[image: image1.png]



All of us of the family are doing well  & do really hope things are going well for you & your loved ones.

We know this will reach you only after Christmas ... but, well, our ‘scribe’ hasn’t had the time before Christmas. Given however that  it is better late than never, over to him for the traditional commentaries!     

Well, well, like everyone else I suppose I am a mixture of different things. While it remains true that such a life tends to send stress levels surging, I believe that such “hotchpotch” is OK and normal ... probably as long as one is not schizophrenic (or, leaving personal weaknesses and frailties aside given human nature, leads a life that blatantly manifests openly conflicting/double standards/values). Even though way back in 1963 seeing the way I got involved in philosophical/ethical debates the late Jim Cooke, one of my respected teachers, said  “Basically, you are a non-conformist!”...  I have no doubt that in other ways I remain attached also to tradition. Well, with that, there’s music ringing in my ears now and I am reminded of the award winning oldie “Fiddler on the Roof” where Tevye, the simple farmer, sings the beautiful piece “Tradition” and says that “tradition” is what helps them keep their balance. So true particularly at a time when people are finding that true religion (perhaps I might find the time & the space to make some comments later about some disturbing trends in Sri Lanka in this regard), meditation and relaxation are needed in today’s hyper-fast world!

Tradition, yes -- this Christmas letter is one. Even though I had done such “circular” Christmas letters a few times (in 1964 in Sri Lanka, in 1968 & 1969 to Sri Lanka from Belgium...) before marriage, from about 1987 it has been part of the family tradition ...in different formats ranging from half-page to 12 pages! Yes, I do write it ... but when it comes to signing and preparing same for mailing to all friends, well that’s a whole lot of work for the family but they have been through the process of “socialisation” or “acculturation”or what-ever-you-call-it and see a deeper meaning in it of “sharing”. And so I am at it as the family “scribe” hoping I could complete it today 24th December (and put it into the mail the week following Christmas). 

At a Sports Club in Colombo this week I ran into (or rather they had spotted me walking through and one of them had run after me to announce their presence) a batch of former students of mine who were having their weekly get-together (with of course a bit of the usual stuff flowing) and spent a few minutes with everyone jabbering about olden days ...  plus the details of the latest event of my accidentally reversing into the vehicle of one of them 3 days before (and he was there!) not having seen it in the night (No, no ... though it was Saturday night I was not under the influence of ... , but was only returning home with the son from the Vet’s after minor surgery for the dog! Incidentally, I achieved the Diamond Jubilee in February this year and the blind-spot type problems may be playing a bigger role now than earlier when spectacles+reversing+night are combined! But that’s no excuse anyway. When he saw me what he however said was “No, no, sir, you get going. Its nothing.” even though I said “Let me look after whatever is involved”. But as you can imagine at the party the joke was at his expense with the others saying “No, Sir, the problem was that he wanted to have his car repainted and purposely crashed into yours ... but his plan misfired as you were the one involved.”  Incidents such as these highlight the meaning & significance of teacher-student rapport, and finally it is that which makes the life of a teacher so satisfying.) I got away early promising to join the group one evening in January!

As you can imagine, (and as my students generally know it) if I start telling stories, I would have enough to fill a book. But whatever it is, why that story came to mind was that the conversation turned also to my “famous annual letter” ... and of course being techies they said “Sir, save the trees and send it by e-mail!”. I suppose “tradition” plays a role here too ... and so while I do not spend on traditional cards and while e-mail versions may get into circulation in the case of those whose snail mail addresses are not with me ... the paper version will continue (for a while more at least ... or at least until  people stop cutting trees for daily newspapers)!

As some of you know the other part of our family tradition for Christmas is the making of the  well-known “fruit cake” in relation to which I assume the role of “Grand Chef”. So Tuesday morning this week all four of us spent time cutting and chopping the dried fruit etc. The beating & mixing occurred that afternoon and we took it to the bakery closeby for the baking proper. Ideally we would love to make enough to share with a much bigger crowd – but there are practical constraints on our goodwill!  The “sharing” will occur on Christmas day and soon after as it will be part of the plate of sweetmeats going to the neighbours, and all those who are close to us during the year ... including the mechanics at the garage who look after my Nissan as well as the good old Morris Minor, the postman, the garbage collectors etc.etc. We believe that Christmas becomes richer the closer and the more welcoming we are to the simple and the ordinary. It is thus part of “tradition” that the rustic old postman (a Tamil+Hindu) who worked on a plantation in Matugama where my  was a clerk many many years ago continues to visit us every Christmas day (even though my father died in March 2001) and is our special guest at Christmas lunch. So “traditions” continue and serve as a reminder of the true meaning of life ... or help keep the balance as “Tevye” in the “Fiddler on the Roof” puts it!

Well,  the page is getting filled up. The plan is to limit the letter proper to these two pages (and complete it today 24th December and get it into the mail next week). Page 3 will hopefully contain some commentaries mainly on Higher Education now that I am running a website on that topic having concentrated on study of that and contribution to that area during nearly two decades. “Politics” will get in too at least indirectly! Page 4 will have printed on it 3 photographs linked to the family and some extracts from the website referred to.

(Page 4 is not here on line as what it contained is now included within the photostories etc.)

Photograph one is a relatively recent photo of the family at one of the best beaches in Sri Lanka at Pasikudah Bay close to Batticaloa in the East of Sri Lanka. It is true that given the life I lead there are moments when I would love to forget all work and spend 2 weeks or so cut off from “civilization”. We did have such a break nearly 9 years back. It has not been possible after that given that we have been looking after the parents and given their health conditions they no longer wished and were unable to be away from the room they are used to etc. As stated earlier our beloved father died in 2001. The mother is 88 now and is very feeble. However as the Eastern University in Batticaloa wished to have my services for two days, we managed to arrange for someone to look after the mother for 4 days. The family decided to join me and we drove over. With two days for travel (one day up and one down) we had two days. I had work on those two days but late afternoon one day we managed to drive up to the beach referred to and spend a little time relaxing and enjoying the beauty of it. The other evening we managed to visit a few friends in the area, including the Bishop of Trincomalee-Batticaloa. I spent a few days recently working also at the other university in the East, the one at Oluvil. The family was unable to join me and I went alone. As it is a predominantly Moslem area and as it was the Ramazan fast period it was meaningful to join Moslem friends in their breaking of the fast.

Photograph two  was taken when my Professor from Louvain,  Francois Houtart, (author among other things of the study Religion and Ideology in Sri Lanka) spent a little time with us on a recent visit to Sri Lanka en route to Vietnam. My mother appears in pictures 2 & 3.  Photograph Three was taken on Sunday 12th September when Felicia and I notched up 25 years of marriage. Fr Joe Fernando, one from among the many members of the clergy who have been close to me and to us over the years, celebrated the Eucharist at our home given the inability of the mother to leave the home ... and close members of our two families shared a meal with us after that. A few other members of the family of Felicia, including her sister who is a Holy Family nun joined us a while after the photo was taken and so are not on it.

Rukmal is in his final year on his BSc (Hons) Information Systems Degree of Manchester Metropolitan University UK through Informatics Institute here in Colombo. He was successful in having got into the Colombo office of Virtusa (www.virtusa.com) for his placement year that ended in September with excellent ratings from his supervisors. While busy on his final year subjects, he is also fully involved in work on the dissertation for which he has selected the networking area with a topic relating to “Behaviour Anomaly Based Impersonation Detection”. He should normally be completing in August. Nilmini will also be achieving an international and internationally recognised AMI Montessori Diploma (Headquarters in Holland)  by March this year. St Bridget’s Montessori Training Centre, AMI’s franchise holder in Sri Lanka, does really make them work hard! And so Nilmini has gained a very enriching experience during the nearly two years past ... sometimes getting only 3-4 hours of sleep in the night!. She has combined the study programmes with internships in well rated Montessori centres in Colombo (one term at the Joyce Gunasekere Centre, another at the Good Shepherd Centre ... with the next term scheduled for St Bridget’s). ....  Well, that brings me to the end of the page ... and hope that gives you a glimpse into what we have been up to as a family.

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1...On to Higher Education related stuff now ...

I had a mail the other day from a friend who is an academic at the University of Derby, UK. She said she had lost my e-mail address as earlier mail had got erased. She had typed my name into Google and had got the required info. So I tried it out too. A search on “Charles Fernando” brings up my website right on top, and “Charles Fernando email” brings up my CV and contact details etc. You can imagine that I am justifiably proud! Proud that when the University System, Decision Makers, and most Academics are hardly bothered about what I have done and have to say about the Higher Education system, Google seems to recognise it. Proud, yes! ... But the humbling factor is that Google doesn’t understand what I have to say ... 

Sri Lanka has a much publicised World Bank funded project called IRQUE (Improving Relevance and Quality of Undergraduate Education) which started at the end of 2003 and will run for 5-6 years.

Having worked as a National Consultant on Curriculum Reform for 3 months at the end of 2002 on the preparatory study connected with the above project, I had had some little hope for change. However, in case you received my last Christmas letter (which was the one of December 2002 as I did not write in 2003) you would have seen my claim that “a non-partisan openly-debated copernican” was what Sri Lankan Higher Education really needed ... but having stated “I need to be professional and will not discuss the project as such nor leak information” I did offer a few comments and was quite pessimistic in the context of what was really happening.  I referred to the need for stakeholder consultation, for transparency and accountability, and the need for the Higher Education Community to own the changes. My parting comments were “... But that perhaps is one more of Charlie’s madnesses!!! And so, it is a matter to be decided on not by me but by the Universities, Higher Education’s Stakeholders, Community Leaders, & Sri Lanka.” However even that little hope I had, I began to lose as months passed. 

When the IRQUE project started during the last quarter of 2003, I was hoping against hope that something meaningful would happen. And so I agreed to coordinate activities at our university in connection with that project. It was mainly that work that prevented my writing the 2003 Christmas letter. However little by little it began to dawn on me that our recommendations concerning Curriculum Reform (which had drawn much inspiration from the UK experience particularly since the mid-90s) had been shelved and that the logic adopted was totally different. Thus even though I had run from about November last year a website on the IRQUE project, mostly to provide information in easily accessible manner on that project as no one else (not even the World Bank funded Project) was doing it in that manner ... I began to dissociate myself from the project and fought to free myself from the responsibility and succeeded in June. My argument was that I did not believe in the project as being the one Sri Lanka really needed, and that I was the type of person who could only “kill oneself with work” for what I believed in. I remember a Senior Academic saying I would be paid an additional allowance of  Rs.15,000/- but my reply was that I was not the sort of person who could be bought with money!

My current website on Higher Education reform is via www.sjp.ac.lk/careers. It is not 100% complete as I keep working on it when time permits it.(I have to do the research, design the pages, etc.) The site on “Higher Education Renewal & Reform” (see header as insert 9 on page 4) is available via that. Insert 4 is my modelling of the process as has been decided on by the World Bank and the Sri Lankan Higher Education decision makers. It is not possible to put the responsibility solely on the World Bank as some may want to. Both have been involved. The market, competitivity etc are stressed and it is clearly the neo-liberal model that is behind it. However on the basis of nearly two decades of concentration and study on Higher Education I argue that what is relevant is a model such as that given on insert 5.

The irony of the situation is that whereas I have argued that reform should be along a clearly defined policy framework ... (those responsible claim they do not know of a “National Policy for Higher Education” even though a draft exists dated 1996) ... International Consultants are being looked for to be engaged on a 3-month contract to draft a National Policy for Higher Education! I am reminded of the cart-horse puzzle!

A new section of the website is being prepared ... and that will have pictures of pavements, pedestrian crossings and bumpers. The question posed will be whether a country that does not recognise a systemic problem and the value implications behind what is referred to, cannot decide on meaningful policy,  guidelines and an effective solution in that regard ... could be capable of working out a Policy for Higher Education ! Up to you to decide. 

The website does not provide access to all the documents ... as it is assumed that where possible copyright must be protected and that those who have access to the internet can go to the original sources. However if you are really and truly a keen student of Higher Education Reform do contact me and I can see what can be done. 

I have a joke during my sessions on the topic of Higher Education. I say that the state university system is hardly bothered about what I have to say even though it is which needs change. But having worked earlier for 10 years on the Manchester Metropolitan University project in Colombo, since March 2003 I have been the Academic Consultant for Imperial Institute which is the validated Centre for the University of Wales offering the BSc Business Management and the MBA from Wales (and quite soon a BSc Computing too). And so, what I cannot do within the State Sector with regard to outcomes-based quality Higher Education, I am doing step by step in the Private Sector and derive much satisfaction! 

Even the website does not have that section developed as yet, I am quite happy however with what I do at our University with regard to Career Guidance. We are for example launching a study skills programme for freshers the coming semester. And so within my specific area of influence I will continue to contribute to change within the State Sector too.




Our contact details remain: 20 Bellantara Lane, Dehiwala 10350




  Home (011) 2737093   mobile+SMS 077-7315965 e-mail charles_fernando@yahoo.com / charlesf@sjp.ac.lk



May CHRISTmas be


for us ALL, the people 


of Sri Lanka and the World


  and very specially for


  the very ordinary, human,


  joyful, open, friendly,


  dominated, terrorised,


  battered, beaten, or whatever


  through whom a “message”


  on the true meaning of life


  continues to be relayed


 


a privileged moment 


to be blessed anew with Love, Friendship, Brotherhood & Peace 


  based on equality,


  justice and fair play.


CHRI  CHRISTmas 2004 & New Year 2005





