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Nihao! My name is Rachelle Yu and this past fall semester I had the opportunity to be one of 
the first two students from The University of Hawaii at Mānoa to participate in a study abroad 
to The University of Hong Kong (also known as “HKU”). I am currently a senior double majoring 
in accounting and management, minoring in political science, and will be graduating in 
December 2017. My current plan is to obtain my Certified Public Accounting (CPA) license and 
then take those skills to work for a non-profit organization here in Hawaii or somewhere on the 
West Coast.    
 
Before arriving in Hong Kong, I can honestly say I did not know what to expect. However, I did 
know I wanted to go in with an open mind ready to experience anything and everything. I had 
visited Hong Kong two summers prior with my family so I had an idea of the culture, lifestyle, 
and overall atmosphere of the city, but we were not able to stay long enough to truly 
appreciate everything it had to offer. Since my father was born and raised in Hong Kong, I was 
looking forward to reconnecting with distant relatives who still live here as well as gain a better 
understanding and appreciation of where my family is from. I was very anxious to be living in a 
foreign country on my own for the first time, but it was the exact growing opportunity I needed. 
Over the past four months, I have made new friends from all corners of the world and had the 
chance to explore multiple countries throughout Asia, with each travel teaching me something 
new about others, the world, and myself. I would truly like to thank Wendy Tong Barnes for the 
funding because I would not have had half as many of the experiences I did this semester 
without her generosity. 
 
University Experience 
During my semester at HKU, I took a total of four courses that included: Current Topics in HRM, 
Multinational Corporations, Principles of Entrepreneurship, and Chinese as a Foreign Language. 
I lucked out and really enjoyed going to all of my classes this past semester because of the 
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professors as well as the friends I met in them. All of the professors I had were easily 
approachable and took a lot of interest in each exchange student and our different 
backgrounds. It was a nice surprise to find that the course expectations were very much similar 
to those at UH Mānoa, thus academically speaking, the adjustment to schooling in Hong Kong 
was not hard at all. For the most part, each course grade consisted of class participation, 
quizzes, tests, and a final paper. By far, my favorite class this past semester was Chinese as a 
Foreign Language, the introductory Mandarin course created specifically for international 
students. I met my closest friends here in Hong Kong in this class and I will be forever grateful 
for that. 
 
One of my favorite parts of being a student at HKU was the many student events, public talks, 
and weekend activities offered by the school. HKU puts on a great “Week of Welcome” 
orientation program for all exchange students that starts two weeks prior to the first day of the 
semester, and this is where I made my first friends here in Hong Kong. The first orientation 
activity I signed up for was also my most memorable and it was a day-trip to the fishing village 
of Tai O. I remember spending the day with 30 other exchange and full-time international 
students and it was my first time meeting so many people from so many different backgrounds. 
There were people from Paris, Amsterdam, Brazil, Brisbane, and even California! It also turned 
out that I had mutual friends with one of the guys from California. Such a small world! I 
remember spending the day comparing and sharing all of our different cultures, languages, and 
international experiences and being able to learn something new from each person. Another 
thing I really enjoyed about HKU were the guest speakers often brought in to give lectures and 
talks. I had the opportunity to attend a talk given by world-renowned ethologist, 
conservationist, and the United Nation’s Messenger of Peace, Dr. Jane Goodall. The talk was 
entitled “Reasons for Hope” and it was a great honor to hear her share her message in-person, 
especially since I have watched her on National Geographic ever since I was a child.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

              

      
 
 
 

Orientation trip to Tai O Dr. Jane Goodall at The University of 
Hong Kong 
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Living in Hong Kong 
After living in Hong Kong for four months, I noticed that in many ways Hong Kong is very similar 
to the United States. A lot of Hong Kong Island, especially the Central business district, is very 
westernized and it is easy to find stores in malls and on the street that you could find at Ala 
Moana Shopping Center, for example. On certain streets, I felt as if I were walking in New York 
City or San Francisco more so than Hong Kong (or Asia for that matter). In the beginning, I did 
like that feeling of western familiarity, but as I became more comfortable in my new home and 
met more locals here, I began to spend more time on the Kowloon and New Territories side. 
After all, I was on a study abroad to experience a new culture and gain a better understanding 
of my ancestral roots; I did not come to continue to live within my comfort zone. In New 
Territories especially, I was able to see the local Hong Kong lifestyle and even had the 
opportunity to visit the tiny apartment in which my dad and his eight other family members 
lived in before immigrating to America. It was an eye-opening experience to say the least and I 
had never been more grateful for the sacrifices my family had made by moving. I also spent a 
lot of time eating at night markets and at local mom & pop noodle shops throughout the 
semester because it is something I cannot find back at home. Though I may not have always 
eaten at the cleanest places, there was just something really special about immersing myself in 
the middle of these hawker stalls and experiencing this side of Hong Kong.  
 
One thing I loved (and will really miss) about living in Hong Kong was the extremely efficient 
transportation system. Whether I had to take the MTR, the double-decker bus, the Ding Ding 
tram, or a mini-bus, it was never difficult to get from one place to another without a car. Not to 
mention that all high school and university students are given a “Student Octopus Card” in 
which we received concessionary fares (50% the original ticket price) on every MTR ride. Public 
transportation is already affordable relative to prices in Hawaii and the U.S., so the extra 50% 
was icing on the cake.   
 
Lastly, I also found that living in Hong Kong was much safer than I had expected it to be. Since I 
do not speak Cantonese or Mandarin and had never traveled by myself outside of the country, I 
always had this perception that the U.S. was the safest place for me to be. However, to be 
honest, I felt safer walking around at 3 AM on a Wednesday night here, than at 11 PM on a 
Saturday night in Hawaii. Of course, I would never stay out late if I was not with a group of 
people, but I was pleasantly surprised at how vibrant the nightlife is here and how regardless of 
the time of day, I would never have to feel as if I am in danger. 
 
Tools for the Future 
After studying in a foreign country and meeting people who often speak at least two or three 
different languages, I have decided I want to continue with Mandarin and try my best to 
become proficient in it. Though majority of the people in Hong Kong speak Cantonese, 
Mandarin is becoming increasingly popular in countries all around the world that regardless of 
what country I end up working in, it will be a great skill to have. I am fortunate to have many 
family and family-friends who currently work in Hong Kong, thus I was able to meet a number 
of both locals and expats who gave me a better idea of the, “Work hard, play hard” lifestyle 
here and the necessary steps I may want to take if I seriously consider moving to Hong Kong 
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after graduation. Some of the people I met are in the banking industry, some are former CPAs, 
and a couple of them run their own restaurants in Hong Kong. One of the coolest people I met 
however was a 19-year old entrepreneur, Pak Chau. At 17-years old he became CEO of his own 
social media platform company, WOW App Inc., and has been his own boss ever since. I met 
him through a friend within the first few weeks of arriving in Hong Kong and he was another 
person who helped make the transition to Hong Kong life much simpler. Pak and I have since 
become very close friends and I hope to see him sometime soon in the future.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
As much as I would love to become a travel blogger for the rest of my life, accounting is still the 
career path I plan to pursue for now. If anything, after meeting a number of CPAs and 
investment bankers here in Hong Kong, it has made me even more motivated to pursue a 
career in the accounting or finance field because of the unlimited possibilities that come from 
working for global businesses or a multinational corporation. There is much more to accounting 
than solely audit or tax and I am determined to find those opportunities. Would I want to look 
for those opportunities in Hong Kong? I am still not too sure. Working in Hong Kong would be a 
great experience and while I would really enjoy it in my early-to-mid-20s, Hawaii is where I 
would like to make my permanent home.  
 
Lessons Learned 
As my study abroad comes to an end, I am happy to report I have learned so much about 
myself, about others, and of course, the world around me. In the past semester I went on two 
solo trips, one to Seoul and another to Tokyo. Traveling solo was not something I planned to do, 
but it ended up working out that way and I do not regret a thing. There is something about 
getting a little lost and experiencing a new place on your own for the very first time, and I will 
never forget that feeling. I have also learned that it is okay to not to have it “all together” all the 
time. While it is great to have plans and to know what to expect, I can honestly say that the 
best memories I made in Hong Kong came from spontaneous decisions and unplanned plans. 
For example, the pictures below are from when a friend and I randomly decided at 11:30 PM on 
a Sunday night that we wanted to watch the sunrise from the second highest peak in Hong 
Kong, Lantau Peak. The weather forecast was the best it had been in three weeks, so at 12:15 
AM we caught the last subway and last bus to the starting point of the hike. Once we got to the 
top, we had to wait around three hours in the cold midst of the clouds for the sun to rise, but it 

Pak and I in front of his company 
logo 

Cathy (Consultant for FOX News) 
and I at Ocean Park 



Page 5 of 6 

was worth every minute of it. I went on the same hike two weeks later to watch the sunrise 
again and it was just as beautiful as the first. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

           
           Standing on the top of Lantau Peak                           Watching the sunrise at 6:45 AM 

 
I have also learned that you never know whom you will meet and from there, who will become 
your friends for life. To me, the best part about studying abroad was having the chance to meet 
so many new people while also learning that we are actually not all that different from each 
other. Sure we come from different backgrounds and cultures, but at the end of the day, we are 
essentially still kids trying to figure out this whole “life” thing together. Below are photos of just 
some of the great people I met this past semester who I can confidently call friends for life. 
 
 
  
 
  
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
If I learned anything about the world, it would be that though it may be big, it is not as big as I 
initially thought. It is hard to put into words what I mean by this, but I believe that the more of 
it you see, the smaller it becomes and that was one of my favorite things to realize. Every 
experience, every travel, and every opportunity is each ones for the taking and we will only 
experience as much as we want to experience in a place. Even though I was not able to spend 
as much time as I would have liked in countries outside of Hong Kong (as most of them were 
quick weekend trips), I did do my best to see and do as many things as possible in whatever 
time I had there. 

Hiking Lion Rock with Schapol  
(from Germany) & Phillip (Hong 

Kong local) 
Exploring Sheung Wan with 
Lee (from Houston, TX) and 

Manny (Hong Kong local) 

Hiking Lantau Peak with  
Daniel (from Los Angeles, CA),  

Justin (from San Francisco, CA), and 
Lulin (from New York City, NY) 
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To Sum It All Up 
Studying abroad in Hong Kong was everything I expected it to be and more. It changed my 
whole outlook on life and the world around me, it taught me how to be more independent, it 
taught me patience, and most importantly, how to live in the “now”. I am usually the type of 
person who likes when things are laid out in front of them and plans are followed through with, 
but in life, that is not always possible. In fact, most of the time plans are always changing. With 
an open mind and a positive heart, all of the obstacles in life, regardless of how big or small, 
become nothing more than merely bumps in the road.  
 
Last but definitely not least, I would like to thank Wendy Tong Barnes again for this amazing 
opportunity I had this past semester. I can honestly say I have grown more in the past four 
months of living on my own in a foreign country than I have in the first 21 years of life, and I 
have the Wendy Tong Barnes Scholarship to thank for that. Some of the best memories of my 
life so far were made with new friends in this city and I know I will miss everything about Hong 
Kong.   
 
 


