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More Chinese families are purchasing properties in the United States to
accommodate their children’s education in America. Here's how to begin
your search for the right home in an overwhelmingly large market.
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hen | entered grade one at Tai Kwong, a Buddhist primary

and secondary school in the New Territories suburb of Taipo,

my school bag was almost larger than my little body. The

school was set in the hills overlooking Taipo village, and my
Journey to class involved a long walk up the hill carrying a heavy satchel
full of books and homework. Seeing my daily struggle was the last straw
for my father. Before | was born, he went on a tour around the globe and
found that he admired the North American educational system much more
than the local Hong Kong Chinese one. Rather than be a memory-based
way to train kids, schools in the United States encourage open dialogue
and play as ways to foster independent, creative thinking. Even though
both my parents had good, stable jobs—my mother was vice principal
and taught math at Tai Kwong while my father worked for the city's biggest
architectural firm at the time—they took a risk and relocated halfway
around the world into an unknown place and culture for the future of their
three children. Our family emigrated from Hong Kong after | completed
grade one, and | continued the rest of my education overseas.

My father's way of thinking is not unique. Many Chinese families
either choose to live semi-permanently in the States primarily for their
children's educational advancement, or they send their children there
to be educated, visiting them during holidays and summer breaks.
Mainland China's economic explosion in the past two decades has made
it common for Chinese buyers to purchase a US$1 million home with
cash. The tide of renminbi has been welcomed by American developers
in an otherwise sluggish real estate market; the savvy ones are building
specific features that cater to Chinese domestic requirements. They
are listening to what the Chinese want, and they are building where
Chinese children are going to school. Buyers, on the other hand, are the
real winners. They get a safe, comfortable place where their children
can feel right at home to study and learn in a foreign environment. The
smart ones who purchased years ago and held on to their properties are
seeing their investment pay off in dividends. Nevertheless, finding the
right home can be a nightmare for those unfamiliar with all the nuances
of purchasing in stars and stripes territory. If buyers are purchasing
blind, through websites or agents that may not show a full picture of their
potential investment, their risk is increased substantially.

Every year, the Institute of International Education, with the support
of the U.S. Department of State's Bureau of Educational and Cultural
Affairs, publishes a detailed census called the Open Doors Report.
Released annually since 1954, the report focuses upon international
students in tertiary American educational institutions, as well as
American students studying abroad. In the latest report released mid
November 2015, the total number of international students in the States
is 974,926, an increase of 10 per cent from 2014. Of those students,
304,040 originate from Mainland China, the top place of origin, while
20,993 are from Taiwan, the seventh place of origin, and 8,012 are
from Hong Kong, the 20th place of origin. Macau sent 573 students,
for a total of 333,618 Chinese students studying in the States. In other
words, tertiary pupils from greater China make up 34 per cent of all
international students in America.

To put those numbers into perspective, the population of China is roughly
1.357 billion people. The second top place of origin for foreign students in
America is India, with 132,888 students coming from a country that has
1.252 billion people. India is often lumped with China as a BRICS country,
yet it is only sending about 44 per cent of the Chinese students heading
across the Pacific, for a population just a little less than China.

The 2015 report also lists the top schools hosting international
students, with New York University in Manhattan, University of Southern
California in Los Angeles and Columbia University also in Manhattan as
the top three. According to Shanghai-based Jeremy Goren, a Columbia
grad who founded education consulting firm Elite College Link and
services students in Shanghai, Nanjing, Hangzhou and Singapore,
Chinese students applying to American schools previously went for
graduate studies. In recent years, however, undergrads and high school
students soared. Undergrads from China in 2015 now surpass grad
students at 41 per cent compared to 39.6 per cent, according to the
Open Doors Report.

Goren believes that Chinese students have many reasons for choosing
to study in the States. “The United States is known for having the best
universities in the world,” says Goren. "Look at any world ranking list—a



huge majority of the top schools are based in the U.S. Having this many
top schools would give students more options to find their ideal school
based on size, location or academic environment. The U.S. really offers
everything, and no two schools are alike. Furthermore, nearly all top U.S.-
based colleges and universities allow students to enter undecided about
their major, unlike universities in other countries. This gives the students
on average two years to dabble in all sorts of course before choosing
their majors, whose classes will occupy a majority of the third and fourth
years of study. Culture and diversity play a large part in their decision, too.
More and more students from China are listening to American music and
watching American movies and TV shows. American universities are known
for being very diverse, with students from all over. My students in the U.S.
typically feel that university life is more rigorous than they had expected.
But socially, they are loving it and are definitely enjoying their time there.”

According to Goren, the top two cities sending students to study in the
States are Shanghai and Beijing. "Most students say they want to study
business, finance or economics, because they think those subjects
will help them find good jobs,” he explains. “However, these majors
are typically not offered at the undergraduate level of top universities,
50 economics and mathematics seem to be very popular. Most of my
students express an interest to stay in the US for at least a few years
after they graduate to work or go to grad school, whereupon they will
come back to China to continue working.”
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Sam Van Horebeek, a Cornell graduate and Belgium native, has
made Hong Kong his home since 2008. He set up East-West
Property Advisors to assist people who are seeking to purchase
properties in the U.S. The company currently operates in Hong
Kong and Shanghai, and he works with real estate agents in 25
American cities. "For my mainland Chinese clients, their first priority
Is education for their children,” says Van Horebeek. “But where do
they buy for investment in the U.S.? We help people understand the
market in different American cities. We have experts in key cities
and offer a one-stop service for our clients. We connect people in
the east to people in the west.

“Typically, mainland Chinese children who are attending middle or high
school are housed in boarding schools. Mainland Chinese parents will
buy a house in the same city as the boarding school where their kids are
studying and visit three or four times per year. Hong Kong parents tend
to be less willing to invest in properties in the States than their mainland
counterparts. Hong Kong's upper and upper middle class families tend
to send their children to the United Kingdom, Canada or Australia for
education. And Hong Kong parents expect their kids to return to Hong
Kong. Mainland Chinese parents don't necessarily want their children to
return to China. They believe in the American way of doing business and
are thinking well ahead. They intend for their children to stay longer than
afour-year university degree.
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“The American property market is still in recovery mode. Buyers can
expect to see a return of 10 to 15 per cent per year on a house in key
cities. While the return on properties in Sydney and Vancouver are not
as attractive and the property markets there are overvalued, these
destinations offer comfort value for parents. On the other hand, people
don't know as much about the American property market.

“On the whole, Hong Kong parents may be financially less capable than
their mainland counterparts, and have more investment options at their
disposal. It makes them less likely to purchase an American property for
their kids. And anyone can buy a property in America; there are no legal
restrictions and the possibility for financing is good. It is no problem for
anyone with a good job to secure a mortgage there, although 45 per cent
of all transactions over the past decade were paid outright in cash by
Mainland Chinese buyers.

“Many Mainland Chinese parents love to buy houses in the States.
They tend to buy them in the west coast, in the Bay area or greater Los
Angeles, to be close to popular schools. Since Los Angeles doesn't have
a metro system, Chinese buyers tend to seek condos or houses within
a 10 to 20 minute drive from schools such as University of Southern
California or University of California, Los Angeles (ranked eighth for
hosting international students). The typical property would be a 1,200
square foot, two-bedroom condo in L.A. In New York, anywhere within
Manhattan is popular. Columbia is not in a great neighbourhood, and
parents of kids attending that school tend to buy something Midtown.
Manhattan tends to offer smaller properties, and parents would buy a
700 square foot, one and a half bedroom there. The average spending
by Chinese buyers is US$1 million for a house and US$500,000 to
US$700,000 for a condo.”
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For Hong Kong-based Mrs. Lam, Manhattan was not only where her two
daughters attended university—it was where she made many friends while
enjoying the Big Apple's offerings. She purchased her first Manhattan
apartment in 1987, an 800 square foot, one bedroom in the Upper West
Side, as her older daughter was attending Mannes School of Music at
the time. “My daughter needed to practise piano about five hours every
day, and she had a roommate at first,” recalls Lam. "She really needed
her own place. One day, when | was walking around our neighbourhood,
| saw a new development, walked in and spoke to an agent about it. The
complex had everything we needed: a gym, swimming pool and good
management—its lobby was like a hotel. It was convenient, too; there
were cafes and movie theatres nearby. We installed thick carpet to
dampen the sound of the piano after purchasing.”

In 1989, Lam bought a second apartment, a 1,000-square-foot, two-
bedroom property in Midtown, to accommodate her frequent visits to
Manhattan; her son was attending school nearby in New Haven and her
younger daughter was preparing to enter Columbia. In 1998, after her
younger daughter graduated and retumed to Hong Kong to begin her career,
Lam sold the Upper West Side apartment and rented out the Midtown
one, which she is now preparing to take back as her grandchildren are
considering Manhattan schools. “| never really thought of my place as an
investment at first—it was all because of my children. Of course, it was a
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TERTIARY PUPILS FROM GREATER CHINA MAKE
UP 34 PER CENT OF ALL INTERNATIONAL
STUDENTS IN AMERICA
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second home for me when | went to visit them. | love New York—I enjoy
art and going to galleries and concerts there. After my children finished
school, it was easy to rent out my place since the location is very good.
Having tenants over the years helped me pay off my mortgage. My elder
daughter now goes to take care of it and visit her kids there. And maybe my
grandchildren will want to stay on and work in New York after they graduate.”

Hong Kong-based Mrs. Wong is the mother of two young children aged
four and seven. She is already planning for their future, and wants them
to attend school in the United States. "They attend international school
here in Hong Kong,” Wong says, “And | can't imagine them going to the
University of Hong Kong. | have family in a suburb of San Francisco and
we have been visiting them on summer holidays. The kids like playing
together, but it is not too convenient to stay with my relatives. We usually
stay in airbnb rentals; hotels are too expensive for us. While some of my
friends would consider sending their kids to school England or Australia,
| don't have family there. For me, there has to be a stronger tie that
just my kids" schooling. | am hoping to buy a house, which | think will
be better for the children, Nothing too big: two or three bedrooms, with
a garden. We don't want to be downtown, and since my husband and |
both drive, we are not restricted to being near transit routes. We see
ourselves spending extended holidays in the house, maybe twice a year,
for a couple of weeks and up to two months.”
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Wong considers the property she intends to purchase as a second home
and intends to use it to accustom her children to an American way of
life well before their tertiary education. "Of course my kids don't know
where they want to go to university yet,” she says. “In the meantime, we
hope to live in the Bay area in our investment. We don't plan to flip our
purchase. We have been looking a lot, but still haven't found anything
suitable. Well, we have a restricted budget, unlike a lot of wealthy
mainland Chinese families.”

American luxury mixed use commercial and residential property
developer Millennium Partners has seen the tide of renminbi wash
up upon its shores as well. "About 15 per cent of our buyers are from
greater China, and they are equally split among Taiwan, Hong Kong
and Mainland China,” says Richard Baumert, a partner with Millennium
Partners. “About 70 per cent of these buyers use the property for their
children's primary residence in the States, and 90 per cent of our
Chinese buyers cite their children’s education as the primary reason for
investing in our properties. In addition to being good destinations for
education, many American cities in the ranking have stable economies
supported by various industries.

“Millennium Partners goes beyond offering world class design,
architecture, services and amenities to ensure residents have richer
experiences within their neighbourhoods. Combining community,
exclusive access, and a sense of place, residents of Millennium

Partners’ projects are afforded a resonant lifestyle reflective of their
destinations. Furthermore, Millennium Partners has a unique ability
to connect residents with the neighbourhoods in which they live,
enhancing their quality of life by immersing and engaging them in cities
that they love.

“Boston has always been one of the better performing markets in
the U.S. and has a lot to offer Asian buyers, given its fundamentally
stable and strong economy driven primarily by its health and education
industries. Boston is also home to many prestigious educational
institutions, such as Harvard University, Massachusetts Institute of
Technology, and Boston University. Our latest project, Millennium Tower
Boston, is located in the city's Downtown Crossing and showcases a
balance of old and new. It is expected to reinvigorate downtown Boston
with its new level of luxury residential condominium offerings.

“We find that Chinese buyers want access to a full service building. They
look for buildings that offer laundry, housekeeping, cleaning and services
that parents and children will need to live comfortably in the city. Safety
is also very important to buyers—they need to have peace of mind
that their children are living in a safe environment. Our projects in San
Francisco and Boston are both full service and offer residents a wide
range of services and amenities. Our team and our head of Asia, Jennifer
lles, are always available to assist, especially if it is the first time the
child or parent is living in a foreign city.”
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