March 12, 2007

To: Commission on Inquiry on Allegations relating to the Hong Kong Institute of

Education
Submission from: Prof, David Gressman

Note: I am currently Dean of the Faculty of Languages, Arts and Sciences, formerly
Dean of the School of Foundations in Education, and have been q member of Senior
Management for approximately six years in these roles. [ am a staff member of Council
elected from Academic Board, a member of the Council Staffing meeting, and was one
of two staff Council members of the Ad Hoc Committee on the Reappointment of the
President, I have been at the Institute since | 995 and have served under all three

Institute leaders to date.

The “merger” agenda of SEM Professor Arthur Li is patently clear from public statements
he made both while vice-chancellor of the Chinese University of Hong Kong (CUHK) and
subsequently after becoming SEM. It is also clear to this observer that having failed to
achieve this goal in the public arena, the merger agenda was pursued in a “stealth” manner
behind the scenes. Sources include verbal reports to Senior Management from the
President and Vice-President on phone conversations and meetings with the SEM and
PSEM, informal discussions with colleagues from Chinese University, and statements by

the Chairman of Council.

The January 2004 telephone conversation referred to in the Orders and Direction of the
Commission of Inquiry was reinforced by the famous or infamous statement of “death by
a thousand cuts” if HKIEd did not pursue a merger, made by the Council Chair (Thomas
Leung) at the senior staff retreat later on 24 April 2004. After that time the issue of
“merger” overhung our senior staff meetings with varying degrees of intensity. Soon after
the *1000 cuts” retreat, a second retreat was held (5 June 2004) from which the policy of
deep collaboration with CUHK ultimately emerged. It was felt that this would meet the
issues of integration raised in the Niland Report, and at the same time protect the Institute
from what was perceived as not a merger by mutual consent but rather a hostile takeover
attempt. The Institute did considerable research on the processes and outcomes of
university mergers internationally (these documents are available), and developed a
scholarly approach to the matter built around the major proposition of building mutual

trust as a pathway to greater collaboration.




In any case, the measured and research-based approach of the Institute and the deep
collaboration strategy did not seem to deflect the EMB from pursuing “death by a 1000
cuts,” and the Institute suffered throughout this period from a number of harsh cuts in both
student numbers and resources. The general rationale given by EMB (and it is still being
used) was usually based on estimates of the supply of teachers that were never accurate,
and no weight was given to the extremely high employment rates of HKIEd graduates. We
can only surmise that the cuts emanated from EMB’s retribution for not following the line
demanded by the SEM and PSEM.

In reference to the allegation about attempts to have staff members dismissed, Senior
Management meetings discussed occasions on which the PSEM called the President with
reference to ending the employment of certain HKIEd staff members. In my memory this
discussion was most intense after the Principals’ Conference in late March 2004 organized
by Y.C. Cheng (Prof Cheng Yin Cheong). During the conference Prof Cheng and several
participants voiced pointed criticisms of the educational reforms and after the conference
generated a website in which principals criticized both the substance and pace of the
reforms. This is when the call from the PSEM to the President about Prof Cheng’s
employment was reported and discussed by Senior Management. Senior Management then
discussed how best to protect academic freedom while at the same time making clear that
the criticisms of the educational reform did not represent an official or for that matter
unofficial point of view of the Institute. Prof Cheng was advised to move the website off
the HKIEd system and make it an independent point of access so that the views expressed
did not appear to be endorsed by the Institute, but his right to criticize the reforms was
never challenged and he has continued to voice his concerns both in public forums and in

articles he has written.

I was also party to discussions during Senior Management meetings concerning calls
made from the PSEM about Ip Kin Yuen and Lai Kwok Chan. I was also aware (as his
Dean at the time) at the attempt by EMB (but not necessarily the PSEM) to censor Dr
Pang I Wah for a presentation he made on School Based Management, specifically asking

that he be removed from similar programmes in the future,

In sum, I became increasingly aware of the two-pronged attack on HKIEd based on the
merger agenda of the SEM and the attempt to limit criticism of educational reforms by the
PSEM. Though the motivations were different the Institute suffered on both counts.

Returning to the merger agenda, it became clear to this observer that despite the ostensible
official Council policy of deep collaboration and no discussion of merger for two triennia,



it was still under discussion behind the scenes. CUHK colleagues revealed (in 2006) to me
discussion of a proposed plan in which through a merger CUHK would form a graduate
faculty of education and HKIE4 would become the undergraduate faculty. Then after the
September Council meeting the Chair held an informal meeting with the HKIEd staff
Chinese members of Council, and it was reported to me that the Council Chair indicated

merger was still on the agenda.

Based on this and other sources of information, academic staff became aware that the
reappointment of the President had become entangled with the issue of merger. Senior
academic staff met on several occasions and in the end drafted a letter of concern to the
Council officers that was delivered to them on 1] October 2006. (This letter signed by 18
senior members of Academic Board is Attachment #1.) Here is a relevant paragraph from
that letter:

Our new information indicates that as a result of external pressure the existing policy
on deep collaboration is being changed 10 a Jorced merger on terms thar we as the
academic leaders of HKIED would Jfind less than favourable. Of course, the Council
has the right to make changes in policy, but such a change in policy has not been
discussed in Council. Further the issue of outside interference in internal processes is
deeply worrying. In this context we contend thar it is both disingenuous and
dysfunctional to carry out the review of the incumbent President until the merger issue

is laid out clearly and Iransparently,

The Council Chair responded to the 11 October letter on 20 October (Attachment #2), but
it was felt by the 18 signatories of the first letter that he did not sufficiently address the
core issue of the merger agenda. A second letter was posted on the HKIEd intranet and
circulated to all Council members and HKIE( staff on 7 November 2006, and it is attached
(Attachment #3).

The suspicion about the merger agenda came home again through the unprecedented and
somewhat bizarre procedures of the Ad Hoc Committee on the Reappointment of the
President, of which I was one of two staff Council members along with the three Council
officers. Though the Committee was announced in April 2006, it was not activated until
September 2006, despite two attempts on my part to remind the Council Chairman of the
urgency to move forward on this. In fact, the lack of progress was only put on the
September Council agenda because of staff Council members® request as AOB. This
delay was compounded by the fact that the Committee did not actually meet until 29 21
November 2006 after the Council officers had collected opinions and drafted a report, and v
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end, I did not endorse the procedures with the following comments:

1. That while the process may be “legal” in the narrowest Sense, I do not find it
consistent with the terms of reference for the committee when it was
established in April by Council, in which it states thar the “ad hoc committee
will collect views.”  The Chair has made it clear that the staff members of
the ad hoc committee will not be involved in “collecting views. "  Thjs is the
Chair’s decision. | have no choice but to honor it, bur I have to say that I
would not have had much interest in joining the committee in such a
restricted role.

2. 1find the process does not meet the benchmark of most university processes of
this bpe, including most orher universities in Hong Kong. I have been
shocked by the restrictions of our ordinance. In JSive HK universities staff’
members are involved in the deliberation, and in wo students are involved

3. 1do not think that we can simply declare the President s Job description is our
ofdate. It is the key reference point to performance.

4. There are important issues of due process lacking. [ think the President, as is
the case is most “normal” reviews of this type, should be invited to write g
self-evaluation and respond as 1o the extent to which he Jeels he has met the
proposed criteria, and that this document should be made available to all
Council members and become part of the record (Note: This final point was

agreed to by the Council Chair )

and that the only agenda was to remove the President. At one point [ told the Counci]
Chair that if indeed his goal was to remove the President it would probably eventuate
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because of his position and the membership of Council, but it was important that it be
done without “pillorying” the President or doing damage to the Institute. Instead he chose
to do both in my eyes.

behind the scenes. A specific meeting in June (June 10 I believe) was mentioned during
the President’s presentation.  In this meeting the Counci] Chair was reported to have said
that if the President wanted to be reappointed, he would have to stand together with the
Chair to pursue a merger with CUHK. The President said that he told the Counci Chair
that if the Counci] changed its policy (from deep collaboration) to favor 2 merger with
CUHK, he would not seek reappointment. However, in fact the policy was not reviewed
by Council, and the policy of deep collaboration remains in place even today.

reappointed (as it was known the VP Academic was already leaving). According to the
press report, the Council Chair said that the Institute had identified an idea] candidate for
Vice President (Academic) w gﬁ_gfgf{d easily step in as an Acting President should the
President not be reappointed.  Fhe article (not the Council Chair) identified this “ideal
candidate” to be Lee Wing On, a former HKIEd staff member. However, at the time of this
press report the Search Committee had not even short-listed its candidates, (Last week Lee

Wing On was confirmed as the new VP(Academfc).)
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the President be taken ar the I December Council meeting.

with him. Thig rep?{it&g;ls full of innuendo, errors of fact, and questionabie formatting.
The interviews conmectod by the three Counci] officers did not include key stakeholders

1.

based on the report of 3 meeting held in June 2006,
The Ad Hoce Committee on the Reappointment of the President only met snce-and-

the Council Chaijr.
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not allowed to participate in the gathering of information from stakeholders nor did
they have access to the notes from these meetings,

4. Suffering from the lack of informed academic Input on the use of evidence, the report
is simply appalling. It failed (o refer to important evidence from other sources,

was repeated in his presentation to the entire Council at the subsequent Counci]

meetings.
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There is no doubt in my mind that had the President agreed to forward the merger agenda
and successfully silenced several key critics of government educational policies he would

central issue. Rather the central issue is one of governance. We need to ask whether this
Council in its current constituency js capable of meeting established standards of
university operation, including the ability to operate independently of government
pressure (which wil) always be present) and to follow proper protocols and procedures in

the review of senior appointments,

Based on the above, in sum I would conclude that (a} there has been undue pressure and
interference from government, and in particular from the SEM and the PSEM in the

of Hong Kong..
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