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Who am I? • Baby boomer who was born and brought up in a typical 
working class Hong Kong family.   

• Secondary: St Bonaventure College, AL: Methodist College.
• Undergraduate / MPhil – HKU Sociology 
• PhD – Princeton University Sociology
• CUHK  (1990‐2017), Co‐director, Institute of Asia‐Pacific Studies, 
Professor, Sociology

• EdUHK (August 2018) Chair Professor of Sociology; Co‐director, 
Academy of Hong Kong Studies; Associate Dean (International 
Engagement), Faculty of Liberal Arts and Social Sciences.

• Chair, 2009‐2017, HKEAA‐EDB One Committee of Liberal 
Studies.

• Research Interest: Hong Kong Studies, Social Inequality, School 
to Work Transition, Youth Studies, Liberal Studies, National 
Identity, Chinese Medicine, Popular Culture and Film Industry.



• Father of Three
• (1) Justin: Private (P1), DSS (P2‐5), 
ESF (Yr 6‐10), Singapore (F4‐7), HKU 
(Year 2)

• (2) Declan: DSS (P1‐2), Gaia School 
(P3‐4), Subsidized (P5), ESF (Yr 6‐13), 
Academy of Calargy in Arts and 
Design (Year 1).

• (3) Colin: Subsidized (P1‐6, 3 
schools), Gap year, DSS (F1‐2).
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Challenges of Educational Inequalities in HK

• How unequal is Hong Kong education?
• Evidence from PISA 
• “The Programme for International Student Assessment 
(PISA) is a worldwide study by the Organisation for Economic 
Co‐operation and Development (OECD) in member and non‐
member nations intended to evaluate educational systems 
by measuring 15‐year‐old school pupils' scholastic 
performance on mathematics, science, and reading.”
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6Source: The Fifth PISA Report Vol 1.  p.2.
N = 4670
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8Source: Ho (2017)  What We Learned from PISA?



9Source: Ho (2017)  What We Learned from PISA?
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ESCS = Socio‐economic Background
Source: OECD (2010), PISA 2009 Results: Overcoming Social Background – Equity in Learning Opportunities and 
Outcomes (Volume II); OECD (2013), PISA 2012 Results: Excellence Through Equity: Giving Every Student the Chance 
to Succeed (Volume II); OECD (2016), PISA 2015 Results (Volume I): Excellence and Equity in Education. 



PISA conclusions: Quality with Equality

• HK students perform well in all three assessments.  Excel in quality.
• HK students benefit fairly equally from quality education in Hong 
Kong regardless of their academic ability.

• Socio‐economic Status has only a relatively small impact on 
performance of HK students.  That is to say, HK students perform 
equally well regardless of their socio‐economic status, and probably 
more so over the years.

• Between school variations are largely due to socio‐economic 
differences, but remain small compared with OECD averages and 
neigbouring regions.
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Socio‐Economic Inequalities and University 
Education

•Methodology
• 5% samples of 2006, 2011, 2016 Hong Kong Population 

Census/ By-census are used. 
• "University students" are those age 18-24 who are studying 

(full-time, part-time or distance courses) first degree 
programmes, local and external. 

• Foreign domestic helpers are excluded in the analysis.
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表一.  2014年中六學生升學途徑研究 

課程 2014 

全日制 

升學 

(85.8% ) 

本地 

(76.1% ) 

學士學位課程 25.7%  

專上教育課程  

(包括副學士學位課程及高級文憑課程) 
31.3%  

其他全日制課程 (包括職專文憑課程、基礎基礎文

憑課程、其他文憑課程及職業發展計劃(包括文憑課

程及展翅青見計劃 )及毅進文憑課程) 

17.6%  

中六課程  1.5%  

非本地 

(9.7% ) 

學士學位課程 7.5%  

專上教育課程 1.8%  

其他全日制課程 0.4%  

其 他 活 動

狀 況

(14.2% ) 

全職就業： 7.8% ; 

兼職就業/兼職修讀： 4.2%  

非就業/升學：2.2%  

受訪中六學生人數：62,338 

資料來源：香港特別行政區 教育局，未公開文件。 



Follow‐up survey 
of 2012 PISA 
cohort found 
strong negative 
relationship 
between 
students’ post‐
secondary 
destinations and 
socio‐economic 
status.



Table 1. Percentage of university students (age 18-24) in Hong Kong 
by single year of age, 2006-16

Age % of university students in age 18-24
2006 2011 2016

% % %
18 2.4 3.0 14.2
19 11.0 13.2 28.2
20 22.0 23.0 38.4
21 24.4 29.1 41.0
22 21.1 27.6 32.1
23 16.3 18.3 21.4
24 9.8 10.2 11.4
Total 15.2 17.9 26.8

Source: 2006, 2011, 2016 Hong Kong Population Census/ By-census, 5% samples.

15



Table 2. Percentage of university students (age 18-24) 
in Hong Kong by sex, 2006-16

Sex % of university students in all age 18-24
2006 2011 2016

% % %
Male 14.4 16.6 23.4

Female 16.0 19.3 30.2

Total 15.2 17.9 26.8

Source: 2006, 2011, 2016 Hong Kong Population Census/ By-census, 
5% samples.
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Table 3. Percentage of university students (age 18-24) in Hong Kong 
by type of living quarters, 2006-16

Type of Quarters % of university students in all age 18-24

2006 2011 2016

% % %
Public rental 9.4 11.3 20.0

Public owned* 18.9 17.5 28.8

Private 16.8 24.4 31.9

Total 15.2 17.9 26.8

* include those not have their mortgage fully paid up.

Source: 2006, 2011, 2016 Hong Kong Population Census/ By-census, 5% samples.
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Table 4. Percentage of university students (age 18-24) in Hong Kong 
by ethnicity, 2006-16

Ethnicity % of university students in all age 18-24

2006 2011 2016

% % %
Chinese 15.2 18.0 27.1

Asian (other than 
Chinese and South 
Asian)

16.7 13.8 14.0

South Asian 5.2 10.8 12.3

White 41.6 23.3 22.0

Mixed 17.2 18.6 20.6

Total 15.2 17.9 26.8

Source: 2006, 2011, 2016 Hong Kong Population Census/ By-census, 5% 
samples. 18



Table 5. Percentage of university students (age 18-24) 
in Hong Kong by place of birth, 2006-16

Place of Birth % of university students in all age 18-24
2006 2011 2016

% % %
Hong Kong and 
Macao

16.5 19.7 29.4

The mainland of 
China

8.9 10.4 17.3

Developing 
countries

8.5 7.8 10.7

Developed 
countries

37.3 45.6 47.7

Not Specified 28.6 29.8 29.5
Total 15.2 17.9 26.8
Source: 2006, 2011, 2016 Hong Kong Population Census/ By-census, 
5% samples.
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Table 6. Percentage of university students (age 18-24) 
by duration of residence in Hong Kong 

% of university students in all age 18-24
2006 2011 2016

% % %
Local born 16.6 19.7 29.4
Non-local born
Duration of Residence in HK
< 7 years 7.9 6.4 7.9
7 - 15 years 8.9 10.9 18.4
More than 15 years 15.2 19.3 26.1
Total 15.2 17.9 26.8

Source: 2006, 2011, 2016 Hong Kong Population Census/ By-census, 5% 
samples.
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Table 7. University students (age 18-24) in Hong Kong 
by place of study

Place of Study Those who are attending first degree courses

2006 2011 2016
% % %

Hong Kong 71.6 70.8 77.5
The mainland of 
China, Macao and 
Taiwan

5.6 3.1 5.7

Overseas 22.8 26.1 16.8
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0

Source: 2006, 2011, 2016 Hong Kong Population Census/ By-census, 5% 
samples.

21



22

$0‐9,999
36.1%

$10,000‐19,999
29.5%

$20,000‐34,999
33.3%

$35,000‐54,999
39.1%

$55,000 or above
59.0%

% of 18‐24 studying and attained first degree 
or above by monthly household income group 
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Mother Father

Not living with 
parents

37.4% 34.9%

Secondary 5 or 
below 35.1% 34.4%

Matriculation or 
Diploma/Cert.

52.7% 51.3%

Non‐degree post‐
secondary

56.4% 56.7%

Degree or above 67.7% 70.3%

% of 18‐24 studying and attained first degree or 
above by parental education
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Mother Father
Not living with 
parents

37.4% 34.9%

6 years or less in 
HK

13.0% 17.6%

7‐15 years in HK
22.8% 20.2%

16 years or more 
in HK

38.8% 38.7%

Born in HK 46.8% 44.4%

% of 18‐24 studying and attained first degree or above by 
parental place of birth and year of residence in HK if not born 
here



Core Subjects and SES:
Survey of First DSE Cohort
• Data were collected in a cross‐sectional study of the first cohort of 
students (and their parents) studying the NSS curriculum between 
2009‐2010 and 2011‐2012. 

• The final analytic sample consists of 1,123 cases from 15 schools.  
Following the first Hong Kong Diploma of Secondary Education 
(HKDSE) Examination in 2012, the students’ examination results were 
collected, with their consent, via their schools. 

• Source: Lee Tsz Lok, Trevor. 2014.  “Social Class and School 
Curriculum: The Case of Liberal Studies in Hong Kong” PhD Thesis. 
CUHK Sociology.
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Math
LS
Eng
Chi

Lee Tsz Lok, Trevor. (2014)

Significant 
relations between 
parental income 
and education 
with DSE 
performance. 
However stronger 
in Mathematics 
and English than 
Liberal Studies 
and Chinese.



27Lee Tsz Lok, Trevor. (2014)

Significant 
relations between 
parental income 
and education 
with DSE 
performance. 
However stronger 
in Mathematics 
and English than 
Liberal Studies 
and Chinese.



Conclusions on University Education from 
Censuses
• Increased enrollment ratio
• Widening gender gap
• Persistent gaps between ethnicities, places of birth and years 
of residence in HK

• Persistent gaps of enrollment by family income, parental 
education and parental migrant status.
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From PISA to Census
• Relatively equitable picture in PISA
• But: persistent inequalities when it comes to university admission
• Contrast between low‐stake PISA and high‐stake JUPAS?
• Relatively small difference in PISA performance magnified in DSE and 
JUPAS?

• Test of basic competences in PISA versus public examinations as 
ranking exercise.

• Schools however are being judged largely by public examinations and 
JUPAS admission.

• Should we be concerned?
29



Possible Responses?

• Personal reflection and experiences, have to be substantiated by research 
and practice

• Sociologists are notorious for identifying problems but our ability in solving 
problems is limited by our understanding that the causes of many 
problems are fundamental and difficult to change.  

• Many educational inequalities stem from social inequalities such as class, 
migration and ethnicity. 

• In sociology, we know that schools could not solve social inequalities in the 
short run.

• The best education could do is to compensate for and alleviate social 
injustices.

• But schools have a role!
30



(1) Equity vs Equality

31
Interaction Institute for Social Change | Artist: Angus Maguire.
http://interactioninstitute.org/illustrating‐equality‐vs‐equity/

Should resources be 
proportionate to challenges 
that students face?  Secondary 
school allocation system 
stratified students by “ability” 
but resources are fairly equally 
distributed per head.  Should 
students with more learner 
diversities be allocated more 
resources to compensate for 
the initial inequalities?



(2) Curriculum and pedagogy

• How could we tackle learner diversity better? Schools are doing a lot 
but perhaps limited by traditional mindsets in pedagogy and 
curricular constrains.

• How could we make allowance for learner diversity in classroom? 
Uniform curriculum and assessment vs adjustment for diversity?

• The pitfalls of teaching to assessment? Should we start preparing for 
DSE in F1?

• Overcrowded curriculum (GS, Chinese History and LS as examples)
• Basic competences in communication (Chinese and English).   Too 
grammar‐based? Contrasting stories for middle class and working 
class students.

• How could we bolster motivation and create self‐directed learners? 32



(3) Non‐cognitive Skills and Character Building

33明報2016年9月5日

We should focus more on non‐
cognitive skills (endurance, 
concentration, resilience etc) than 
just cognitive/ academic skills.  In 
particular junior form students 
often experienced many failure in 
senior primary. They need to go 
through a period of rehabitation
so that they could rebuild their 
self‐esteem, find their goals, and 
identify their own strength and 
interests. 
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36趙永佳：當「家長」變成社會問題明報 2017年4月10日
https://news.mingpao.com/pns/dailynews/web_tc/article/20170410/s00012/1491761278647

Only a small portion of 
parents are truly “liberal”, 
many are still traditional 
with emphasis on 
academic achievements.



Excessive competition will often create a lot of problems among young people and 
not conducive to strong character.  Hong Kong students the highest percentage of 
bullying at school.

37

趙永佳／何美儀：芬蘭教育給香港老師的3堂課 明報 2018年3月12日
https://news.mingpao.com/pns/dailynews/web_tc/article/20180312/s00012/1520791865507



38



(4) Multiple Pathways

• 70% of F5 students thought they should earn a degree, but 
no more than 35% could do that now.  What should we do 
with the other 65%?

• Youth College not a success and VPET with low prestige.
• Applied Learning a possibility? Give students a Plan B? 
Alternative assessment and curriculum.

• The importance of articulation.  More senior year places for 
higher diplomas? UGC places for mature students? Multiple 
exits and entry points needed!

• A whole‐school approach to career and life development
39



40http://www.ptech.org/
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42https://www.theatlantic.com/education/archive/2018/05/college‐poor‐students/560972/



Concluding Remarks

• Why not teachers’ training?
• Schools could not solve social problems.  It could only alleviate them 
to a certain extent.

• Institutional and cultural changes are important.
• But of course schools and teachers could not sit back and do nothing.
• Together we could change institutions, and even a single school could 
make some changes among their students.

• Education University of Hong Kong is here to play our part in any 
innovative process!
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•通識科「教壞」青年人？
•主講：趙永佳
•時間：7月3日(二)上午10
時至中午12時

•地點：大埔校園D3‐LP‐07

• 歡迎致電:
香港教育大學社會科學系
29487707

Keep in touch!
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