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Foreword

As I write this Foreword, a colleague is translating—for eventual publication in
English—a paper by the distinguished Chinese scholar, Ye Lan. Two fundamental
questions have arisen: first, what educational ‘discipline’ does the paper represent?
Is it a Chinese instantiation of the Anglo — American fields of the philosophy of
education, “curriculum” and/or educational psychology or is it an instantiation of the
European fields of pedagogy and “ didactics” or, in German, Pidagokik and
Didaktik? Second, how should we translate the paper’s basic concept of “ 2% i
"7 —as “instructional theory” or “didactic theory?” In each case the issue is
whether the English — speaking readers we had in mind as readers of Ye Lan’s paper
would assimilate the Chinese terms into a “ Anglo — American” frames of reference
that would mislead them as they sought to interpret the words. Thus, in Anglo -
American educational theory the term “instructional theory” resonates with echoes of
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behaviorist psychology. Does “#{ %3 i$” have a similar resonance for a Chinese
reader? Is it the better strategy to present Lan’s paper as something familiar, as
reflecting Anglo — American “progressive” “curricular” thought, or should be better
seen as embedded in the European Pidagogik and Didaktik traditions of —and thus
requiring a different frame for its interpretation.

To introduce another instantiation of the idea of a “frame,” I have been
fascinated for many years by the implications of a paper from the early — 1960s in

which Martin Trow, an American sociologist, posited three stages in the development

of the American secondary school ; ® a stage ending about 1920 in which the school

© See Martin Trow (1961). The second transformation of American secondary education. International

Journal of Comparative Sociology, 2, 144 —166.
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was what he termed an elite preparatory institution ( for university and other forms of
higher education) ; a stage from about 1920 to 1950 in which the secondary school
became a mass terminal school, i. e. , a school that most students completed before
entering the labor market; finally, a third stage from the 1950s to the present in
which a mass university — preparatory task was built into the American high school,
such that in its “comprehensive” form the high school also houses terminal students
not destined for college and universities. Fundamental changes in the definition and

&

understanding of the “school” —its mission and goals, curricula and methods of
instruction, its teachers’ and students’ roles, deportment and tasks, and the culture
of the school and the student body—accompanied each of these transitions.

Such issues inevitably come to the fore in comparative studies of schools and
cultures in the field of education. I remember well that when Yang Qing came to the
University of Illinois at Urbana — Champaign to add a comparative dimension to her
Chinese study of “problem behavior students.” The teachers I introduced to her
universally responded that her Chinese students’ problem behaviors were not
problems for American schools and teachers. Of course America’s schools contain
many students whose behaviors are a problem for their teachers, but the noteworthy
“problems” are different from Yang Qing “Chinese” problems. The implication was
that, viewed comparatively, her fundamental concept of “problem behavior students”
reflected a social construction, that is, the concept is not universal but is a response
to interpretative locally — or historically — situated frames in Chinese and American
schools and classrooms. Or, as Yang puts it in the pages that follow, by the cultural
boundaries constructed in China and America around the ideas of students, teachers,
and schools. It was these boundaries that defined Trow’s “transformations” of the
American high school as the constructions of the students and teachers changed.

I experienced such a transformation as a student and teacher in Australian
secondary schools many years ago. My teachers wore academic gowns as they taught
and I wore an academic gown as I taught. Teachers and schools sought authority and
legitimacy in the ideas of knowledge and the institution of the university. But ideas of
higher education were outside the experience, and the expectations, of many of our

students; they were the students enrolled in Trow’s mass terminal high schools. In
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other words, Australia’s high schools were transitioning from Trow’s elite college —
preparatory institutions to a mass — terminal institutions—but without a curriculum or
methods of instruction that was appropriate to the new situation, or a language, with
in which teachers could interpret what was happening.

In this book Yang Qing’s work offers such a language for Chinese teachers built
out of her comparative experience. The language she introduces in the pages that
follow offer concepts for interpreting the sense that it is becoming more and more
difficult to teach in many schools in contemporary China, and for interpreting the
transformations, and the emerging difficulties, in contemporary classrooms and
schools.

lan Westbury

University of Illinois at Urbana — Champaign, U. S. A.

August 2016
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