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Exchange Preparation
Before going on exchange, the Learning Agreement should be submitted. As
many of the papers that were on my Learning Agreement were not offered when
I arrived in Hong Kong, the changes made were discussed through email. Apart
from getting all the documents sorted out, I believe that mental preparation is
also important, especially when traveling from a laid-back place like Dunedin to
a fast-paced city like Hong Kong. Always ensure that you’ve got your visa ready
before you fly (the school does it for you, just mail them your documents). I’m
not sure if this applies to other countries, but once you’re approved for a student
visa for Hong Kong SAR, you will be able to use the ‘Hong Kong Residents’
counter when entering and leaving immigration. The queue for this counter is

much shorter (the most I’ve encountered at the airport was around five people
queueing in front of me) than the one for ‘Foreigners’. Do prepare yourself
mentally for how crowded Hong Kong is! Apart from Students, most people in
Hong Kong (and mainland China) do not speak much English, so be prepared to
have translations of place names on hand if you’re asking for directions.
Getting There
As I am an international student from Singapore studying at the University of
Otago, I always tend to fly home after the semester ends, and so I flew to Hong
Kong in early January 2016 from Singapore. The flight was around 4 hours and it
was a direct flight. Flying from New Zealand will be around 14 hours depending
on the number of stops you take. As Hong Kong is a transit hub for many airlines,
I believe that there will be multiple flights to and from Hong Kong per day. The
flag carrier of Hong Kong is Cathay Pacific, which I’ve taken many times. The
Hong Kong Interational Airport (HKIA) is one of the busiest airports in the world,
but the signs are all extremely clear.
To get from HKIA (located on a small island on the West of Hong Kong) to The
Chinese University of Hong Kong (CUHK), there are multiple ways of transport,
but I recommend taking the taxi for students with heavy luggage. Since the
university is located in the New Territories (north of Hong Kong), the taxis
serving that area are green and are located on the right hand side of the taxi
stands. Directions are very clear at the airport, so I don’t think this will be much
of a problem. Taxis can drive into the campus and can take you straight to your
hostel (college). Another way to get to CUHK is by taking the the airport express
bus A41. It stops at Shatin Central (the second station from the airport), and
from there, it is two MTR (subway, train) stations from the school. I only
recommend this route for people not carrying large or heavy luggage as Station
MTR Station is extremely crowded, mostly with mainland Chinese tourists as the
station houses the largest shopping centre that is near Shenzhen in Mainland
China. Another route to get to CUHK is by taking the airport express train, but
this route involves many transfer stations. The taxi will set you back about
250HKD (45 NZD), and it takes about half an hour. The bus and train are
significantly cheaper, costing less than 50HKD, but more troublesome, especially
when you arrive at the University Station (two stops from Shatin), as you’ll have
to find the school bus that goes to your hostel. I recommend taking the taxi the
first time you’re going to CUHK.
CUHK will provide you with both English and Chinese characters of the school
and your hostel name, so if you encounter a taxi driver who does not speak
English, show that to him. Also, it’s a good idea to familiarise yourself with how
your hostel looks so you’ll know where the taxi should stop.

Weather
Weather in Hong Kong is mostly warm and humid from March to November (30
degrees celcius), and other times the temperature is moderate (19 degrees
celcius). I was unfortunate (fortunate?) enough to experience their coldest
temperature in 60 years (0 degrees celcius sometime in Feburary 2016). Due to
the location of Hong Kong, there can also be typhoons, and if there is a high
enough typhoon warning, classes will be canceled.
As CUHK is located in the mountains, there are often times (especially during the
first month of the semester) that there is little sunlight and heavy fog. An
extended period of dreary weather may affect a person’s psyche (it happens
when you can see nothing outside of your window for over a week) so do be
prepared and surround yourself with things that excite you!
CUHK Accomodation, Location and Transport
As mentioned above, there are school buses on campus as the campus is
extremely large, and it is built in the mountains. This means a lot of hills and
winding roads. All international and exchange students will be placed in one of
the colleges on campus, and that will be your hostel for the duration of your
exchange. I was given a place at Wu Yee Sun College, one of the newer colleges
that was built three to four years ago. My college is located quite far from the
station and local students refer to it being located at the ‘back of the back
mountain’, so it is not the most convenient if most of your classes are near the
station (like me).
From my experience, most international and exchange students will be placed in
the newer or more convenient hostels, including but not limited to Wu Yee Sun
College (mine!), Lee Woo Sing College (they have a mini fridge in all dorm
rooms), CW Chu (the newest college built like a hotel, but this college is far from
campus), International House (for international students) and S.H. Ho College
(the most convenient college, also the one located the closest to the station).
All colleges also have a canteen (some are always open, others close on
weekends). Only residents have access to rooms and certain facilities (eg. Study
Rooms) and these involve tapping your student card. Smoking is banned on
campus, and all rules and regulations are firmly enforced. Kitchens are shared by
everyone on the floor and are for cooking light meals. I rarely left anything in the
refrigerator in the kitchen as people do tend to steal, so I didn’t cook often (if at
all) as it is really convenient to eat in the canteen no matter which part of the
campus you’re on. Hong Kong is known to be a food heaven, so you won’t ever
worry about going hungry!
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Not all colleges have bus stops, so some (including Wu Yee Sun), involve a few
minutes of walking uphill or downhill. The school recommends to leave your
college at least half an hour before class (if you’re located in the further ones,
such as Lee Woo Sing and Wu Yee Sun) in order to get to class on time.
CUHK has a mobile app for IOS and Android users, including campus maps, bus
timetables and classroom locations. Do download it onto your phone before
arriving! The app was really useful for me, especially the bus timetable.
After putting down your luggage, you should head to i-Centre to ‘check-in’ with
your passport and visa. Information regarding orientation and paper selection
will be given to you then. I-Centre is located at Yasumoto International Academic
Park (YIA), a building near the station. Most buses going to lower campus will
stop at the station, and you can just get off there and walk a few minutes to YIA.
I also recommend familiarising yourself with where your classrooms are after
settling in so you won’t be panicking when class begins. I tended to walk around

campus (as unlike Otago, you have to pay to access the gym), but buses are
frequent.
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If you require pillows, blankets (college dorms only provide the mattress) and
other living necessities, there is an IKEA next to Shatin station.
One thing I recommend doing (CUHK’s exchange recommends this too~) is
applying to have a CUHK exchange buddy. My buddy spent a semester in New
Zealand on exchange and she was the one who took me to get all my necessities
on my first day. I don’t know how I’d have done it without her as everything was
so confusing around me!
Money Matters
As you will be taking the train (in Hong Kong they call it the MTR) often when
you go out, do apply for a student octopus card so traveling fares are halved, and
I do think that traveling by train in Hong Kong is convenient but not exactly

cheap. The octopus card can also be used to pay at almost every shop in Hong
Kong. It’s basically a card that you can top-up, and when you purchase things,
you just tap it on the reader and you’re good to go. It’s like the eftpos card except
no password required. I find myself topping up a few hundred HK dollars every
two to three days as using it is so convenient.
A bank account can be created but I don’t think it’s compulsory as school fees can
be paid with cash at the bank as well. There is a bank on campus, as well as
multiple ATM machines around campus.
Hostel and Fees
The only fees you’ll have to pay in CUHK (after paying Otago’s tuition) is your
accomodation fees. Accomodation on campus is around 5000-6000HKD
(1000NZD) per semester, much cheaper than renting a place outside which will
set you back 2000-3000HKD per month.
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All rooms on campus include shared dorms and shared toilets. I shared a room
with one other person, but there are college hostels that are shared between
three people. Your room will have a bed, a mattress, a closet, desk and chairs for
you. Internet is avaliable in all buildings on campus (but when you’re outside,
you won’t usually get wifi).
Heating and air conditioning is avaliable but you will have to top-up (using your
student ID) to use it. It’s usually 1HKD per hour.

Washing machines and dryers are also avaliable but I do try to go at times when
people aren’t using it (eg. Monday mornings) because in my college, there were
about 7 washing machines and 4 dryers to be shared between 400 students.
These work with the money in your student ID too (3HKD per wash, 10HKD for
half an hour of drying).
Choosing Your Papers
Choosing papers is similar to Otago, except the one at CUHK begins at 8pm on a
specific day. Papers that are popular/with pre-requisites have limited seats, and
whether you’re able to get in or not depends on how fast you click submit on that
day (and how fast your internet speed is). One of the papers I wanted to take was
really popular so even though I clicked submit at 8pm on the dot, I was still
placed on the wait list. Another difference is that timetable clashes are not
allowed in CUHK. The higher the level of the paper, the longer the lectures are.
The 200-level and 300-level equivalent papers I took at CUHK had lectures
ranging from 1.5 hours to almost 3 hours. All tutorials are 45 minutes long, some
are right after your lecture, others are on different days.
Group projects are frequent in Hong Kong. Also, there is no mid-semester break,
so the semesters run from the beginning of January to mid-May (with about four
days of holiday during the Lunar New Year) and from the beginning of
September to mid-December.
The minimum number of papers to take at CUHK is three per semester. Most
exchange students will take only three to four papers, but local students will take
up to six papers. I do think that studying in CUHK is more stressful and more
competitive than in Otago. Although I only took four papers per semester (a lot
less than local students!), I still found myself spending most of my free time
struggling to finish readings. One of my 200-level equivalent paper had 60-page
readings every week, which was a struggle and this is also the reason why I
stopped printing out my readings and instead lugged my laptop to class instead.
My other papers had an average of 30 to 50 pages of readings per week. Athough
it is a lot, I do feel that my ability to scan and pinpoint important points became a
lot better.
Transportation
Hong Kong is an extremely accessible city. The MTR (their subway train) is
extremely convenient and accesses most parts of the city, but their bus system is
equally as good. I’ve only taken the bus one or twice in my year at Hong Kong
because I’m really bad with knowing when to alight, but all buses have displays
telling you what the next stop is.
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One special thing about Hong Kong that it is possible to travel by ferry too, as
there is a harbour separating Hong Kong island and Kowloon. Traveling by ferry
from Central to Tsim Sha Tsui is around four times cheaper than traveling by
MTR, the ferry taking around 15 minutes and the MTR taking about 5. I’ve taken
the ferry a few times and it is quite convenient, the view especially pretty on a
clear day.
Food and Leisure
You can find all cuisines in Hong Kong, but prices in the school canteens are
definitely cheaper. In school canteens, prices range from 20HKD to 60HKD (410NZD), but prices of food outside is usually triple this amount. A bowl of
Japanese ramen off-campus will set you back about 100HKD (18NZD) depending
on which restaurant you go to. School canteens are extremely busy during lunch
and dinner hours, especially those on central campus, so there is a high chance
that you will be unable to get a seat. Take-away option is avaliable but most
canteens charge extra for the disposable containers.
Restaurants, arcades, cinemas, museums, parks and other tourist destinations
and leisure activities are abundant in Hong Kong. The most famous clubbing area
is a street in Central (on Hong Kong Island) known as Lan Kwai Fong. Central is
also the central business district and most luxury goods are sold there. The
famous Victoria’s Peak Tram is also near to this station. There are also many
islands near Hong Kong, most of them a ferry ride away, and the peacefulness is
quite a contrast from the hustle and bustle of the city. At the end of both
semesters I spent there I found myself going to parks quite often too.
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One thing to remember is that plastic bags are chargable (certain shops also
charge extra for paper bags) as they are not recyclable. International brands can
be found in almost every shopping mall in Hong Kong, and prices can be cheaper
than in New Zealand as there is no import tax.
The shopping mall(s) closest to university is at Shatin, as mentioned previously.
This is also the place I frequented the most as it is near. Do get ready to queue,
especially for restaurants as the place is almost always busy. Most shopping
centres close at 10pm, but many restaurants (especially in the Mongkok area)
open into the wee hours of the morning.
As Hong Kong is filled with tourists at any day of the week, it is quick and easy to
find travel itineraries on the internet. Some places I recommend are Victoria’s
Peak (and their famous tram), Cheung Chau island (a real pirate’s cave! Wear
comfortable sneakers), Disneyland, Ocean Park (more rollercoasters and also an
aquarium) and places around Central (such as Lan Kwai Fong and the Mid-Level
Escalators).

Traveling
The island of Hong Kong is located close to many other countries, and many of
the exchange students take this opportunity to travel as it is much easier to
travel from Hong Kong to different parts of Asia than from New Zealand. Before
traveling, do check if you require a visa to enter the countries. If you do, it is
much more convenient to apply for those visas while you’re still in New Zealand.
University Station is on the East Rail Line, which is connected to Shenzhen on
mainland China. It’s arguable faster to go to Shenzhen than to Central, and I
myself tended to visit Shenzhen weekly as food and entertainment is
considerably cheaper there. Food and movies are around half the price of what
you’d pay in Hong Kong, and others such as karaoke are unbelievably cheap in
China depending on where you go. Do try to go with someone who understands
Mandarin as it will be much more convenient.
Other locations students tend to travel to during weekends and pubic holidays
include countries in Southeast Asia (Singapore, Malaysia, Vietnam, Thailand, etc),
Macau, cities in mainland China, Japan and Korea. I believe there are non-stop
high-speed trains that go from Hung Hom (also on the East Rail Line) to Shanghai
and Beijing in Mainland China. Flights to other countries are also frequent.
Final Words
I am extremely thankful to that Otago has a Global Student Exchange programme
that allowed me to go on this study journey. It was great, especially my first
semster there! The information sessions I attended before going on exchange
have also helped me greatly, and exchange advisors will answer any queries you
have regarding exchange. Studying in Hong Kong is definitely quite a drastic
change from studying in New Zealand, which took me a week or so to get used to
(especially hearing students being up at 3am doing their laundry~) as Hong
Kong seems to be a city that never sleeps. I’m also grateful for the things I’ve
experienced and friends I’ve made while I was in Hong Kong. Going on exchange
is something I’m glad I did as it gave me a different perspective of Hong Kong
(both the good and the bad) from when I’m just a tourist there. I also took part in
student fairs and programmes regarding student exchange while I was at CUHK,
which allowed me to meet people, both local and international, who shared their
experiences with me. Hong Kong has so many temptations and I’m pretty sure I
overspent (on food, the food is great, most are expensive, but also great, do try
Tim Ho Wan or One Dim Sum for cheap, fuss-free Hong Kong dim sum dishes. Go
after meal times if you don’t want to queue for over an hour!). Last but not least,
if you’re going to CUHK (or any other institution in Hong Kong), enjoy your
exchange experience!

