Class system 
Too many children get a poor start from a school system built on elitism, and that is bad for Hong Kong 
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Education is supposed to bring out the best in our children, to teach them about the possibilities that adulthood offers and give them the chance to develop to their highest possible potential. Well, that was what I thought until I started clicking through the Education Bureau's website. From its pages I gleaned that Hong Kong has a rather different perspective. The fundamentals would seem to be about job creation, elitism and pigeon-holing according to perceived worth to society.

The bureau does not say this so starkly, of course: it speaks of the importance of education, optimising services and quality being the goal. But anyone who has been through the system, or knows someone who has, realises just how crazy it is and how it is getting worse. Families have long been changing addresses, baptising children into particular religions and begging, borrowing and stealing if they cannot afford the music and singing lessons that will help build the portfolio needed for a good kindergarten or primary school. It is compounded by there being three bands of local high schools, for which students are largely chosen by academic performance.

 

At the root of the nonsense is a society that puts excessive importance on that which is elite and luxury. Hong Kong's complicated mix of schools that are government, aided, private, international and subsidised and run by charitable, community and religious organisations readily feeds the frenzy. There is a rush to get into what are perceived as the best schools and they tend to take the best students and employ the best teachers. What we end up with are schools that mostly comprise the best and ones that are full of the worst. 

 

In such a system, the offspring of the well-healed tend to do well and prosper and those who are poor flounder and sink. Those from the lowest-ranked high schools, band three, often end up with the worst, most menial, jobs.

 

Children traverse the city each day, sometimes for hours, because of what their parents wanted or how they scored in examinations. That is how a student living near a secondary school in Yau Ma Tei ended up going to a band three one with a poor reputation over the other side of Kowloon in Kwun Tong. I met that former student at the gym the other day - he proudly told me that he had managed to break out of the system and was working for a stockbroking firm in Central. I asked him whether any famous people had gone to his school and he furrowed his brow in thought, then replied that there had been one: a runner-up in the Miss Hong Kong beauty pageant some time in the 1980s.

 

Dismantling our education system and starting again is impossible. Nor is it realistic to expect that every child be treated equally; some will be gifted, others less academically inclined. Society is not going to overnight drop its obsession with image and reputation. But there is a simple solution: where government funding is involved, students should attend the school nearest their home.

 

This does not affect private schools, nor put music teachers out of business. It simply gives all students a chance. We have to create a decent learning environment for our children. Taking the elitism out of the system is the only way for this to happen.

 

Peter Kammerer is a senior writer at the Post
QUESTIONS

1. Explain the difference between government, aided, subsidized, private and international schools.
2. Do you agree with what the author’s complaints about the system?

3. What does he suggest as a solution. Would it work?

VOCABULARY  

Match the following words from the passage with their meanings:
1. potential.(noun) 



putting people into groups or categories without paying 






proper attention to their individual needs and abilities 
2. glean





consist of, be made up of




3. perspective.




notice, view in a particular way





4. fundamentals 



mad rush 
5. elitism





given financial help 
6. pigeon-holing



what is possible
7. perceive




do well, be rich



 
8. bureau 





take to pieces 
9. starkly





well-off, with a lot of money 
10. optimize




most basic points 
11. compounded



involving low-status work 
12. excessive 




irrational concentration on one thing 
13. subsidized




without any attempt to hide the bad aspects 
14. charitable




cross (verb) 
15. frenzy. 




children 
16. comprise 




giving too much power or money to the top people 
17. offspring




office, department 
18. well-healed 



make as good as possible 
19. prosper




made even worse 
20. menial





practical, accepting things as they actually are 
21. traverse




likely to do,  suitable for doing something 
22. dismantle




more than is reasonable, too much 
23. realistic




giving money, time etc. to help others 
24. inclined




collect bit by bit 
25. obsession 




way of looking at things 
