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RECORD WAITING LISTS AT SCHOOLS

Rise in foreign residents is contributing to a shortage of spaccs at top international and ESF
institutions

Hong Kong's top intcrnational schools are swamped with applications and are facing record waiting
lists.

Hong Kong International School has seen a 27 per cent increase in the number of applicants since
2006, and the number of students attending this year is the "highest in the school's 46 years", a
spokesman for the institution said.

Schools under the Fnglish Schools Foundation {(ESF) are also seeing record-high figures this year.
Some have recently told parents their children will not even get an entrance interview due to the
high number of applicants - twice the number of available vacancics. The German Swiss International
School says it has received 1,673 applications for 126 vacancies across all age groups.

John Walsh, communications manager at Hong Kong International School, warned that the city counld
become less campetitive because of the shortage of spaces at interpatiopal schools. "The
implications of a lack of international school spaces are clearly economic,” he said.

The school has recently been embroiled in controversy over its attempt to redevelop facilities at its
Repulse Bay campus and increase space for students and staff. Local residents oppose the plan,
concerned about traffic congestion and other issues.

The ESF was expecting about 2,300 student applications for the next academic year, but there were
only 1,020 spaces available, it said in a letter to parenls.

Amanda Chapman, whose daughter has applied to enter Sha Tin Junior School, an ESF school, said the
ESF recently told her that her child would not get an interview due to the large number of
applicants. "She is a native speaker [of English] and is a pcrmanent Hong Kong resident,” she said.

Chapman, an Bnglish-language teacher, says the situation is ironic. "We are invited to improve the
standards of English at local schools in Hoog Kong, but we arc denied an opportunity to educate our
own childrep in English".

Howard Yeung, a data analyst who recently moved back to Hong Kong from San Francisco, said it tock
him more than one year to secure places for his two children in ESF schools.

Lavmaker Emily Lau Wai-hing attributes the growing demand for school places partly to the increase
in foreign residents in Hong Kong but also to a lack of confidence in the education system among
well-off residents.

The city's population of foreign residents has grown by about 5 per cent in the past year, the
Immigration Department says. The Indian, American and Australian populations have increased by about
7 per cent, while the British has risen by about 20 per cent. The government has pledged 1o
increase the number of international school places by 5,000, from the current 36,000, in the next few
years by providing sitces [or acw schools and helping cxisting ones expand.

“The administration supports the development of a vibrant international school secior to meet the
demand for school places from families coming to Hong Kong for work and investment," an Education
Bureau spokeswoman said,
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Growing problem for expat parents

Talented people from overseas are essential for keeping our economy competitive and moving forward,
but can be difficult to accommodate when it comes to educating their children. Like other parents,
they want the best possible school at a cost within their budget, not too far from home and with good
facilities. They havc another important requirement, though - that a place is available as soon as,
or shortly after, they arrive. Long waiting lists at international schools mean that many do not find
their needs readily met, leading to talented people deciding mot to come here to work,

The dilemma has long been known to foreign chambers of commerce, which have been complaining to the
government for more than a decade about the perceived lack of places. That is in large part due to
well-heeled local parents, unhappy with Hong Kong's education system, turning to international
schools and those of the English Schools Foundation for English or Putonghua education and tuition
under the globally recognised International Baccalaureate propramme. The problem is apparently being
pade more acute by a rising number of expatriates moving or wanting to move here as employment
opportunities dry up at home.

Our top international schools have record enrolments and the longest-ever waiting lists. But the
government does not perceive a problem, contending the present international school population of
36,000 will grow by 5,000 in the next few years through its provision of land and help in expanding
campuses. That is cold comfort for parents having to put up with second or even third best or those
cager to take up work here, but unable to get the type of education they seek.

Authorities, schools and the business community should work more closely to pauge needs. The
government has to be more flexible and prompt in providing land and turning over cisused public
school buildings to the international system. But cxpatriatcs may also find it worthwhile to be less
choasy and demanding.
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