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SCMP Article
Learning from foreign students
I was disappointed to hear recently that some local students don't want more foreigners at their university because it would affect the culture of their dormitories. I doubt this feeling is common, but it's a worry that anyone should say such a thing. You might think it proves that their dorm culture could use some change. 

In the past five years, the proportion of Hongkongers between 17 and 20 years old attending post-secondary education has doubled, from 33 to 66 per cent - easily beating the government's target of 60 per cent by 2010. 

Most of this increase has been in associate degree and diploma programmes in vocational or business subjects. However, sub-degree programmes are proving so popular that the government will provide funds to ensure that high-cost courses like engineering - and less popular subjects like pure science and arts - are available. 

Hopefully, this expansion will help our school leavers boost their skills and career prospects in the long term. It will also offer our education sector some interesting opportunities of its own. 

Hong Kong's capacity in the area of post-secondary education has increased considerably. While growth in local demand is reaching a point where it may level off, there is a good chance for our colleges to continue to expand by attracting more students from outside Hong Kong. 

We hear a lot of talk about making Hong Kong into a hub for all sorts of things - usually as a way to boost our exports. And colleges probably could make more money by accepting more fee-paying students from the mainland and overseas. But I think we should look beyond short-term dollars and cents. Overseas students can make our city richer in other ways. 

I had part of my education overseas, and I know from my own experience that learning abroad is rewarding for everyone concerned. For the overseas student, exposure to a new culture and environment is an education in itself. But it benefits the host students, too. A more cosmopolitan student body makes a university more vibrant and gives local students a richer experience. 

The benefits for overseas and local students, and their respective communities, do not end with graduation. Students who study overseas serve as ambassadors for the land where they studied when they go home. Most of all, they may form lifelong friendships and contribute to business, economic and cultural networks between communities. 

There is also a chance that students from overseas will want to stay and work in their new home. We see that happen with many Hong Kong students who go to school overseas, stay on to work and sometimes never come back. 

In other words, we should not see overseas students simply as a source of tuition fees. We should see them as a way to give our local students a more rounded experience and better long-term contacts with peers overseas. Further, they are a way to attract more talent to come and live and work in Hong Kong. 

I have no problem with subsidising some poorer overseas students with public money. I would like to think the business community would offer more scholarships if significant numbers of foreign and mainland students came here. And I think we should make it easier for overseas students to work here. 

This is a sensitive issue, and officials are always worried that people will accuse them of increasing competition for jobs among local graduates. 

This is a pity. Why do some of us see young, clever and energetic people as a threat when they could boost our economy and help create jobs? 

Are our local young people afraid of competition? Do they think many employers here would prefer graduates from overseas? If so, why? Do they lack confidence in themselves? I wonder how the students who worry about their dorm culture would answer these questions. 

The presence of more young people from overseas on our campuses could benefit everybody, but maybe the biggest winners would be our own local students.

