial, cultural and political discord, it is perhaps more important than ever to 

bring young people together to hear differing views, and debate these ideas in a supportive and 

nurturing environment.   

 

There has been a long tradition of promoting diversity in many of the elite secondary schools in 

the US.  These schools celebrate diversity and build this by providing financial aid to deserving 

students (funded in the main by their large endowments).  In 2011-2012, the National 

Association of Independent Schools member schools awarded more than $2 billion in need-

based financial aid.32 

 

One such school, Cate School in Southern California, says that it is the most diverse boarding 

school of its size (280 students) with a student body comprised of 49% students of color.33  Cate 

strongly values diversity.  Their commitment to socio-economic diversity is evidenced by a 

financial assistance budget of more than US$4,000,000 per year.   

 

For Cate, diversity is important because they find that students learn best when their 

assumptions and understandings are challenged.  They believe that this discourse best 

happens in a classroom with other students who may see the world differently from each other.  

 

So important is diversity to Cate that earlier this year they undertook an assessment of inclusion 

and multiculturalism to help them learn about best practices in creating a diverse and inclusive 

community.  The Assessment of Inclusivity and Multiculturalism34 arranged by the National 

                                                
31https://www.amcham.org.hk/uploads/media/default/0001/02/5b76b602c8fb72d9acfa889ed0332a7a5e3f

9c1b.pdf, p. 12. 
32https://www.nytimes.com/2014/03/15/your-money/for-boarding-schools-an-evolving-financial-
aid-philosophy.html 
33 Based on statistics from the National Association of Independent Schools.  https://www.nais.org/ 
34 https://www.nais.org/analyze/assessment-of-inclusivity-and-multiculturalism/ 

https://www.amcham.org.hk/uploads/media/default/0001/02/5b76b602c8fb72d9acfa889ed0332a7a5e3f9c1b.pdf
https://www.amcham.org.hk/uploads/media/default/0001/02/5b76b602c8fb72d9acfa889ed0332a7a5e3f9c1b.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/2014/03/15/your-money/for-boarding-schools-an-evolving-financial-aid-philosophy.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2014/03/15/your-money/for-boarding-schools-an-evolving-financial-aid-philosophy.html
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Association of Independent Schools measured the school’s current practices and their 

effectiveness and will provide the school with a deep understanding of the climate of inclusion 

on their campus, from current and past student to teachers, administrators, and trustees.  

 

Hong Kong has its own example of a school which celebrates diversity.  At Li Po Chun United 

World College (LPCUWC), diversity is at the heart of what the school is all about.  Only 50% of 

the students are local, and the rest are students from around the world, of varying racial, cultural 

and socio-economic backgrounds.  LPCUWC emphasises the fact that all are equal, all should 

have the same opportunities, they emphasise mutual respect and celebrate each other’s 

differences. 

 

The Working Group on Direct Subsidy Schools stated, after an assessment of LPCUWC and its 

funding by the government: 

 

“LPCUWC should be regarded as a much-valued unique member of the Hong Kong 

school system. Should there be any change to its existing funding mode, fewer students 

would have the chance to enjoy such a multi-cultural and pluralistic learning 

environment. This would not be in the interest of local students.”35 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                
35https://www.edb.gov.hk/attachment/en/edu-system/primary-secondary/applicable-to-primary-

secondary/direct-subsidy-scheme/dss%20report_full.pdf  p.60 

https://www.edb.gov.hk/attachment/en/edu-system/primary-secondary/applicable-to-primary-secondary/direct-subsidy-scheme/dss%20report_full.pdf
https://www.edb.gov.hk/attachment/en/edu-system/primary-secondary/applicable-to-primary-secondary/direct-subsidy-scheme/dss%20report_full.pdf
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3.0 The Research  
 

3.1 Objectives 

 

The objectives of this research were to: 

 Determine what schools provide scholarships, whether required by the EDB or not. 

 Determine the number of scholarships provided and whether they are allocated or not. 

 Determine if unused scholarships have been aggregated and are available for use in 

subsequent years. 

 Seek a ballpark for total amount of scholarship monies available each year. 

 Understand the definition of scholarships according to schools. 

 Determine the criteria for judging the applicants and what the scholarships cover. 

 Determine how schools reach out to potential applicants and if information is readily 

available for potential applicants at these schools 

 Determine if schools would like assistance in finding deserving students to apply for 

scholarships 

 

3.2 Methodology 

 

The methodology included the following: 

 A full list of the private and international schools (2017-2018 School Year) was obtained 

from the EDB website. (see Appendix A for full list) 

 A full list of the DSS schools (2017-2018 School Year) was obtained from the EDB website. 

(see Appendix B for full list) 

 Each of the 64 international and private schools and 68 DSS schools were contacted by 

email and follow up made by telephone. 

 For those schools which were willing to participate, researchers from TZF met in person 

with the appropriate contact, usually the headmaster, CFO or COO.  In three cases, 

interviews were conducted by telephone. 

 

 

3.3 Demographics 

 

For the purposes of this report, we contacted all 64 international and private schools in Hong 

Kong.  Of the 64 schools contacted, 35 schools replied, 2 of which said they would not 

participate, 3 schools said that they were in the process of developing their scholarship system 

so would not participate in the survey.  The 30 schools participated (see Appendix A) in the 

survey, representing just under half (46.8%) of the international and private schools in Hong 

Kong. 
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Although the government figures state that there are 72 DSS schools in Hong Kong, those 

figures include both the primary and secondary sections of some schools.  For the purposes of 

this report, we only contacted one section of each school, making a total of 68 schools 

contacted.  Of the 68 DSS schools contacted, 12 schools participated in the survey, 

representing 17.6% of the DSS schools in Hong Kong. 

 

 
 

 

3.4 Findings  

 

3.4.1   Under the terms of your ServA with the EDB, are you required to provide 

scholarship and/or other financial assistance for deserving students in Hong Kong? 

 

46%

47%

3%5%

Chart 1: Responses from International and Private Schools in Hong Kong

Did not reply

Participated

Replied saying they would not participate

Currently developing scholarship scheme so would not participate

17.6%

82.4%

Chart 2: Responses from DSS Schools in Hong Kong

Participated Did not participate
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International and private schools 

 

Out of the 33 schools which replied, the vast majority of schools (19), do not think they are 

required to provide scholarships, 9 are required to provide scholarships, 3 were in the process 

of developing a scholarship scheme (we do not know if they are required to or not) and 2 are 

insure if they have a scholarship scheme. This can be seen in Chart 3 below. 

 

 
 

 

[If we assume that all twelve schools which received land from the government pursuant to a 

tender between the years 2006-2014 have a requirement to provide scholarship and/or other 

financial assistance to deserving students, we have received replies from half of such schools.  

There are three additional schools which we spoke with which believe they have a requirement 

to provide scholarships.  There may well be other schools which received land from the EDB 

outside of the reported 2006-2014 period and which have a conditional service agreement.  The 

EDB would have precise details of all service agreements and could provide figures for which 

schools have such a condition in their service agreements.] 

 

DSS schools 

 

 

Under the terms of the ServA with the EDB, all DSS schools are required to set aside 10% of 

their annual school income for financial aid.  All 12 schools said that they are required to provide 

scholarship or financial assistance. This can be seen in Chart 4. 

 

199

3
2

Chart 3: No. of international and private schools required to 
provide scholarship and/or other financial assistance for 

deserving students in Hong Kong?  (n=33)

Believe that they are not required to provide scholarships

Are required to provide scholarships

Are in the process of developing a scholarship scheme

Unsure if they are required to have a scholarship scheme
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3.4.2 If you are required to provide scholarship and/or financial aid, what type of aid are 

you providing (merit based or need based, or both)? 

 

International and private schools 

 

Of the 14 schools which replied, 11 have a scholarship scheme and 3 were in the process of 

developing them. Of the 11 that have a scholarship scheme, 5 have merit-based scholarships, 5 

have financial based scholarships and 1 has a hybrid of both financial and merit based.  This 

can be seen in Chart 5. 

 

 

12

Chart 4: No. of DSS schools required to provide scholarship 
and/or other financial assistance for deserving students in Hong 

Kong? (n=12)

Required to provide scholarship or financial assistance



© The Zubin Mahtani Gidumal Foundation Limited. All Rights Reserved. 

 
24 

 
 

DSS schools 

 

Of the 12 DSS schools interviewed, 7 schools provide financial aid based on need, 2 schools 

provide scholarship based on merit, not need, and 3 schools provide a hybrid of both merit and 

need based scholarships.  Chart 6 shows this. 

 

 
 

5

5

1

3

Chart 5: Type of scholarships that International and Private 
Schools offer (n= 14)

Have merit-based scholarships

Have financial based scholarships

Has a hybrid of both financial and merit based scholarships

In the process of developing a scholarship scheme

7

2

3

Chart 6: Type of scholarships that DSS schools offer (n= 12)

Provide financial aid based on need

Provide scholarship based on merit

Provide a hybrid of both merit and need based scholarships
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3.4.3 If you are required (believe you may be required or do not know) to provide 

scholarship and/or financial assistance to deserving students, are you actually doing so?   

 

International and private schools 

Of the 11 schools which have scholarship schemes, almost 100% of merit based scholarships 

are given out.  In the case of financial aid and the hybrid financial aid/ merit based scholarships 

41.5% are given away.  

 

 
 

 

100%

Chart 7: Percentage of merit-based scholarships given in 
private and international schools (n= 11)

Merit-based scholarships given
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DSS schools 

 

11 out 12 schools said that they spend all of their required 10% of income levels on 

scholarships, with 2 of the schools saying that they spend well above that figure, from 20% up to 

35 to 40% of income.  The remaining one school interviewed said that it spent 80% of its 

required amount. 

 

 

41.5%

58.5%

Chart 8: Percentage of financial aid and hybrid (financial aid/merit 
based) scholarships given in private and international schools (n= 

11)

Financial aid and hybrid (financial aid/merit based) scholarships given

Financial aid and hybrid (financial aid/merit based) scholarships not given

75%

17%

8%

Chart 9: Percentage of financial aid -based scholarships given DSS 
schools (n= 12)

All of the required 10% of income levels is spent on scholarships

Between 20% to 40% of income levels is spent on scholarships

80% of required amount is spent on scholarships
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3.4.4 Do you need help reaching out to deserving students? 

 

International and private schools 

 

6 out of 11 of the schools interviewed which had scholarship schemes said that they would like 

help in finding students to take up their scholarships. 5 out of the 11 schools said that they did 

not require assistance. Please see chart 10.  

 

 

 
 

 

DSS schools 

 

8 of the 12 schools interviewed said that they would like help reaching out to deserving students 

whilst 4 said that they would not. Please see chart 11. 

 

6

5

Chart 10: No. of International/Private Schools That Would Like Help in 
Finding Deserving Students for Their Scholarships (n=11)

Would like help in finding students Do not require assistance
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3.4.5 How much does your scholarship fund amount to each year?  

 

International and private schools 

 

TZF specifically asked all the schools how much their scholarship fund amounts to each year, 

but none of the schools could provide us with precise figures.  Only 4 of the 11 said that they 

accumulate funds if they have not spent the full amount each year. 

 

DSS schools 

 

Again, the schools would not give us any figures for their scholarship fund.   

 

 

3.4.6 Is there scholarship information available on school websites? 

 

International and private schools 

 

It was also noted that of those 11 schools, 5 of the schools have no information about their 

scholarship programme on their website (2 of those schools were amongst the 6 that said that 

they would like help finding students). 

 

DSS schools 

 

Out of the 12 DSS schools interviewed, almost all schools have information about their 

scholarship programme on their website except 1 school. 

 

8

4

Chart 11: No. of DSS Schools That Would Like Help in 
Finding Deserving Students for Their Scholarships 

(n=12)

Would like help in finding students Do not require assistance
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3.4.7 What is the total scholarship amount available?  

 

International and private schools  

TZF did a rough estimate of what the scholarship and/or other financial assistance would be 

worth for all 12 schools which received land from the government between 2006-2014.  The 

total annual scholarship fund would be worth HK$121,851,026, enabling almost 800 students to 

attend school tuition free for one year.  

 

This amount was calculated by: taking the number of students currently in the school (where 

that number could be obtained from the school website or EDB website), calculating 10% of that 

figure and then multiplying it by the average school fees calculated by averaging primary, 

middle and secondary school fees where applicable. 

 

DSS schools 

10% of those fees, which would be the amount set aside for scholarships/ financial assistance, 

equates to HK$184,125,000.  Average annual school fees per student equates to HK$25,741 

which means that 7,152 students could benefit from scholarship/fee waivers. 

 

The total amount from both international and private schools as well as DSS schools of 

scholarship funds therefore amounts to at least HK$ 305,976,026.   
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4.0 Observations 
 

International schools are not clear about the terms of their ServA  

 

It was clear from some international school administrators that they were unsure whether they 

had a requirement from the EDB to provide scholarships or, if they did, the precise details of 

the conditions in their ServAs.  Whatever the reason for this ambiguity, it was clear that there 

is a need for a regular audit by the EDB to ensure that schools understand the details of the 

conditions in their ServAs and are taking steps to put systems in place to satisfy such 

conditions.  

 

Encouragingly, besides the schools which had a requirement to provide scholarship and/or 

financial assistance, almost all (17 of 19) of the others interviewed said that they did also 

provide some form of scholarship, most of which was based on financial need.  Having said 

that, the financial aid was extremely limited, amounting to discounted tuition fees for anywhere 

from 0.4 - 1.5% of the student population of each school. 

 

 

The definition of scholarships is inconsistent across schools and they may not go to 

financially deserving students. 

 

What was apparent from the start of our research was that the word ‘scholarship’ meant 

different things to different schools.  Those international schools with more of a British slant 

believed that scholarship meant a financial award based on an existing student’s academic or 

other merit.  The more American influenced schools interpreted the word to imply a degree of 

financial need. The precise wording of the conditional ServAs states that each year the school 

shall set aside not less than 10% of total school fee income, “to provide scholarship and/or 

other financial assistance for deserving students”.  Nowhere is there defined what 

“scholarship”, “financial assistance” or “deserving students” means.  However, the use of the 

word “other” seems to imply that the scholarship contains an element of financial assistance.   

 

What exactly does “financial assistance” mean?  Does it imply a requirement to have financial 

need?  The EDB website states,  

 

“DSS schools are required to offer to parents a fee remission and scholarship scheme with a 

set of eligibility benchmarks no less favourable than the government financial assistance 

schemes for students in order that students will not be deprived of the chance to attend DSS 

schools solely because of their inability to pay fees.”36   

 

It is clear from that statement that the 10% of school fees required to be set aside by 

DSS schools is NOT for students who could otherwise afford to go to the school but to 

                                                
36 https://www.edb.gov.hk/en/edu-system/primary-secondary/applicable-to-primary-secondary/direct-

subsidy-scheme/index/info-sch.html 
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provide opportunities to those who would otherwise NOT have the opportunity to go to 

a DSS school.   One would deduce that, since the wording in the international and private 

school ServAs with EDB are exactly the same as those of the DSS schools, that the intent 

behind their ServA conditions is the same. 

 

By providing schools with land for free, and granting annual subsidies, the conditional ServA 

seeks to obtain some giving  back from those schools to the Hong Kong community.  It would 

seem from the EDB website that the giving should be for the good of the community in the 

form of scholarships for those students who otherwise could not afford the fees. After all, by 

taking precious land and allowing it to be used for a selective few in elite schools, it makes 

sense that the public should receive something in return. 

 

If the government instead meant the funds to be used for students who excelled in a particular 

area, be it academics, music, art or sport, what would be the incentive of the government for 

promoting excellence in these students?  We asked the schools which provided merit-based 

scholarships what they hoped to achieve with their meri-based scholarships: 

 

One international school interviewed solely provided merit-based scholarships based on 

grades, good attendance and good behaviour.  When asked why they did so, they 

stated, “It is a way of keeping the students.  We don’t want to lose good students.” 

 

Another international school told us that they used the money for merit scholarships for 

students already in the school as “the scholarship looks good on their CV”.  

 

Another school which only provided merit scholarships said, “we are looking for 

exceptional talent”.  They admitted that they were not considering offering scholarships 

based on financial need. 

 

One DSS school administrator replied, “We want to maintain the number of students 

who can perform comparatively better.  It is a way of motivating the students to keep 

doing better.  We want to challenge the students and release their talent.  Also, it is a 

way of keeping the students in the school.” 

 

Merit scholarships go to existing students, not to new students.   

 

Many of these students did not need the money.  It was clear that many of the schools 

focused on achieving the best results for the school, as opposed to creating diversity and 

providing funds for students who wouldn’t otherwise be able to afford the fees.  One DSS 

school openly admitted “We do not have any financial aid for non-Chinese speakers.  

Our financial aid is only for Chinese locals.” 

 

 

Schools find it difficult to find financially deserving students for scholarships  
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It was clear from those interviewed that, if the school had a scholarship scheme based solely 

on financial need, most schools found it extremely difficult to find students to take up 

those scholarships.  Of the schools interviewed which had financial need scholarships, they 

were on average only able to give away 41.5% of those scholarships.  As one school said, 

“10% would be 90 students but we are lucky if we can get 10 a year.” 

 

One international school interviewed said it had a hard time attracting students for its financial 

need scholarships despite the fact that they were located in a lower income neighbourhood so 

potentially had a wide catchment of students financially qualified to take up their scholarships.  

“We are in a local area, so it’s a shame that we cannot get more students.  We would love for 

our scholarships to go to students in the local community.”   

 

Another international school which found it challenging to identify deserving students to take 

up their financial need scholarships stated that they have had some success stories.  “We 

would love to see more of this.  What we need is access to families who believe that their kids 

can do this.”  Supportive parents was a key to the students’ success, the school believed. 

 

Schools require assistance to find financially deserving students 

 

It was clear from the majority of the international and private schools interviewed that 

they would like to be able to identify deserving students to take up their scholarships.  

6 out of 11 of the schools interviewed which had scholarship schemes said that they would 

like help in finding students to take up their scholarships. 

 

Perhaps one way to start disseminating the information about the school’s scholarship is to 

have clear information on the school’s website.  Very few of the schools stated clearly how a 

student could apply for their financial aid. 

 

Scholarship funds are unused 

 

If all 68 DSS schools set aside 10% of their income for scholarship based on need, the figure 

for those students from financially needy homes that could be helped is staggering.  Rough 

figures estimate that the DSS schools enroll about 46,000 students a year.  If most of a 

school’s income comes from school fees then you could estimate that the DSS schools should 

be providing scholarships/financial assistance for 4,600 financially needy students a year.  

 

If we look at the ethnic minority community alone, 49,400 ethnic minority people live in 

poverty, 14,000 of whom are children below the age of 18.  Of South Asians, 6,400 are 

children below the age of 18 living in poverty.37   

 

                                                
37 

https://www.povertyrelief.gov.hk/pdf/Hong%20Kong%20Poverty%20Situation%20Report%20on%20Ethni
c%20Minorities%202016.pdf, p. 32. 

https://www.povertyrelief.gov.hk/pdf/Hong%20Kong%20Poverty%20Situation%20Report%20on%20Ethnic%20Minorities%202016.pdf
https://www.povertyrelief.gov.hk/pdf/Hong%20Kong%20Poverty%20Situation%20Report%20on%20Ethnic%20Minorities%202016.pdf
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Looked at another way, an estimate of the annual school fees for the 68 DSS schools is 

HK$1,184,125,000.  10% of those fees equates to HK$184,125,000.  Average annual school 

fees per student equates to HK$25,741 which means that 7,152 students could benefit from 

scholarship/fee waivers. 

 

Schools have a responsibility to accumulate funds  

 

The terms of the ServA state that in each school year the school “shall set aside a 

sum” equating to 10% of total fee income and use its best endeavours to try to utilise 

those monies.  The terms go on to say that this sum set aside, and its utilisation rate 

should be reflected in the school’s statement of accounts each year.   

 

It can be implied that the setting aside of monies means that the funds should be 

accounted for in a separate account and, if not spent, accumulated.  Only a few of the 

schools interviewed acknowledged that they had set aside funds and accumulated 

them.  None of the schools were able to tell the researchers the amount of their 

accumulated fund. 

 

Schools have a responsibility to make information available 

 

Although there is nothing in the terms of the ServAs stating that the schools must advertise 

their scholarships, it is clear from the General Information on DSS from the EDB website that 

“Full details of the fee remission and scholarship scheme should be shown in the school’s 

prospectus, admission application form, school website, etc to increase the transparency and 

access to information of the fee remission and scholarship scheme”.38 

 

If the same requirement is applicable to international and private schools, the EDB should 

make the schools aware of the requirement. 

 

The EDB has a responsibility to the public to ensure that the schools give something to 

financially needy in return for land and benefits 

 

It is clear from the history of both international and private schools and DSS schools that the 

reason for providing the scholarship clause in their ServAs was to provide some sort of 

reimbursement to the community for the massive benefit that the school received from the 

government.  In the case of international schools, that was the provision, at no cost, of a plot 

of land or an existing school building.  For DSS schools, that is in the form of cash subsidies 

each year.  In either case, the benefit is substantial and it is clear from legislative history that 

the government expects some reimbursement.   

                                                
38 https://www.edb.gov.hk/en/edu-system/primary-secondary/applicable-to-primary-

secondary/direct-subsidy-scheme/index/info-sch.html 

 

https://www.edb.gov.hk/en/edu-system/primary-secondary/applicable-to-primary-secondary/direct-subsidy-scheme/index/info-sch.html
https://www.edb.gov.hk/en/edu-system/primary-secondary/applicable-to-primary-secondary/direct-subsidy-scheme/index/info-sch.html


© The Zubin Mahtani Gidumal Foundation Limited. All Rights Reserved. 

 
34 

5.0 Recommendations 
 

 

5.1 For the Government 

 

Education Bureau 

 

5.1.1 The Education Bureau should define what is meant by “scholarship and/or other 

financial assistance for deserving students” in the school ServAs for both international 

and private schools as well as DSS schools.  

 

The EDB should clearly define what is meant by the words “scholarship”, “financial assistance” 

and “deserving students” so that the schools understand what the government had intended by 

including this condition in the ServAs.  

 

The schools should be informed of what those terms mean and the EDB should provide the 

schools with examples of how the schools should execute the condition. 

 

If the EDB stands by what is on their website, then the scholarships should be going to students 

who would not otherwise be able to afford to go to the school.  

 

The Education Bureau should clarify that scholarships should only be granted to those 

with financial need, as it seems was the intention behind this the requirement.   

 

These scholarships should not be given as a cash prize to high achieving students who would 

otherwise be able to afford to attend the school.  Many of the schools interviewed are doing just 

that.  

 

5.1.2 The Education Bureau should require that all schools have a website in both 

Chinese and English language to make information available on scholarships.  

 

The EDB should develop a guide that shows clearly what sorts of items scholarships may cover, 

the application criteria, process and timeline.  

 

 

5.1.3 The Education Bureau should require that International and DSS schools, make 

public on their websites, the amount of funding available each year for scholarships and 

the number of scholarship places available as well as the total amount accumulated still 

outstanding.   

 

The amount of funding to be set aside each year belongs in essence to the public as a goodwill 

gift for giving up land for the benefit of a select few.   Transparency must be encouraged to 

show good faith on the part of each school. 
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The EDB should also consider calling back these accumulated unused scholarship funds after a 

period of years (for example three years) if the school in question is obviously unable to put 

these funds to their required use.  

 

5.1.4 The Audit Commission should conduct a full examination of the compliance by the 

relevant international, private and Direct Subsidy Scheme schools with their requirement 

to provide scholarship and financial assistance to deserving students. 

 

Although the EDB appointed the Audit Commission to do a review of the conditions in DSS 

school ServAs, the last audit was done in 2010 of the 2008/09 accounts of the DSS schools.  

No audit has been done of the international and private schools.  The EDB should be 

conducting regular reviews and/or audits by the Audit Commission.  

 

In 2011, the Working Group on Direct Subsidy Scheme schools conducted a review of DSS 

schools but there is no public information on whether there has been a review since.  

Recommendations at the time included a regular review, and we ask whether such reviews are 

being undertaken. 

 

A review should also ensure that all schools have details of their scholarships on their websites. 

 

5.1.5 The EDB should follow up on the findings of the Audit Commission with every 

school and enforce the conditions in the ServAs.   

 

The EDB should be conducting compliance vetting (including reviewing annual school plans and 

audited accounts and conducting school inspections) on a regular basis.  These reviews should 

specifically include a close look at admission conditions and requirements, statutory 

requirements and financial management.  

 

5.2 For international, private and DSS schools 

 

5.2.1 The school administrators should review the conditions of their ServA with the 

EDB and, if they do have a requirement to provide scholarships then they should review 

what they are doing in this area and discuss with the EDB if they do not understand the 

parameters of the condition. 

 

5.2.2 Information on the website – Schools should provide clear information about their 

scholarships on their website and all application forms and information. 

 

5.2.3 Outreach to financially deserving students – Schools should reach out to students 

in underprivilaged areas of Hong Kong to inform them about their scholarships whether 

this be by way of advertisements in papers, distribution of flyers to local community 

centres or direct engagement with relevant communities.  The schools could also seek 

help from NGOs working in these communities to identify deserving students. 
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5.3 For the community 

 

5.3.1 Further studies and discussions should be encouraged on issues surrounding 

financial assistance for deserving students such as: 

 

● What is responsible scholarship? 

 

One of the schools interviewed emphasized the point, “We want to provide scholarships, but we 

want to do it responsibly”.  This point is very important to TZF and something that we have 

thought quite deeply about while undergoing this research.  If the goal of this research is to 

create more opportunities for primary and secondary students, providing free tuition cannot be 

the only answer.  How do the students afford traveling to school? What about books, uniforms, 

project weeks or extra-curricular activities?  What happens after graduation?  What about day-

to-day spending money to allow them to go for a study session with friends at a coffee shop? 

How about engaging the parents of the scholarship students and how is it best to do this, in 

what language and with cultural sensitivity? 

 

● How do you find willing students? 

 

NGOs that work with students in underprivileged areas should be informed of the scholarship 

opportunities for their children so that they can disseminate the information to those that they 

believe may most benefit from the scholarships. 

 

A portal could be created where potential students could search for scholarship programmes in 

Hong Kong.  The government currently provides an information pamphlet for ethnic minority 

students on education in Hong Kong39 which could be amended to include information on 

scholarship opportunities in international, private and DSS schools. 

 

● How best to assess financial need?  

 

This is a difficult issue and therefore has to be conducted by the schools with some sensitivity.  

Some schools had “back office” asking the sensitive questions so that “front office” were not 

aware of which students were scholarship students.  Other schools stated that they were 

assessing parents on income without taking into account assets and that parents were afraid 

that the system was open to abuse. 

 

 

● How best to support students and their parents once they are in the 

school? 

 

                                                
39http://www.cmab.gov.hk/doc/en/documents/policy_responsibilities/the_rights_of_the_individual
s/agpre/EDB-Education-e.pdf  

http://www.cmab.gov.hk/doc/en/documents/policy_responsibilities/the_rights_of_the_individuals/agpre/EDB-Education-e.pdf
http://www.cmab.gov.hk/doc/en/documents/policy_responsibilities/the_rights_of_the_individuals/agpre/EDB-Education-e.pdf
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Research should be conducted on the issues that integrated students face and how to solve 

them.  How can the schools support the students, be it through mentoring or counseling?  

Should this be both for themselves and for parents?  Are the logistics of getting to school 

difficult and therefore would finding a host family closer to the school work? 

 

● What happens to the students after secondary school? 

 

A number of schools interviewed believed that lack of access to tertiary education was one of 

the major problems facing deserving students who have taken up financial assistance for 

primary and secondary education.   

 

One school interviewed said that their experience was that “the underprivileged kids coped 

when they were in school (probably because we are a smaller school), but when they leave 

where do they go?  They can’t afford university.  So, we set them up for failure.”   

 

Perhaps the government, local NGOs and other interested parties should come together to 

address the issue of funding for tertiary education for those deserving students in need of 

financial assistance.  How much is the government providing in financial assistance? 

 

In the Centre for Asian Philanthropy and Society (“CAPS”)’s  “Giving Back to the Future.  

Scholarships for Higher Education” report published in September 2018, it was found that a 

large percentage of philanthropic funds in Hong Kong go towards education.40  However, how 

much of this money goes towards scholarships for financially needy students in Hong Kong?  

How many of such scholarships are just for ethnic Chinese students?  

 

There are the universities themselves.  A study could be done on the number of scholarships for 

financially needy students provided by the universities in Hong Kong. 

 

Finally, there is a surfeit of tutorial centers in Hong Kong helping wealthy Hong Kong students to 

achieve top grades in their university entrance exams.  These tutorial centers could be appealed 

upon to assist those who may not otherwise be able to afford their fees to give the financially 

needy students as good a chance to get into university. 

 

 

 

  

                                                
40 http://caps.org/our-research/giving-back-to-the-future/ 
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6.0 Case study - Students demand diversity 
 

One of the most elite institutions in the United Kingdom, Oxford University, faced criticism from 

its own student population earlier this year for failing to do enough to address the issue of 

diversity amongst its student population. 

 

In May, Oxford voluntarily released detailed data on its admissions (the First Annual Admissions 

Statistical Report) and caused an uproar amongst members of the British, and University 

community.  According to the report, the University is failing to attract, and accept, students from 

a diverse range of backgrounds.  One in four Oxford colleges had failed to admit a single black 

student between the years 2015 to 2017. 41   

 

David Lammy, Labour MP stated in the Guardian newspaper: 

“The university is clearly happy to see Oxford remain an institution defined by entrenched 

privilege that is the preserve of wealthy white students from London and the south-east.  If 

Oxford is serious about access, the university needs to put its money where its mouth is and 

introduce a university-wide foundation year, get a lot better at encouraging talented students 

from under-represented backgrounds to apply and use contextual data when making offers, not 

just when granting interviews.” 

 

Student presidents called on the University to take every step to ensure that the situation 

improves in both the short and long-term.  Their fear is that the statistics will discourage those 

students from applying who most need to.  They said that Oxford is responsible for perpetuating 

structural inequalities and disadvantaging students from diverse races and lower socioeconomic 

backgrounds.42 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                
41 Guardian newspaper, 22 May 2018 https://www.theguardian.com/education/2018/may/23/oxford-faces-

anger-over-failure-to-improve-diversity-among-students 
42 http://cherwell.org/2018/06/07/bame-jcr-presidents-recreate-bullingdon-photo/ 
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7.0 Conclusion 
 

As the disparity between Hong Kong’s rich and poor continues to grow, in fact hitting its highest 

levels for 45 years, and the poor population increases despite high levels of reserves in the 

government’s coffers43, it is clear that Hong Kong must do more to help the poor in its 

community.  Ethnic minorities are especially at risk with one in every three South Asian child in 

Hong Kong living in poverty.44 

 

Although we call on the government to do more, it is also up to each of us to look at what we 

can do to help solve this growing problem.  Private philanthropy, social enterprises, and 

individuals all are active in the poverty space.  Businesses, including schools, can also look at 

what they are doing to give back to their community.  In her address to the Hong Kong Jockey 

Club’s Philanthropy for Better Cities Forum in September 2018, the Chief Executive called upon 

businesses to get involved “in efforts to build a collaborative, innovative and inclusive society”. 45     

 

Education is a powerful tool to pull the weakest out of the depths of poverty.  Giving children 

and young adults the ability to not only develop their potential but to see possibilities beyond 

their own community, provides hope that can carry them far.  And it is not just that one child that 

excels, studies show that on average a single scholarship enhances the lives of 26 people 

around them46, a staggering figure that when multiplied could create real impact.  Hong Kong 

schools can play a large part in creating this pyramid of growth out of poverty. 

 

With the ethnic minority population, there has been a massive focus on learning in the Chinese 

Medium of Instruction. Whilst at TZF we believe that learning Chinese is critical for accessing 

jobs and opportunities, and social inclusion, it is clear that the current mode of teaching is not 

working, for many reasons, Also, because they were not learning in their “native language”, their 

competency in all subjects are compromised.  The very reason to moving towards a “mother 

tongue language” education has been a disservice to the minorities who, for many reasons, 

remain the poorest in Hong Kong.  

 

The ethnic minorities of Hong Kong are not native Chinese speakers.  Many of them speak 

English at home or at the very least are able to converse in English. Certainly English is more 

spoken than Chinese with this population. We must therefore consider, as an option, giving 

them an English education and after their graduation from secondary schools, finding ways of 

educating them intensely in Chinese so that they can read, write and speak fluently.   

 

At the same time international, private and DSS schools have unused scholarship spaces. They 

teach in English for the most part. They focus on excellence. Could they provide our ethnic 

minorities for the best English language education? The answer is, yes, they could. 

                                                
43 https://www.oxfam.org.hk/content/98/content_38422en.pdf 
44 ibid 
45 https://www.citiesphilanthropy.com/en/opening-ceremony 
46 http://caps.org/our-research/giving-back-to-the-future/ 
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We therefore call on the international, private and DSS schools in Hong Kong that are required 

to provide financial assistance scholarships, and in fact all others that are willing to take up the 

challenge, to look closely at what they can do to use their scholarship funds in the way that they 

were intended.  Through financial assistance scholarships, schools in Hong Kong can help to 

make an impact on the lives of those less fortunate on our community and, perhaps, even build 

a more collaborative, innovative and inclusive society. Diversity in student population does not 

just mean gender, it means socio economic backgrounds, race and religion too.   The ethnic 

minorities bring this and so much more. Diversity brings great benefits to all students and 

schools in many countries around the world, pride theselves on this as a key indicator of their 

success. Schools in Hong Kong have a tremendous opportunity here.  

 

There is also the moral responsibility that international, private and DSS schools have to “give 

back” to Hong Kong. They have been awarded land - the scarcest resource in Hong Kong. For 

each of the schools, the school land is used to benefit of a few hundred students. We all know 

that this land could be used to benefit many more, and in some cases, it could be used to house 

tens of thousands of people.  These elite schools owe it to the people of Hong Kong to ensure 

that scholarships set aside because of the EDB requirements are only allocated to those in 

financial need. These schools must make every effort to do use the funds in the appropriate 

manner - and currently they are not. They must also be transparent about what funds are spent 

in the manner intended by the EDB and be honest about what is not   The point cannot be 

stressed enough, the scholarship funds belong to Hong Kong people, for allowing the schools to 

use their land.  

 

This report was developed to look at a possible poverty alleviation measures for ethnic 

minorities in Hong Kong - the focus of TZF, However, scholarships by elite schools can and 

should also be on offer to the much wider community of financially needy individuals.   

 

At TZF, we welcome schools looking to develop their scholarships policy and looking for worthy 

students to contacts us. We would be happy to help out. 

 

As always, we welcome your comments and thoughts. Please contact us at 

info@zubinfoundation.org 
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Appendix A – Full List of Private and International Schools 

 

  School Name 
Did the school participate 
in the research? 

1 Discovery College (Primary Section) Yes, participated 

2 Renaissance College (Primary Section) Yes, participated 

3 Beacon Hill School Yes, participated 

4 Bradbury School Yes, participated 

5 Clearwater Bay School Yes, participated 

6 Glenealy School Yes, participated 

7 Kennedy School Yes, participated 

8 Kowloon Junior School Yes, participated 

9 Peak School Yes, participated 

10 Quarry Bay School Yes, participated 

11 Shatin Junior School Yes, participated 

12 Island School Yes, participated 

13 King George V School Yes, participated 

14 Shatin College Yes, participated 

15 South Island School Yes, participated 

16 West Island School Yes, participated 

17 Jockey Club Sarah Roe School Yes, participated 

18 American International School Hong Kong Yes, participated 

19 Canadian International School of Hong Kong Yes, participated 

20 Delia School of Canada Yes, participated 

21 French International School Yes, participated 

22 Harrow International School Hong Kong Yes, participated 

23 Hong Kong Academy Yes, participated 

24 Hong Kong International School Yes, participated 

25 Independent School Foundation Yes, participated 

26 Kellett School Yes, participated 

27 Korean International School Yes, participated 

28 Nord Anglia International School Yes, participated 

29 
Po Leung Kuk Madam Chan Wai Chow Memorial 
School Yes, participated 

30 The Harbour School Yes, participated 

31 Anfield School 
Replied saying they would 
not participate 

32 Singapore International School 
Replied saying they would 
not participate 

33 Australian International School Hong Kong 
No - developing scholarship 
scheme 
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34 German Swiss International School 
No - developing scholarship 
scheme 

35 Shrewsbury International School 
No - developing scholarship 
scheme 

36 American School Hong Kong Did not reply 

37 Aoi Pui School Did not reply 

38 Carmel School Did not reply 

39 Chinese International School  Did not reply 

40 
Christian Alliance PC Lau Memorial International 
School Did not reply 

41 Concordia International School Did not reply 

42 Discovery Bay International School Did not reply 

43 Gigamind English Primary School and Kindergarten Did not reply 

44 Hong Kong International Learning Academy Did not reply 

45 Hong Kong Japanese International School Did not reply 

46 Hong Kong Poinsettia Primary School Did not reply 

47 International Christian School Did not reply 

48 International College Hong Kong Did not reply 

49 Island Christian Academy Did not reply 

50 
Kellett School (Kowloon Bay Campus, Primary & 
Secondary) Did not reply 

51 
Kiangsu & Chekiang Primary School & Kiangsu-
Chekiang College Did not reply 

52 Kingston International School Did not reply 

53 Lantau International School Did not reply 

54 Mui Wo OWLS School Did not reply 

55 Norwegian International School Did not reply 

56 Rosebud Primary School Did not reply 

57 Saint Too Sear Rogers International School Did not reply 

58 Sunshine Preparatory School (Tung Chung) Did not reply 

59 The International Montessori School Did not reply 

60 The Woodland International School Did not reply 

61 Think International School Did not reply 

62 Umah International Primary School Did not reply 

63 Victoria Shanghai Academy Did not reply 

64 Yew Chung International School Did not reply 
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Appendix B – Full List of DSS Schools 
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