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FOREWORD

It is a great honor for me to be invited to write the foreword to this book about a
most interesting project in Education.

Twenty years ago | carried out a study, together with TSE Lai Kun from Hong
Kong and Gloria Dall’ Alba from Australia. The results were presented under the ti-
tle “The paradox of the Chinese learner”. It was about the following. At that time-
and to some extent still-learning in China was seen as being characterized by repeti-
tion and memorization. At the same time Chinese students had a reputation of being
excellent learners. But repetition and memorization are not considered to be espe-
cially powerful ways of learning. So how can Chinese students be so excellent when
they use not particularly excellent ways of learning? This is what we called “The
paradox of the Chinese learner”.

We addressed this paradox by carrying out an interview study with a group of
teacher educators from Shanghai, about their views of learning, teaching, memoriza-
tion, understanding and related phenomena. Most of them pointed to memorization
as an important aspect of learning, but basically none of them without also mentio-
ning understanding as a vital aspect of learning. They seemed to see memorization
and understanding intertwined, repetition playing an important role for both.

I continued to explore this issue with some Chinese colleagues later on, when |
worked in Hong Kong as a Visiting Professor during some years. 1 become aware of

the central role of variation in teaching and learning in China. When you repeat



something you usually vary something. We found that the systematic use of variation
is a characteristic feature of Chinese pedagogy . This is especially true in the learn-
ing and teaching of Mathematics. I learned about the concept of “bianshi” and met
Professor Gu Lingyuan who had developed a theory of the systematic use of patterns
of variation and invariance in the teaching of Mathematics. All this was very, very
exciting as we were working on a theory about variation and invariance in learning,
called the variation theory.

So when 1 came into contact with the Haidan project it was one of the happiest
events in my entire professional career. Our theory that to a great extent was in-
spired by what we learned about Chinese pedagogy was now used in China to en-
hance student learning. To the extent our theory was found useful as a conceptual
tool in Chinese teachers” work, it was the purest joy for us. And the project seemed
to work very well. Everyone who took part in the project, students, teachers and re-
searchers, learned to see things and to do thing in more powerful ways than before.

This book is about a success story, it is about the learning of all involved.

Floda, Sweden, September 5, 2013
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