US Community Colleges: No. 1 choice for Hong Kong Students

Easy Admission and Low Tuition Make Them the Stepping Stone to Prestigious Universities
Many parents in Hong Kong wish to pave way for their children to study at overseas prestigious universities. However, if the kids do not excel in school, parents will have to choose unusual shortcuts. A new survey shows that the number of Hong Kong students going to US for higher education increased to its highest point in a decade. The first four of the top 5 colleges hosting the largest numbers of students from Hong Kong are all community colleges.

Education experts pointed out that the threshold to community colleges is relatively low. After completing two years’ studies at a community college, over 90 percent students can transfer to a four-year university for two years to complete a bachelor’s degree. Community colleges have recently become stepping stones to universities for students from Hong Kong.

The number of Hong Kong students in the United States reaches its highest point in a decade

According to Open Doors 2009, the annual report published by the Institute of International Education (IIE) with support from the Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs of the United States Department of State, the number of Hong Kong students enrolled in U.S. institutions of higher education increased by 44 to 8,329 in the academic year of 08/09. The increase brings the number to its highest point in a decade.

According to Ann White, director of IIE/HK, data shows that two-year community colleges hosted the largest numbers of students from Hong Kong:  Foothill College, DeAnza College, and Santa Monica College in California, and Shoreline Community College near Seattle are the top 4, followed by the four-year University of South California (USC) ranked 5th. (See chart)

No Standardized Tests Required 
According to Michelle Mak, senior education advisor of IIE, in the U.S., the threshold of community college is relatively lower than that of universities. SAT or TOEFL scores are not required.
There is no need to submit personal statements and letters of recommendations that are required by four-year universities either. Students who meet the basic academic requirements and are 18 years old or above are eligible for applying to community colleges. 
Over 95 percent students can enroll in the junior class in a four-year university after obtaining an associate degree from a community college. For those Form 5 and Form 7 students whose grades are not excellent, community colleges are their stepping-stones to university. “In the past four years, we heard only one case in which a student was rejected [by a four-year university]. A rare case!” said Michelle.
According to Ann White, many US community colleges have articulation agreements with US universities, assuring that they will accept students who have graduated from community colleges with satisfactory grades. Students of excellent academic standing have been admitted by top universities like Stanford University and University of California. “Community colleges can help students lay a good English language foundation and better prepare them for universities,” added Ann.

Admission to community colleges is easier and tuition and room and board cost less: on average it costs US$13,000 to US$18,000 a year, compared with state universities which can cost from US$24,000 to US$50,000. Tuition at community colleges can be as much as 50% less than at regular universities. Ann White pointed out that this [studying at community colleges in the US] has become a new trend for local Hong Kong students.

Britain and Australia also offer diploma programs connecting senior high school and university. But such programs offer vocational courses. Take the Higher National Diploma for example, Form 7 students can study vocational courses for two years, similar to Hong Kong’s IVE advanced diploma and then apply for university. Successful candidates can enroll as sophomore students at a university. In addition, some universities in UK have affiliated schools. After one-year’s study, students may further their studies at the parent university.

According to Open Doors 2009, business and management remain the most popular field of study for international students in the United States in 08/09 with 20.6% majoring in this fields, an increase of 24.8% (sic.) from the previous year; followed by engineering (up 17%) and physical and life sciences (up 9%).  Mathematics and computer science also had an increase of 21.7%, accounting for 8.4% of the total international student body.
This year’s Open Doors also reports that the University of Southern California had the largest number of international students (7,482) in the academic year of 07/08, followed by New York University and Columbia University both with over 6,000 international students. Harvard University ranked 11th with 4,745 international students.

California is most popular with foreign students: it received 93,124, an increase of 9.8% over the previous year, followed by New York and Texas. Massachusetts where MIT is located ranked the 4th, followed by Florida and Illinois.
Numbers of students from China up 21%
Although business and management remains the most popular fields of study for Hong Kong students, Ann White, director of IIE/HK, noted that choices of majors by local students have become more diverse, such as anthropology and liberal arts. The warm weather, openness of its communities and an easy-to-adapt life style explain why California is so attractive to foreign students.
India is the leading place of origin for foreign students in the United States with over 103,000 students, followed by China with 98,000, an increase of over 21%, and South Korea. The number of international students at colleges and universities in the United States increased to over 670,000, a 7.7% rise from the previous academic year.

