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Church vs state in the classroom
One issue we will hear more about this year is the government's school-based management (SBM) system. Its aim is to involve teachers, parents, alumni and other members of the community in managing individual, publicly funded schools. This will allow schools more flexibility and independence in personnel, finance, teaching and curriculum, and provide more transparency in how public funds are used. 

Experience elsewhere in the world shows that SBM can work. However, it takes responsibilities away from existing school managements, and it is encountering fierce resistance. The Catholic and Episcopalian churches are opposed to it, and have even said they might withdraw sponsorship from some schools. 

They claim that their management structures already offer the benefits of SBM, while the new system will sideline churches by strengthening the link between the government and the new management bodies. They also say newly elected managers might be too inexperienced to handle the legal and other responsibilities. 

The government tries to reassure the churches, saying they (or other sponsoring bodies) can nominate 60 per cent of the members of management committees, and that schools' existing religious values will remain unchanged. 

In the past, leftist patriotic schools were excluded from public recognition. Some of those schools' supporters are in favor of the SBM policy, prompting some in the Christian churches to suspect a plot to reduce their influence in education - and maybe society as a whole. 

I went to a Catholic school and am grateful for the care and teaching I received. I would certainly never support a policy designed to damage the quality or ethos of those schools. SBM, like mother-tongue teaching, dates back to British colonial times. It has nothing to do with the 1997 handover, and everything to do with the effectiveness of publicly funded schools. 

We now have Catholic Bishop Joseph Zen Ze-kiun, the main critic of the new system, accusing the administration of centralizing control over schools at the expense of churches. Meanwhile, the bishop's critics accuse him of wanting democracy for the government but not for schools. A good idea has ended up producing a lack of trust and even hostility between the government and major sponsors of schools. 

How did we get into this position? The SBM policy goes back to the early 1990s. Since then, we have seen public expectations about policy formation and consultation changing rapidly. As with harbour reclamation, land use, the West Kowloon cultural hub project and many other issues, consensus on government policy has turned into division. 

With all of these issues, it is quite likely that fast-changing community expectations have overtaken the lengthy policy-making process. Policies that looked likely to win public acceptance a few years ago are now controversial. 

It is tempting for politicians, lobbyists and interest groups to accuse officials of deliberately ignoring public opinion. And it must be equally tempting for frustrated officials to blame opponents for trying to obstruct the administration just to create problems. 

It's not the fault of the personalities involved, but rather the structures of institutions and the changing times. It is the same with our political development: here is a New Year's resolution for those interested in political reform - focus on the structure, the election methods and the timetable for universal suffrage. In both cases, we need to look at the big picture.

