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John, distinguished colleagues and guests, new students of the University of Hong Kong: 

Good morning and welcome to Hong Kong U, whether you are here in this magnificent Grand Hall or upstairs in Lecture Theatre 2. 

My message to our new Hong Kong U students has three main elements: welcome, congratulations and some advice based on my experience. 

First, welcome to you all. You are joining an illustrious university - the only English-speaking comprehensive university in China, one with a distinguished history and an excellent international reputation. You will become valued members of our 180,000 strong Hong Kong U family: that is the staggering number of alumni that Hong Kong U has around the world. Many of these alumni are leaders in their fields: either academically, economically, politically or socially, and we pride ourselves on providing an environment where future leaders will develop and be nurtured. 

Second, congratulations for earning your place here: the competition for places at Hong Kong U is fierce: over 47,000 people applied, between 12 and 13 applications for every place available. For those of you from the Mainland the competition is even stiffer: 31 applications for every available place. We have high standards and the university’s future depends upon our continuing ability to attract the brightest and best students to work with our outstanding staff from all over the world. Congratulations also go to your parents, teachers, family and friends for supporting you in your efforts so far. With their help, and your hard work and dedication you have earned yourselves a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

Third, allow me to give you some tips based on my experience. Entering university is a very significant milestone, the next stage of a journey that will become the story of your life, one full of opportunities, freedoms and also responsibilities. You will need to make decisions about your studies, your extra-curricular activities, your social lives and your personal lives. Learning to weigh up the pros and cons of any given situation, deciding what you want to do, understanding and accepting the consequences of those decisions are very important life skills which will develop your character, integrity and values by which you wish to live your life. The University is dedicated to helping you to succeed.

You are joining the University of Hong Kong at a very interesting and exciting time in its 104 years history. The University has always played an important role in the history of Hong Kong itself, and this has certainly been true in the year and a half that I have had the privilege of being the President. I take it as a sign of the significance of the University of Hong Kong that people in Hong Kong, including the media, politicians and the general public as well as those directly connected with the University, are fascinated by matters here ranging from appointments of vice-presidents, the selection of people to whom we award honorary degrees, who is a member of our University Council etc. These are signs that Hong Kong U matters, now and into the future, and this is a big responsibility for all of us. There have been difficult challenges in recent months but I am very confident that the University has emerged stronger than ever, prepared to stand up for its principles and take responsibility for its actions. The cornerstones of a University are institutional autonomy and academic freedom, including freedom of thought, of speech, and of assembly. It must be a place where different opinions can be celebrated, debated and respected. It must be a place of liberty and diversity. It is with this freedom that academia can flourish with no bounds and no fear in pursuing ideals. It is with freedom that we, faculty and students alike, can create new knowledge and new ways of thinking. Of course, freedoms come with responsibilities. You will meet people who have very different views from your own. Their freedom of expression is just as important as yours and learning to respect this is a sign of maturity. 

My job is to ensure that the University provides you with the environment to unleash and maximize your potential: teaching and learning that is responsive to your needs and wishes, research to push back the frontiers of knowledge, extra-curricular activities that allow you to pursue your ideals and develop your skills. At Hong Kong U we believe in whole-person education and I want to conclude my remarks by talking about this. Our aim is to provide you all with experiential learning opportunities. As well as allowing you to start the process of giving back to society, we believe that this form of experience makes unique contributions to your education and your personal development. 

Over the years, our students have benefited from a wide variety of experience outside Hong Kong. They have worked on research projects in universities in the United States, led architectural projects in Hong Kong U’s Shanghai Study Centre, gained valuable experience as engineering interns in Shenzhen’s industries, taught English in Myanmar’s remote villages, helped deprived children in rural China and in Africa, built houses in rural Chile.  And the list goes on and on.

We have seen that when these students return to Hong Kong, they have greatly benefited from these learning experiences – gaining broader perspectives, new ideas, and heightened sensitivity to different cultures. 

Let me also use myself as an example. I started going to Uganda in 1999 when most of you were still in kindergarten. I went to teach medical students there, motivated largely by curiosity because I had never been to Africa or experienced life in a truly under-privileged part of the world. Over the years since then I have returned regularly and seen the medical services improve but my biggest reward has been to see the development of individuals that I have taught. One, Rose Muhindo, who I first taught as a third year medical student in 1999, is now the senior medical doctor in the hospital there and she leads the teaching of new generations of students and trainee doctors, ensuring that in future they will be less dependent upon visiting teachers like me. I have learned so much about myself from my experiences in Uganda: not to take for granted the comforts and privileges that come from the accident of having been born in a developed part of the world, being inspired by Ugandan people who are relentlessly cheerful in the face of adversity, who are grateful for each new day, meeting and teaching students who recognise that education is the key to a better life for themselves and their families. I might have helped a few people during my visits to Uganda, but I am absolutely certain that they have helped me more.

Remember, your life is your own story, your own personal history. You have the power to decide how that story is told. We will provide you with mentorship, advice and guidance but ultimately our goal is to allow you to mature into a responsible citizen who can play a major role in society wherever in the world you live your life.

Over the next few years, you can use your university education to advance yourselves and you can help me to advance the University on the global stage. HKU is a fine university, highly regarded all over the world and with a long and distinguished history. However, I am not satisfied with that: I want more. 

My vision for HKU is to make it indisputably world class, not just one of the best universities in Asia but one of the best in the world. Together we can realise that vision: by your work, inside and outside the classroom, by your learning and growth as individuals, by your contributions to society and by your role as ambassadors for the University, now and in the future after you have graduated.  Wherever you go, or work, or live, you will stand for the spirit of HKU and you will show the world that HKU is the best. 

You are charting a new and novel journey that you yourself will be steering. What will your story be?  

Once again, my congratulations to you on earning yourself the opportunity to study here at HKU. Seize that opportunity, work hard, play hard, learn and grow. Welcome to the University and I wish you all the very best for your futures here.

Thank you very much.

---

It is a time-honoured tradition of this university that, at formal occasions and ceremonies, our undergraduate students wear their academic gowns. These green gowns represent your membership of HKU and your passport to a successful future. 

Now, are you ready to take your place in the history, tradition and future of the University of Hong Kong?

Please put on your Green Gowns now.
