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The new academic structure provides
us with a golden opportunity that we
must grasp to broaden and deepen our
efforts to consolidate our position as the
premier higher education system in Asia.
There is absolutely no time or space for
complacency. We shall look critically into
different elements of the system.
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This is the second time for me to present to you an Annual
Report of the University Grants Committee (UGC) in the
capacity as its Chairman. On the cover of our last Annual
Report, we had a pair of caring hands planting a seedling
in fertile soil. Figuratively speaking, the “3+3+4” academic
structure was at its inception stage in the tertiary education
sector. This year, with all the efforts that have gone into the
transition, the seedling has now started to take root, develop
firm foundations and the appearance of some healthy foliage
that demonstrates a strong beginning with a great deal of
potential still to come. | hope you will read on and find the
information in this Report useful in understanding the UGC’s
mission, activities and achievements in the past year.

| take pride in Hong Kong'’s higher education sector. Many
aspects of it are of world-class standard and many other
systems look at us with envy. However, there is absolutely
no time or space for complacency. We should continue to
work hard to prepare our students for a future that is full of
challenges and uncertainties, intense global competition and
an environment in which knowledge is becoming even more
valuable.
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“3+3+4”

During a visit to institutions, | came across a group of first-
year students who were benefiting from the new 4-year
academic structure and the ensuing broad-based curriculum.
They shared with me how much pleasure it had given them
to be able to learn in a much more liberal and student-
oriented manner. They felt like mature individuals moving
up from a traditional teacher-student school setting into a
tower of learning. They were also very appreciative of the
trust institutions had placed in them in pursuing independent
learning and treating them responsibly.

Once again | was reminded of the scale of the task which our
institutions had undertaken on time, and with such excellent
first results. | truly understand that the introduction of a new
academic structure is a marathon journey and that we are
only at the start of the process. However, since all parties are
on board to work towards the same goal, | am confident that
students and the sector as a whole can become the ultimate
beneficiaries of the transition. In my many interactions with
senior management and faculty of institutions, there has
been overwhelming enthusiasm embracing the entrance of
this younger cohort of students. But since they are joining
tertiary institutions a year earlier, we should work to ensure
that their language proficiency and quantitative skills are on
par with past students. We have to ensure that our faculty is
equipped to enable our younger cohorts to benefit from the
opportunities afforded to them by “3+3+4”.

Teaching and Learning

The arrival of younger students with the new academic
structure should also become an incentive for institutions to
go deeper with the initiative to modify teaching approaches
in the coming years. This naturally leads us to a discussion
of the necessary pedagogical changes and innovations.
The goals are simple — to meet the learning needs of the
new generation of students and to enhance their learning
experience. Towards this end, an additional funding of $82
million from the Administration, the UGC and institutions will
be made available to provide motivation for institutions on this
front in the 2012/13 — 2014/15 triennium.
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| cannot emphasise enough how important the quality of
teaching and learning is, as one of the core missions of all
UGC-funded institutions. Globalisation has led to the world
trend of competition and collaboration in the higher education
sector among institutions and across different jurisdictions.
The revolution of digital information technology has also
brought about the democratisation of access to information
that has the impact of causing a paradigm shift in our learning
and teaching approaches. The need to put the focus back on
teaching and learning is loud and clear.

Internationalisation and Engagement with
Mainland China

Over the course of the past 12 months, some members of
the community have been questioning whether non-local
students, in particular those from the Mainland, have taken
away university places and other opportunities from our local
students. What these remarks suggest is that the concept of
internationalisation has yet to be fully understood and thus
gain buy-in from the whole community and it definitely calls for
more communication work on our part.

[t is a general consensus that our funded institutions should
provide a multi-national and diversified environment for
students from different cultural backgrounds to interact and
to learn from each other. Exposure of students to international
environments, teaching methodologies and cultures is crucial
in preparing them to work effectively in virtually any part of
the world. Internationalisation also makes our students more
rounded individuals by expanding their minds and improving
communication skills.

[t is vital not to misconstrue internationalisation as a zero-
sum game at the mere expense of local students. | hope
more people in the community will be able to see how the
presence of more non-local students from a broader diversity
of backgrounds and origins can directly aid and assist local
students. In other words, instead of being the losers in
this process, local students are indeed the beneficiaries of
internationalisation. What is critical therefore is not whether to
adopt internationalisation as a policy for our institutions, but to
find a proper balance between internationalising the student
body on the one hand and providing adequate opportunities
for local young people on the other.
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In this spirit, and with the availability of additional funding of
$30 million from the Administration, the UGC and institutions,
several initiatives aiming to strengthen internationalisation
and engagement with the Mainland will be supported in the
coming two academic years.

All along, we are aware that one of the biggest obstacles
in attracting high quality students from overseas to study
in Hong Kong, as well as for our local students to conduct
outbound exchanges, is the shortage of hostel places. The
provision of sufficient hostel places is very important as they
are not merely a place for students to reside temporarily, but
an important part of higher education learning environment.
The UGC will continue to work together with institutions and
the Administration to increase hostel places so as to provide
more opportunities for both local and non-local students to
live and learn together.

Plans for 2013-14

Financial Affairs Working Group (FAWG) Report

We have completed our work looking into the financial affairs
of our institutions through the efforts of our Financial Affairs
Working Group (FAWG), which was established in 2011. The
FAWG has looked into various matters including the long-term
financial outlook, reserves and surpluses of the institutions,
the cost recovery and cost-charging mechanisms to ensure
no cross subsidisation, and the implementation of relevant
recommendations in relation to financial management as
raised in the Higher Education Review (HER) Report. | am
pleased to note that nothing had come to our attention in the
course of the review that would suggest that there are glaring
irregularities in the financial governance of the institutions.

In recognition of the principle of institutional autonomy
and recognising that institutions have all engaged external
auditors, the FAWG did not set out to conduct any audit of the
financial statements of institutions. The Group has adopted a
forward looking approach in conducting the review, with the
aim of gaining a better understanding of the financial affairs
of institutions. In its forthcoming report, the FAWG aims to
assist the institutions in improving financial transparency so
that both management and Councils can make decisions in a
better informed manner.
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The significant contributions made by both UGC-funded and
self-financed institutions to the rapid development of the
post-secondary education sector should be acknowledged.
This has brought many new opportunities to students.
However, the pace of change or success has, quite
reasonably, raised some concerns over the operation of some
self-financed programmes. The community may also wish to
be reassured that there are proper accounting practices and
effective cost charging mechanisms in place as well as proper
accountability.

With the publication of the FAWG report, we shall work with
institutions to put in place recommendations as put forth in
the report. These include recommendations on cost allocation
practices and improved financial transparency. With these
new measures in place, we trust that many of the concerns of
the community will be allayed.

Research Assessment Exercise (RAE)

Back in 2011, the UGC acknowledged that there was a need
to address research outputs in a well-defined and rigorous
way and hence concluded that there was a need to conduct
a further Research Assessment Exercise (RAE) in 2014 to
inform the distribution of that part of the Research element
which was not allocated in accordance with institutions’
success in Earmarked Research Grants awarded by the
Research Grants Council.

To date, Convenors and Deputy Convenors of all 13
assessment panels, as well as majority of the membership,
have been confirmed. All of them are renowned academics in
their respective fields and most of them have prior experience
in similar exercises in the United Kingdom, Australia or Hong
Kong. | am confident that with the participation of so many
leading academics, both overseas and local, we will be able to
call upon an unparalleled array of expertise. The preparation
work for the RAE 2014 will continue for the rest of the year
and no one should underestimate the complexity involved.
The RAE is indeed an extremely important exercise to raise
the standards of assessment and thereby encourage the
awareness and culture of excellent research in Hong Kong,
thus driving Hong Kong towards even greater research
excellence.
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Concluding Remarks

I am proud of what the UGC and institutions have achieved
in the past year. | pay special tribute to the hard work and
dedication of all Members of the UGC, who have contributed
their wisdom, vision and goodwill to the UGC selflessly.
With the many uncertainties and possible changes ahead of
us, | shall look to our stakeholders within the institutions —
students, institutional staff and senior management, as well as
the Government and other higher education organisations to
maintain and build upon the success of our sector.

The new academic structure continues to provide us with
a golden opportunity that we must grasp to broaden and
deepen our efforts to consolidate our position as the premier
higher education system in Asia. We shall take the time to look
critically into different elements of the system. There is much
to be done not least to ensure that we follow through to deliver
the opportunities brought by “3+3+4”.

| hope our work this year will come into full fruition and that a
tenacious, sheltering and fully grown tree can appear on the
cover of our Annual Report soon.
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Edward CHENG Wai-sun, SBS, JP
Chairman
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