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  BY STAFF WRITERS
Parents who are thinking of enrolling their children in a long-term savings scheme to finance their high school and post-secondary education may be signing up for a programme without first being told of all its terms and conditions, a month-long investigation by The Young Reporter has found.
The scheme, launched by the World Education Institute (WEI), with offices at 10 Hanoi Road, Tsimshatsui, has the declared ultimate goal of “helping the underprivileged students to further their education abroad.”
The institute is affiliated with Global Finance Co. Ltd., a wholly-owned subsidiary of Millie’s Holdings Co. Ltd., a major handbag and shoe manufacturer and exporter in Hongkong.
According to an introductory booklet printed in Chinese and given to potential subscribers, a parent has to pay $100 at the time of application.
Though the booklet and the bulk of other printed information are in Chinese, Wilson Wong, one of WEI’s executives training the salesmen, said that all conditions and terms of membership are based on the “original English version” copies of which have not been made readily available to the parents.
Anyway, if his application were approved, a parent then might enroll his child as a beneficiary either at the latter’s birth or at any age up to 6 years old. The monthly subscription varies in an ascending scale based on the child’s age at the time of enrollment.
The parent whose child joins the scheme at birth has to pay $59 per month for 12 years; $69 per month for 11 years if the child is already a year old; $82 per month for 10 years; $98 per month for nine years; $118 per month for eight years; $144 per month for seven years; and $179 per month for six years if the child is already 6 when enrolled.
For the total amount of money the parent will have paid during the entire period of the subscription, which may vary from a low of $8,496 for those who have signed up for the full 12-year plan to a high of $12,888 for those in the six-year scheme, WEI said it would:
. Pay the child’s educational expenses for six years in a local secondary school. Such expenses would include tuition and fees, books and one set of winter, summer and athletic uniforms each year.
*Pay the child’s expenses for two years of post-secondary school abroad plus one round-trip air passage.
. Recommend member-students to schools and find them tutors and serve as financial guarantor for those students who wish to study abroad.
PAYMENT
In the booklet, WEI allows $10,000 for the six years of secondary education, broken down to $1, 400 annually for Forms I to III; $1,800 for Forms IV and V; and $2,200 for Form VI.
These figures and the benefits pledged would seem to be big gains for those parents who, for example, have signed up to pay $8,496 and were thinking they would be getting $10,000 worth of high school expenses plus unspecified expenditures for the first two years of college education for their children in return.
But, in fact, the $8,496 will have become at least $12,500 with the inclusion of the average 7 to 8 per cent per annum compound interest being paid by most banks for fixed deposit over a period of 12 years.
After the first 12 years and when WEI has to begin paying a student’s tuition, the annual interest on the $12,500 would come to nearly $1,000, or between 70 and 45 per cent of the tuition allowances for Forms I to VI.
Also, the WEI tuition allowances would seem most liberal — even after the inclusion of expected rises in school fees and other inflationary factors for the next decade — when one realises that the average annual expenses for even the so- called “luxury” private secondary schools run from only $900 for Form I to $1,800 for Form VI. Expenses for students in Government and subsidised schools are much less.
But since, according to the conditions of subscription, WEI pays the necessary fees to the schools directly, the parents will not be able to pocket the difference between the actual amounts paid and the amounts as allocated in the booklet.
Furthermore, if a student had been awarded a scholarship while in secondary school, his parents would be given a sum of money equivalent to the amount of the scholarship and not the amount as had been allowed in the booklet.
As for the range of expenses allowed for the student’s two years abroad, WEI has set down no details in either the introductory booklet nor on the back of the application form, on which has been printed a list of 12 items describing the purpose and conditions of the scheme.
The member-student also is restricted in the choice of post-secondary colleges abroad that he may attend after completing high school here.
At present, WEI has “admission agreements” with four American schools, all in Los Angeles. These are the Associated Colleges of California, the Pacific Hotels Schools, the Airline Schools Pacific and the Los Angeles Trade Technical College.
Except for LA Trade Tech, none of the other schools, according to the information available in Hongkong, have been accredited by the Western Assn, of Schools and Colleges, which is the most widely accepted body authorised to accredit institutions of higher learning in California and Hawaii.
Robert N. White, associate director of the Southeast Asian office of the Institute of International Education (HE), warned that diplomas and degrees from such unaccredited schools would not be recognised by the Hongkong Governmnet [i.e. Government] for the purpose of employment.
White explained that the Government only recognised those schools which had been listed in the current — September 1972 — edition of “Accredited Institutions of Higher Education.” None of the three schools are so listed.
As a matter of fact, neither are their names included in the latest editions of “Lovejoy’s College Guide” or “Lovejoy Career and Vocational School Guide.” two other compendia considered by educators as most prestigious and reliable guidebooks on US colleges and vocational schools.
Not only would local students in such schools face difficulties in trying to join the Colony’s public service, White added, they also might find it hard to transfer to the fully-accredited colleges and universities in the United States without suffering heavy losses in the number of credits they had earned during their attendance at these “unrecognised” schools.
(Most American colleges and universities require their students to earn a minimum number of credits before various degrees are awarded. One credit is usually given for one hour-per-week lecture for each term of school. Most credits are transferable among the accredited schools. )
White’s warning came in a letter to the local Press recently following the publication of an article in an English-language morning newspaper which quoted the WEI as claiming that the Associated Colleges of California had been accredited by “the Accrediting Commission.” The article, however, did not elaborate on which accrediting commission the author had meant.
In an exclusive interview with The Young Reporter after the publication of White’s letter, Alan Lau, managing director of Millie’s Holdings Co. Ltd., WEI’s parent company, and Edward Lai, executive manager of WEI, conceded that “one or two” of the “five” — though only four have been named so far — colleges cooperating with WEI had not been accredited.
“But an unaccredited college is not necessarily a bad one,” Lai said. He also claimed that those parents who had already enrolled their children in the scheme had been fully cognizant of the status of the cooperating institutions.
Lai added that since WEI was started less than a year ago, it was still feeling its way around. “We believe we would have enough experience and better schools for our savings scheme students by the time they go abroad,” he said.
Lau dismissed as insignificant the lack of Hongkong Government’s recognition for the three schools.
“The only important thing is whether these needy students will possess the means of finding a living,” he said.
Lau blasted White’s letter which he said was “bad for the students of Hongkong if it hinders the progress of our scheme.”
‘LUMP SUM’
Meanwhile, if a WEI member-student decides not to go on to college abroad, WEI would pay his parents a “lump sum” of $10,000 for those who have subscribed to the programme for nine or more years, $9,000 for members of seven or eight years and $8,000 for those who have taken part for only six years.
Those parents who wish to withdraw from the programme at any time within the first three years of his subscription will be refunded the total amount of money they have paid up to the time of withdrawal, less service charges rated at 3 per cent for those who quit within the first 36 months, 6 per cent for the first 24 months and 9 per cent during the first year of the programme.
And if a subscriber quits after the first three years or fails to meet monthly payment deadlines for three consecutive months, his participation in the scheme would be considered null and void and, according to the booklet, the “net amount” paid into the scheme would be refunded to the subscriber.
However, Wilson Wong, a WEI executive, said in such cases, an interest of detween 3 and 5 per cent per annum would also be paid in addition to the net amount.
Most of WEI canvassers have been recruited from a local post-secondary college. Before the canvassers are sent into the field to seek new subscribers, they have to attend four evening training sessions.
Two of our reporters attended a series of such sessions recently.
During the first session, Wong introduced the purpose of the scheme which he said was to help Hongkong’s needy students to study abroad and that WEI was a non-profit making organisation.
Wong also said that WEI had received “help” from the Education Department and “recognition” from the US Consulate and the HE. When asked to explain what he meant by “help” and “recognition”, Wong said the above-mentioned organisations “have taken notice of WEI’s existence and agreed in principle with the aim of the institute.”
However, the Education Department, US Consulate and HE denied having given WEI any specific assistance or official recognition. Spokesmen for all three organisations did say they knew of WEI’s existence.
VISAS
Mrs. Maria A. Rodgers, secretary to the chief of the Consular Section of the US Consulate, J. Donald Blevins, said that the US Consulate was responsible only for the issuance of visas and other diplomatic functions.
“As long as an American school admits a student, we’d issue him with the necessary student visa,” Mrs. Rodgers said. “Whether a particular school is accredited is none of our concern. We also do not have the authority to ‘recognise’ or ‘not recognise’ any school or organisation.”
White of HE also said his organisation had no right to confer “recognition” on any institute.
Robert C. H. Lo, an education officer in the Overseas Students and Scholarships Section of the Education Department, said that the department had not given WEI any specific assistance.
Lo added that the institute had written to Director of Education John Canning about its scholarship scheme and other general questions concerning overseas study. No mention was made of the savings plan.
Lo said his section subsequently supplied the information requested by WEI, “just the way we would to any individual student who might wish to know about going overseas for further schooling.”
“We certainly did not give WEI any extraordinary assistance nor did we express any opinion about or support of this institute,” Lo reiterated.
The second training session was conducted by David Tsui, who showed the trainees five steps of sales techniques: Getting into the door, warming up to the topic, introducing the savings scheme, query time for the potential subscriber and finally, closing sales.
DEMONSTRATIONS
The third session was devoted entirely to “live” demonstrations of how canvassing should be done and subscribers signed. Two WEI executives, Wilson Wong and Danny Fung, were the demonstrators.
The final session was taken up with practice selling by the trainees with the executives acting out the roles of parents being interviewed.
The trainees were told at the beginning of their training that a commission of $150 would be given for the first successful sale in each month, paid in two installments of $120 and $30 over two months. A canvasser would receive $200 ($150 and $50 installments) for the second sale and $250 for the third and each of the subsequent sales in $180 and $70 installments.
The trainees also were given mimeographed copies of a list of questions that potential subscribers might ask, with the appropriate answers supplied. Most of the conditions and pledges mentioned in the answers are not included in either the introductory booklet or the back of the application form.
The trainees were told that they should only give this information to the client verbally and not to show him the mimeographed form which, the instructors said, was for the canvassers’ personal use.
At one of the training sessions, Tsui told the trainees that they should concentrate their canvassing efforts in the resettlement estates, medical clinics, kindergartens, low-cost housing estates and other places where the ordinary working people tend to congregate.
Executives and subscription canvassers have been visiting various kindergartens and primary schools also.
About a month ago, two WEI officials went to the Daring Heart Kindergarten at Block 8, Government Low Cost Housing Estate, Unchau Street, Shamshuipo, and asked its principal to call a mass meeting of the pupils’ parents so that the scheme could be introduced to them.
However, Miss Lui Lai-king, supervisor and headmistress of the school, turned down the request.
Miss Lui said that another kindergarten in the neighbourhood had also been approached with a similar request which had met with the same fate.
WEI had better luck with the Tak Nga Primary School at 20 Tatchee Ave., Yauyatchuen, where the institute’s staffers were allowed to put up posters publicising the scheme and to set up a temporary office at the school’s inquiry counter.
Sister Joanna Leung, principal of Tak Nga, said Danny Fung of WEI had gone to the school about two weeks ago to ask for names and addresses of the pupils’ parents. This request was rejected but Sister Joanna gave her approval to the other request of setting up a canvassing office.
SCHOOLS VISITED
Since then, she said, several young people who had claimed to be students at a local post-secondary college, had been visiting the school every afternoon to canvass the pupils’ parents.
Sister Joanna did not know how many parents had signed up but she thought there probably had not been too many.
“If I were one of the parents, I would not join the scheme,” she told The Young Reporter. “It’s such a long-term scheme and the prospectus (the introductory booklet) is so vague. If I have such amount of extra money to save up every month, I would’ put it in a bank which is more reliable.”
Alan Lau, meanwhile, has staunchly defended WEI against its detractors. He especially denied the motive behind the savings scheme was to make huge profits.
“We don’t need to explain. We’ ve nothing to hide,” Lau said, and thereupon produced copies of recent annual reports of Millie’s Holdings Co. Ltd. which showed substantial profits for the past years.
After having been repeatedly asked exactly how many parents had enrolled their children in the scheme, Lau gave the figure as about 200.
Lee Tate, the Government’s data processing manager, said the recurrent expenses for the new centre will run to $15 to $20 million annually for rental and maintenance.
He denied recent Press reports that four more Government departments were to have their own computers.
“It’s highly uneconomical and impractical to set up separate computers in various departments. Besides, the Government has no plan for that,” he said.
Tate also pointed out that the difficulty of setting up a large computer centre in Hongkong was due to the shortage of qualified personnel
“We are three to four years behind where we ought to be. However, we’re now progressing at a much faster pace,” he said.
Meanwhile, more and more local firms and industries have begun to use computers.
He explained that the phenomenon was caused by the economic and stock market boom earlier this year and the increasing amount of knowledge Hongkong people had about computers.
SHARP RISE
Derick C. Cheng, general manager of Burroughs (HK) Ltd., said the demand for computers had risen sharply in the past two years, especially for the small and medium-size computers.
“Hongkong marked the highest growth rate of computer sale in Southeast Asia. The total sale so far this year is three times that of last year,” Cheng said.
He predicted an average of 25 per cent annual growth rate for the coming years as more firms realised they could not remain viable without computerisation.
“Mass production has lowered the price of small-sized computers, thus more organisations can afford to install their own,” he added.
Ian Robertson, data processing manager of Jardine, Matheson, pointed out that the shortage of office space also contributed to the growth of computerisation in Hongkong.
“One small computer can do the work of a big staff that would require a very large amount of space to accommodate,” he said.
DIFFICULTIES
Michael Marshall, assistant to the manager of the Central Registration Ltd., a large shares and stocks registration company, said:
“We could hardly be able to manage the tremendous inflow of work without computers,” he said.
However, T. C. Fung, a director of Chung Hing Engineers, a computer site preparation company, cautioned against over-optimism for computerisation in Hongkong.
“The commercial and industrial circles are facing serious internal difficulties such as inflation, upsurge of production costs and external problems such as shortage of raw materials, international monetary crises and trade barriers. All these would chock the growth of the computer market,” he said.  
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