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THE GENEROSITY OF DR FUNG

Early in 1990, | received an invitation from a Fsdor Xi, of Beijing Normal University, to
come to Beijing to give a talk to her staff. Théehlmational Association for the Assessment of
Educational Achievement, which hyper-contracts I©A*, would be holding their Annual
Meeting at Qinghua University, Beijing, in Augus®aD, and as | was Hong Kong
representative of IEA, | would be attending. Sadi la couple of good reasons to go to Beijing
that summer even though | had ideological reashas ihclined me to refuse to go. The
Tiananmen Massacre was only a year previous, éadinmpressions were that it was business
as usual.

Let me start with IEA. Its main function is to coamp countries with each other on various
aspects of educational achievement. They'd justighdd their second maths and science
survey, at which President George Bush Snr wasusdyi pissed off at the poor showing of US
high schools. In the high handed manner that hieaged son, Dubya, adopted on rather
different and more devastating matters, Bush Sdrtk@ American IEA representatives to get
IEA to redefine the age groups in future IEA stediea way that would favour the performance
of American students; otherwise the USA would pull of IEA, which would be a major blow

as the US was a major source of funding. The AraerriEA reps comprised ultra-cool, smooth-
tongued Ivy League Republican Party professiorthbs,senior member showing his human
sensitivity by bringing with him his two leggy, vaemouthed blond daughters, looking like high
IQ drum-majorettes, if that's not an oxymoron. NEAImembers objected to the US demands.
When discussing the matter with other members pgdothe vote, | was tempted to object
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myself but was warned not to, there was too mudtadkie. | was relieved, despite my anger. |
knew that engaging these bow-tied bully boys irhhstpkes debate would leave me sorely
wounded. As to the poor showing of the US schablsas later suggested that the problem
wasn’'t the sampling but the US curriculum, whichsveescribed as ‘a mile wide and an inch
deep’, forcing students to rely on rote learning/hich ironically is what Westerners accuse
Chinese and Japanese students of doing.

The only worthwhile thing emerging from the IEA atieg is the sightseeing. The Great Wall
at Badaling is impressive. A wide path
runs along the top of the Wall, between
high towers and turrets, the Wall itself
winding over the hills and into the

distance. The woodwork and the
stonework looked remarkably well

preserved on close inspection. And so it
should. This section was built in the
1960s: a Chisneyland version, if you
will.

We visit the splendid Summer Palace for a recepftinna is heavily into swing, big band
style. The chief of the Chinese contingent, a lialhdsome man, is fanatical about ballroom
dancing. He’'d arranged some pretty girls as pastfugrus visitors. They look terrified. A pretty
little teenager is pushed into my arms. She isefioate, so fragile, | feel she’ll shatter. She'tan
dance, she can't speak English, she is tremblifigr Aess than 30 seconds of this torture, the
poor child flees back to the other girls. | feetlpshe feels bad, but the chief has a good laugh,
which | suppose is the main thing.

| get in touch with an ex-student who had donealbigtorate in Hong Kong. He takes me home
for dinner with his wife and daughter. They live staff quarters in large scruffy, unpainted
apartment blocks. His apartment has two main roath&r than bathroom and a balcony. One
bedroom is for him and his wife, the other room sdaél the remaining functions: kitchen,
living, dining and daughter’'s bedroom. He considensself well off, and relatively speaking he
is. Appliances are expensive and difficult to abta the PRC, so each time he returns from
Hong Kong or overseas, he brings an appliance:owmave, or a hi-fi, or video, or TV — and
always something for his colleagues. That way bsspssions are tolerated. He pays virtually

! stedman, L.C. (1997). International achievememedihces: An assessment of a new perspective.
Educational Researcher, 26(3), 4-15.

© John Biggs 2009 www.johnbiggs.com.au




The Generosity of Dr. Fung 4

no rent, school and health are free, so 90% dditnishis wife’s incomes go on food and clothes,
all of which are very cheap. | begin to understhod things work. Your workplace is your
universe, supplying almost everything. The lousygegaof 200 yuan or so a month ($40
roughly) doesn’t mean unliveable poverty as it wiaolthe West.

But this is also a highly efficient system of cahtrYour job slots you. No job, you might as
well not exist. The State employs virtually evergpnvhich prevents you from moving to
another job, another place. It also accounts fer sfoppy service in China, instead of
unemployment there is, or rather was then, over@ment. As privatisation occurred millions
upon millions of the over-employed were suddenlgraployed, creating havoc ...

But back to 1990 and my story. | have been in Bgijor a week and not a word from Professor
Xi at Beijing Normal University. | mention this tay student. He makes enquiries, to discover
that Professor Xi had been appointed three weeksoaglacau’s University of S.E. Asia.

Macau? I'd come all the way to Beijing to see her, fthrshe knew, when all the time she was
just an hour’s jetfoil from Hong Kong! And how contiee People’s Republic are appointing
senior staff at Macau’s University when Macau wagWuese until 1999?

| make myself known at Beijing Normal, after alil Iprepared a talk for them. The Head of
Department takes on the responsibility of lookifigrathis strange Long Nose who suddenly
appears from nowhere. He books me into a largel kot HKU’s expense — where Party
delegates were housed when they came to Beijingtidoit is posh, just huge. | have a large
suite comprising lounge-room, bedroom and bathroom.

Dr. Fung, who was a colleague of Professor Xi, andraduate student, Xiadang, are
delegated to look after me, who take me to thelh&tao Tang is to be my guide for the rest of
the stay. This means she would take me to theglhoiom for every meal, including breakfast. |
feel this is imposing on her hugely; she would havevalk half an hour from her quarters three
times a day! After the first day of this, | insisgo on my own. After a struggle, we finally
agreed I'd have breakfast alone. It only dawns enlater that, far from being an imposition,
this is a real treat for her. Mediocre as the hiatedl is, it's far better than that provided in the
student quarters.

ZLit. ‘Little Tang'. Xiao is a diminutive, the equivaleof the Cantonese prename ‘Ah’, and is usuallyluse
higher status to lower status people. | asked Xamy to drop ‘Professor’ and call me ‘John’, bug slould only
compromise with ‘Professor John'. But she wassélhg formal. In Chinese, the family name comess, fso to her
my formal title was Professor John not ProfessggBi
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Dr. Fung is a plain, lumpen woman in her earlytigs: WWhen Xiao Tang is out of earshot, Dr.
Fung leans towards me. ‘I will arrange anything yant.’

‘Anything?’ They seem to have thought of it all.

‘Anything,” she repeats, with a confidential smile.

Ah, got it. That sort of anything.

| hope my face isn’t conveying how | am reactindnéo proposition.

| go to the dining room for breakfast and other Isx@anot eating out, the latter usually with
Xiao Tang, who clearly enjoys the food. There isymenu; a waitress gracelessly thumps large
bowls on the table: vegetable soup, fluffy whitegua vegetable, one or two meat dishes, one
or two extras. Between meals, a rich garlic flavooats my mouth, very pleasant. | wasn’t
aware of much garlic in the food at the time.

On Sunday, Xiao Tang and a staff member are depotiedk after me all day. | insist | would
be happy to look after myself. The other staff mentias a young family and must be mightily
brassed off to have to waste his only free day whik drop-in
stranger, but he certainly doesn’'t give me thatresgion. While
pastoral care of visitors is certainly one sidetlwdt coin, | do
wonder if visitors are usually escorted to see thay don't see
™ things or get up to things they shouldn’t. Possiimy, for they take
me to Tiananmen Square, which by now has no trdcéhe
tumultuous goings on a year ago except for somettaoks gouged
~_ into the road. | tentatively mentioned ‘what hapgmbiast year' in
e my usual gentle style but received only embarrasseites. My
guides insist we eat at the recently opened Keptkdled Chicken.
They are over thrilled, thinking it very deliciodsdon’t tell them it is nowhere near as good as
Western Kentucky Fried, and rotten value when caoetpto the Chinese food you can get at the
same price. But | guess they are as keen to edatWess | am to eat Chinese.

streets. | am surprised at the wide, clean streets,
flowerbeds lining the kerbs, with provision for
good cycleways. One mother runs to keep up with
her darlings, while daddy pedals away. | run along
the top of a wall and find myself looking down into
a hutong, where Yeh Yeh is playing with his
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grandson, showing him a brightly coloured toy. Wnfoately, many of thbutongs, existing for
centuries and a unique and loved part of Beijingtdge, have been ploughed into the ground,
the inhabitants displaced despite their strongifeftectual protest. The visitors for the 2008
Olympic Games, it was claimed, would be put offtbg untidy spectacle; whatould they
think of our modern Beijing? Anyway, many were e tway for the road widening needed for
the Games. The Beijing | saw in 1990, with itsewdads and__ _

cycleways and hiddelnutongs, has given way to a progressivgr;

traffic snarl of smog and superhighways. %

But it is now my last night in Beijing. Xiao Tanqé her |
boyfriend, a Science graduate student, ask me tdagcing
that evening. | tell them | can’t dance; | don’tmtien the poor
girl at the Summer Palace reception.

‘Come and watch then! You'll love the place. It'heve we
live, the Minorities’ Community Hall.’

The Minorities’ Community Hall is huge, with clasgpointy gables. Xiao Tang and her boy
friend are Han Chinese from Kunming, Yunnan Pragjrand not at all like the arrogant Hans
we met in Yunnan. Their friends are minoritiesheitYi or Bai, who are very good looking

»with their creamy skin, fine features and largeviireeyes’ They show
me their sleeping quarters, six per small roontiehed bunks.

‘Are Hong Kong students’ quarters as good as thi§@b Tang asks
proudly.

~ It's a different world: | can’t possibly tell thehow Hong Kong students
L' live. | can only reply: ‘Quite similar, but maybeur per room would be
4 more common...’

The rest of the building comprisésur enormous dance floors, one per storey, each with a
massive forties-style big band, a la Glenn Miltee top floor open to the stars. Presumably the
dance floors pay for the student accommodatiorstiidents working as waitresses, barmen and
dancing partners. We watch from a balcony and thedwolls back forty years. Most couples
are in formal dress, dancing with great skill, slimxtrot, tango, quickstep, the big band at the

% See ‘In the depths of rural Yunnan’, this website.
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end of the room all heavy brass, trombones, saxwgshcclarinets. My companions want to
dance too, so | join them.

Upstairs, on the top floor, | dance a slow foxtrater the stars: slow, slow, quick-quick, slow.
In my arms is a graceful, exquisitely beautiful fiom Yunnan Province, lissom as a sapling,

her smiling eyes as luscious as melting chocobatd.we can’'t exchange a single word.

If only she had Dr. Fung’s English — and her gesigyb
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