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Hong Kong operates a vibrant and competitive international and local school sector 
with schools offering curricula of the United Kingdom, the United States, Australia, Canada, 
Singapore, Hong Kong and the International Baccalaureate.  Many schools also identify with a 
particular country (such as Japan, Singapore, Canada or France) and offer separate English 
and foreign-language sections. There are also an increasing number of private independent 
schools that emphasize a compulsory Mandarin Chinese component, reflecting Mandarin’s 
growing influence in Hong Kong. 
 
 
 

.  

LOCAL SCHOOL SYSTEM  
There are three main types of local schools – government schools which are operated by the 
Government; aided schools which are fully subvented by the Government but run by voluntary 
bodies; and private schools, some of which receive financial assistance from the Government. 
Government and aided schools deliver a curriculum recommended by the Government. They 
offer free primary and secondary education.  

Primary Schools 

Primary schooling starts at the age of six and there are 6 years of schooling at the primary level. 
There are three modes of operation in the primary schools, namely AM, PM and whole-day. 
Encouraged by the Government, most primary schools are adopting whole-day operation.  

Admission to Primary One is through the Discretionary Places (DP) stage and the Central 
Allocation (CA) stage. At the DP stage, parents can apply for admission to only one government 
or aided primary school of their preference, and admission is based on the criteria prescribed by 
the EDB (Education Department Bureau). Therefore, it’s important at this stage to research 
schools with strong academic merits and a good reputation.  

At the CA stage, P1 places are centrally allocated by the EDB according to the school zone, 
parents’ choice of schools, and an allocated random number.  

The majority of local Primary schools in Hong Kong are Chinese medium of instruction and the 
primary curriculum covers a wide range of subjects including Social Studies, Science, Chinese, 
English, Mathematics, Music, Arts and Physical Education.  

Class numbers are traditionally much higher than international schools.  An average class, in 
both primary and secondary school could have over 35 students and it can be as many as 45.  
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Secondary Schools 

All eligible students studying in local primary schools are allocated subsidised 
Secondary 1 (S1) places through participation in the Secondary School Places 
Allocation System. The system consists of the Discretionary Places (DP) stage and the 
Central Allocation (CA) stage. The admission to secondary schools is usually 
administered by the Secondary School Places Allocation System, based on the results 
of a student’s primary school examinations.  

At the DP stage, only two secondary schools can be selected and secondary schools 
may admit students in accordance with their admission criteria. The S1 places are 
allocated according to individual student’s allocation band, parental choice of schools 
and an allocated random number.  

All students attend 6 years of secondary education (3 years of junior secondary and 3 
years of senior secondary education). On completion of Secondary 6, students take one 
public examination - the Hong Kong Diploma of Secondary Education Examination.  

 

PRIVATE INTERNATIONAL SCHOOLS 

For Mandarin speaking and English speaking families, the private education schooling system 
are most often the best choice. There are over 50 international schools in Hong Kong. They are 
listed as Private International School, Private Independent Schools and The English Schools 
Foundation. These schools deliver curricula of the United Kingdom, the United States, Australia, 
Canada, Japan, Korea, Germany, France, Singapore and the International Baccalaureate. They 
also set their own admissions policies, application policies, fees and so on. 

These schools are currently the most popular for expatriate families, in particular 
because the education is fluid and the academic programmes are highly suitable for 
English speaking students.   

However, many of these schools have long wait lists and the majority have strict priority 
systems, this means, they primarily offer priority to siblings, alumni and debenture 
holders. International Schools, must maintain a high percentage of foreign passports 
other than, or in addition to, the HKSAR passport. This percentage can range from 50 to 
90 per cent, depending on the school. 
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Private International Schools 

Private international schools are in constant demand in Hong Kong. The majority of these 
schools follow an IB, British or American curriculum, though as with many countries worldwide, 
there are international schools which teach a national curriculum in their native language - the 
German Swiss International School Hong Kong (GSIS) and the Lycée Français International 
(French International School) are just two examples. 

Many schools accept applications as soon as a child is born, once a birth certificate can be 
provided that is. Schools which accept applications this early are: Discovery Bay International 
School, French International School, German Swiss International School and Kellett School, 
Kiang Su & Chekiang School. In the majority of cases, the date of receipt is important in 
determining a child’s place in the queue – strictly chronological. However, the date of application 
is usually the weakest form of priority, behind corporate debentures, siblings, and specific 
nationals. 

All other schools other than those already mentioned will accept applications only within a 
prescribed period – usually one or two years before intended entry. To name a few: American 
School Hong Kong, Canadian International School, Chinese International School, English 
Schools Foundation, Hong Kong Academy, Hong Kong International School, ICHK Hong Lok 
Yuen, Nord Anglia International School and The Harbour School. While these schools accept 
applications one or two years in advance of entry, the date of application is not a factor 
considered. As long as the application is in by the deadline, it will be considered. It is important 
to submit complete applications to schools on time and take note of your preferred schools’ 
application policies.  
 

Private Independent Schools 

There are seven “private independent schools” in Hong Kong. They are: ESF’s Renaissance 
College and Discovery College, the Independent Schools Foundation Academy, Victoria 
Shanghai Academy, PLK Choi Kai Yau, International Christian School and Yew Chung 
International School (Secondary). 

These schools are given land on a 10 year lease and a grant to construct a school building. 
Otherwise, they are funded by tuition fees and other fundraising efforts. The only ongoing grant 
they receive from the government is reimbursement of rates. As a result, the schools are 
obligated to set aside at least 10% of its total school fee income for scholarships and other 
financial assistance programmes. And, they are also obligated to ensure that at least 70% of the 
student body is Hong Kong Permanent Residents. . 
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English Schools Foundation (ESF) 
 
ESF was formally established in 1967 to provide a modern liberal education through the 
medium of the English language for English speaking children. ESF has five secondary schools, 
nine primary schools and a school for students with special educational needs across Hong 
Kong Island, Kowloon and the New Territories. Two “all through” Private Independent Schools 
and five kindergartens are operated by ESF’s affiliated company, ESF Educational Services 
Limited (ESL), which also offers English language classes and sports activities. ‘Over 17,500 
students are currently educated under the ESF system; with 70 per cent of students have 
parents who are permanent residents of Hong Kong. 
 
The education offered by ESF is underpinned by a broad and coherent curriculum aligned to its 
core values and to the International Baccalaureate Organisation (IBO).  In 2016, 16 ESF 
students achieved the perfect score of 45 points in the IB Diploma examinations. More than 95 
percent of students go on to leading universities worldwide. 
 
BILINGUAL SCHOOLS 
 
Chinese International School (CIS) 
(Primary & Secondary) 
CIS is well-established and extremely competitive school. It was the first school in Hong Kong to 
teach an international curriculum using English and Putonghua. Classes are conducted in 50% 
English and 50% Putonghua, one native English speaking teacher and one native Chinese 
speaking teacher are present in all classes at Primary level. It’s a highly selective school with 
only 96 places at Reception (300+ applicants for 2019 entry). At primary level teaching follows a 
Positive Education model of personalized and student-centred learning, as well as other US 
education models. At secondary level, teaching follows the IB’s Middle Years and Diploma 
Programmes; all students study both English and Chinese, and history is taught as a dual-
language course. The school has a strong academic record, and the 2018 IBDP cohort scored 
an average of 37.8; there was a 100% pass rate. 
 
Chinese Academy Primary School (CAPS)  
A new bilingual school which will open in 2019 for primary level students with the initial capacity 
for 84 students. This school is jointly established by the Confucius Hall of Hong Kong and the 
International Chinese Academy Education Foundation (ICAEF). The secondary school is 
expected to be ready for the 2021-2022 academic year. CAPS will offer a curriculum that aims 
to fuse traditional Chinese principles and Western culture, with 60 percent of its teaching time in 
English and the remainder in Putonghua (traditional Chinese writing). Classes will incorporate 
teachings of Chinese philosopher Confucius but also adopt British education traditions. The 
secondary school is expected to be ready for the 2021-2022 academic year. Graduates of the 
primary school of Chinese Academy may continue their education in the secondary school. The 
secondary school will offer IBMYP (with GCSE as option), followed by IBDP (with GCEAL as 
option). 
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Dalton School Hong Kong  
DSHK is a child-centered, dual language (English/Putonghua) primary school integrating the 
heritage of Chinese culture and traditions with the progressive Dalton Plan and the US Common 
Core for English. This new school in Tai Kok Tsu opened from Years 1-2, in 2017 and will roll 
out Years 3-4 from September 2019. As it states on its website: “We will have a school that will 
provide our children with a window into the past and skills for the future.” Building upon the 
success of Little Dalton (littledalton.com) and founding DSHK upon the rich traditions of the 
Tsinghua University Primary School and Helen Parkhurst’s Dalton Plan, DSHK students are 
equipped with multicultural awareness, critical thinking and language skills. 
 
Singapore International School (SIS) 
(Primary & Secondary) 
This school primarily cates to Singapore citizens and is run by the Singaporean Ministry of 
Education, thus ensuring a good selection of teachers from Singapore. All subjects including 
Language Literacy, Art, Rhyme and Movement, Physical Education with the exception of 
Mathematics are conducted in both English and Chinese. The standard of mathematics and 
science is just as strong as the Chinese programme. SIS prides itself on its academic rigour but, 
as a non-selective school, accepts students whose academic ability, creative aptitude, language 
proficiency and physical capability vary widely.  
 
Victoria Shanghai Academy (VSA) 
(Primary & Secondary) 
 
VSA is part of the Victoria Educational Organisation – children who attend the kindergartens 
operated by the organization have priority for VSA. Applications for Primary One are not 
accepted from non-existing students. VSA is a student-centred community of academic and 
personal excellence, combining international perspectives and Chinese heritage. The primary 
section offers a bilingual education; the secondary curriculum is delivered in English and 
supplement by a strong Chinese programme. As a Private Independent School, at least 70% of 
students must be HK Permanent Residents. The school offers language support for non-native 
English speaking students. Additional language classes are offered in Mandarin, French and 
Spanish.  
 
 
Han Academy  
Han Academy was established in 2017 to deliver a bilingual international education. Due to its 
recent opening; it is still developing, currently it has a small student body of 70 + students which 
means all grades have small class sizes (10-14 students). Children study in both Mandarin and 
English, with four branches offered for Chinese: Chinese Language and Literature, Chinese 
Debate, Chinese Drama and Performance, and Chinese Library Course. As well as bilingualism, 
the school focuses on STEM, art, music, Chinese dance and sport. The school will increase 
grades from 2019 onwards, offering Secondary school students the Cambridge School Program 
and Cambridge IGCSEs. 
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Independent Schools Foundation Academy (ISF) 
Primary & Secondary  
The Independent Schools Foundation Academy (The ISF Academy) is a non-profit private 
independent school providing a unique inquiry-based Putonghua and English bilingual 
immersion education.  Classes are conducted at 70% Putonghua / 30% English from 
Foundation Grade to Grade 5 and then 50%/50% till upper high school with 30% English/70% 
Putonghua. ISF Academy students benefit from small class sizes which range from 5 to 16 
students per class. The overall student teacher ratio for all grades is 6:1. As a Private 
Independent School, at least 70% of students must be HK Permanent Residents. It is a 
traditionally Chinese-focused school with a global perspective. The Academy is an accredited 
International Baccalaureate (IB) World school. Its Diploma results place it in the top tier of Hong 
Kong IB schools; more than two thirds of its graduates achieve the coveted Bilingual Diploma, 
twice the global average.  
 
 
Po Leung Kuk Choi Kau Yau (PLKCKY) 
(Primary & Secondary) 
Po Leung Kuk Choi Kai Yau School is a through-train private independent school for students 
aged 7–18 years old. CKY is a school with approximately 1,300 students. CKY is neither an 
international school nor a traditional local school, as it strives to offer the best of Chinese and 
Western education practices. At primary level, they use a co-teaching system to provide a truly 
bilingual (English and Putonghua, supplemented with Cantonese) environment. The curriculum 
follows the standard first ten years of primary and secondary education with the final two years 
spent on the International Baccalaureate (IB) programme.  CKY operates a co-tutor system for 
the Primary Section, providing a natural bilingual environment.  
 
 
Kingston International School (KIS) 
(Primary) 
 
Kingston International School is a private co-educational primary school set up in 2002; it is 
affiliated with Kingston International Kindergarten. It is a small, privately owned school, with 
small class sizes and modest facilities. The Primary School has been authorized to offer the 
IBPYP since 2004 with classes conducted bilingually in English and Putonghua. Each class is 
led by 1 fully qualified native English teacher and 1 fully qualified native Putonghua teacher for a 
full immersive bilingual education.The Primary School graduates are able to move to their 
affiliated secondary school, International College Hong Kong (ICHK). 
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St. Stephen’s College Preparatory School  
(Primary) 
 
St. Stephen’s College Preparatory School is an extremely popular, Christian school, which has 
been opened for over 112 years. More than 1,000 children on average compete for about 100 
Primary One seats every year. English is the major medium of instruction and Putonghua as the 
medium of instruction for Chinese classes. Classes are no more than 30 students (ratio of 
teacher to pupils 1:18).  The School has put great efforts on nurturing students, training them to 
develop a strong passion for learning and a proactive attitude so a strong foundation is laid 
before they advance to the secondary level (St Stephen’s College). Since the Prep School is a 
direct feeder school to St. Stephen’s College, 96% of the Grade 6 students are allocated 
placements directly to the College. 
 
One of the unique features is the one year compulsory boarding programme, which helps 
students to become very independent and confident. This 'home-away-from-home', gives them 
an opportunity to develop their inter-personal and intra-personal skills along with some useful 
life skills.  
 

 
 
Kiangsu Chekiang Primary School  
(Primary) 
The school follows the local curriculum and uses Putonghua as the main medium of instruction, 
with traditional Chinese characters and English is also taught daily. The school has a 
kindergarten section and children receive priority in the admissions process for Primary One 
entry.  The facilities are basic and the primary school homework can be quite heavy. Their 
teaching methods are strict with a strong focus on rote-learning, similar to many traditional local 
Hong Kong schools. Classes are large – about 42, with 3 teachers.   
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Yew Chung International School (YCIS) 
Primary & Secondary  
YCIS provides international education to expatriate and local children aged 6 months to 18 
years. YCIS’s International Primary school curriculum is based on the framework of the National 
Curriculum for England with the added benefit of an extensive Chinese Language and Culture 
Programme, as well as the school’s Character Education Programme.  YCIS Hong Kong offers 
CFL (Chinese and a First Language) and CAL (Chinese as an Additional Language) classes, 
each with multiple levels, to ensure that students receive an appropriately challenging Chinese-
language course. The school also offers an EAL (English as an Additional Language), in 
Primary, there is in- or out-of-class support and in the Secondary section, there is parallel 
classes, providing the English Intensive Programme from Year 7 to 11.  
  

 
 

 
International Montessori School (IMS) 
(Primary) 
 
IMS is the only accredited Montessori Primary School in Hong Kong. With multiple campuses on 
Hong Kong island each catering to children of different ages.  
In the Montessori Primary Years Programme, the Chinese Language Programme offers a 
Montessori approach to learning in Chinese, in two streams. Children in Stream 1 are primarily 
native and ‘near-native’ Putonghua speakers, most of whom have attended the full 3-year 
Casa dei Bambini Programme at IMS. Stream 2 consists mainly of non-native Putonghua 
speakers who are interested in learning Chinese with an emphasis on the development of oral 
fluency. Stream 2 also includes classes that accommodate beginner language learners with no 
previous experience in Chinese. Both streams provide a very strong Chinese base for each 
student, as each child participates in small group language lessons based on ability, as well as 
experiences a dual language classroom.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



The Hong Kong Education System  
 

ITS Education Asia                                                           www.itseducation.asia 

 
                                                             


