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Closing the Learning Gap: (E)quality Education for all

Education transforms lives. Access to quality education has the potential to be a great equalizer,
providing a pathway to a better quality of life through increased job opportunities, improved
socioeconomic status, and providing dignity, empowerment, and personal development. Sadly, in
Hong Kong, the inequitable distribution of educational resources and accessibility of opportunities
is undermining the role education can play in supporting underprivileged students to achieve
upward social mobility.

Almost everyone will have a formative memory from their school years, whether it was an inspiring
teacher who helped build your confidence, a classmate who broadened your worldview, or a
creative assignment that allowed you to discover an untapped talent. But the power of education
goes beyond improving an individual’s long-term trajectory, it can level the playing field for
disadvantaged communities and contribute to the sustainable development of societies and a
workforce for the future, ultimately impacting generations to come.

Although Hong Kong has impressive access rates to primary & secondary level education, equity in
the quality of education is a persistent problem. There are glaring disparities in resources and
opportunities between schools of different curriculums, and systems with schools in poorer
neighborhoods often underfunded and unable to attract top teaching talent. In the past 20 years,
the gap between rich and poor in accessing educational opportunities has only increased, in turn
contributing to the wealth gap in Hong Kong, which is at its widest in four decades.

This gap in quality education especially hurts underprivileged students, including those from
low-income families, new arrivals, ethnic minorities, and many more. A pertinent example is
that despite the official abolition of “designated schools”, de facto racial segregation in some
public schools still remains. In addition, many ethnic minority students still face language barriers



and limited resources to support them with learning Chinese as well as limited training and
confidence among teachers to provide adequate support to students from different backgrounds.
Ultimately the prejudice and discrimination that students from ethnically diverse
backgrounds are often subjected to within the education system affects their chances of
advancement and breaking the cycle of intergenerational poverty.

Even as the city begins to relax anti-epidemic measures, it is hard to ignore the impact that
COVID-19 and years of intermittent remote learning have had on Hong Kong’s youngest
generations. Although the unplanned shift to online learning affected students at all levels, the
pandemic has clearly highlighted the disparity of opportunities in Hong Kong and widened the gap
between children from different socioeconomic backgrounds, with almost two-thirds of
underprivileged families stating their home environment does not support online learning,
because of space, device, and internet connection issues.

Compulsory free primary education and equal access to secondary and higher education is a basic
human right that aims to develop fully-rounded individuals, lift people out of poverty, tackle
socio-economic inequalities, and has been enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights
(1948), to which Hong Kong is a signatory. According to Article 29 of the Convention on the Rights
of the Child, education refers to “the development of the child’s personality, talents and mental
and physical abilities to their fullest potential”. The role of education in developing sustainable
societies is also recognized by the United Nations Sustainable Development Goal 4: Ensure
inclusive and equitable quality education and promote life-long learning opportunities.

e About 40% of all non-Chinese speaking students are still studying at schools with a 70% or
more ethnic minority student base.

e Due to language barriers ethnic minority students only understand about 70% of what is
being taught in class.

e Thereis a4.5-year learning gap between students in grassroots schools and those in high
socioeconomic status schools.

e 90.3% of grassroots families face difficulties in affording supplementary learning resources
and opportunities.

e Students living under the poverty line are 3.7x less likely to be admitted to university than
their wealthier peers.

e People with tertiary education, on average earn HK$10,200 a month more than their peers
who have completed secondary school only.

The onset of the pandemic triggered a seismic shift in the education landscape as learning
migrated online and teachers and students alike left Hong Kong schools in high numbers. Although
the past few years have undoubtedly been challenging, they have also provided an unprecedented
opportunity to reevaluate and reshape. With rapid changes impacting students, teachers, and
parents, their physical and emotional well-being must be considered.

By encouraging innovative use of education technology, creatively redesigning curriculum, and
advocating for improvements in education policy, we could aspire to a Hong Kong that has truly
equitable access to quality education for all. Together we can transform education to align with



emerging skills and consider the city’s changing demographics, including low birth rates and an
increase in the ethnic minority population, to better prepare students for the future workforce and
make education more relevant, sustainable and resilient for the future at an individual, community
and societal level.

From 2018 to 2020, under our first meta-theme Lifting Barriers and Removing Stigmas, Resolve
set out to promote equal opportunity for all groups by exploring the fundamental standards of
behavior needed to shape an inclusive society for all, focusing on the topics of race, gender, and
disabilities.

Now we have embarked on our exploration of the foundations needed for building a better life. In
2022, we started this exploration from the bottom up by reimagining our collective understanding
of health and well-being for all. As the world slowly starts to open up and consider what
post-pandemic life might look like, we find ourselves at an intersection of reckoning and
possibility. This year we continue the exploration of our second meta-theme Dignity and Social
Mobility for All by acknowledging the impact the pandemic has had on the learning of our
youngest generation and the power that having equal access to quality educational opportunities
has in propelling people forward in life, as well as its importance to the sustainable development
of societies.

We invite passionate community leaders and everyday heroes from different walks of life who are
working towards improving access to and understanding of (e)quality education for all to apply for
our 2023 Fellowship Program. Together we can take this opportunity to dream bigger and make a
plan that serves all Hong Kongers for decades to come.
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