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EDUCATION

Chinese Learning Strategies

Reading Text | 10 the 21st Century

Anna Greenspan

Pre-reading introduction

Unlike Western students who can enjoy relaxation at school, Chinese students
face heavy workloads and are lack of flexibility. Realizing the situation, China has
carried out quality education. However, many people do not believe it will bring
major changes because of the testing system deeply rooted in China. Thanks to the
system, Chinese students do exhibit some shocking capacity as well as inability.
Hence, where should Chinese education go?

©® Western students enjoy a seemingly relaxed educational experience. This, however, is
not the case for students in Asia, who face crushing workloads and are often very disciplined.
A driven youngster

® When Rousseau Chen, a Shanghainese father, wanted to take his 14-year-old daughter
Shelly on holiday, for example, she refused. She told him that the vacation might disrupt
her studies. Shelly Chen is at the top of the class at the Shanghai Foreign Language School,
one of the city’s best middle schools. Already near fluent in English, she is studying German
and ranks among the highest in her grade in physics. Her goal is to get a full scholarship to
Harvard to study biochemistry.



Lack of flexibility

® A lack of flexibility and inability of individuals to take the initiative affects the entire
service sector, paralyzing employees at every level. Arriving late for the set breakfast at a
five-star hotel in Chengdu, for example, I, along with a group of other foreigners, found that
the coffee had run out. Our request for more threw the staff into crisis. It was not until a series
of meetings had been held and permission sought from senior management that a fresh pot
could be brewed. Passing even trivial problems up the management hierarchy in this way is
simply impossible in a sophisticated post-industrial society.

Quality education

® Few doubt that for China to climb the value chain and evolve beyond its current position
as factory to the world, it must start to cultivate creative thinking that cannot be taught
through rote learning and memorization. In order to foster these missing capabilities, China
has implemented a set of reforms known as “quality education”.

©® This policy, which aims to teach creativity and emphasize character development, has
resulted in certain concrete shifts including changes to textbooks, an increased emphasis on
oral skills in language learning—and various attempts to get teachers to encourage student
participation.

Chinese skepticism

® Most Chinese, however, are skeptical that anything other than surface transformation
is taking place. As they are quick to point out, the underlying issue—an education system
rooted in standardized tests—has yet to be altered.

@ China has a long history of standardized tests, beginning with the ancient imperial
exams initiated during the Sui Dynasty Used for over 1,300 years as a method of selecting
government officials, some suggest that official exams should be counted as one of China’s
major ancient inventions alongside gunpowder, paper money, printing and the compass.

® Today, national tests determine which elementary, high school and university a student
will attend. They are still the single most important factor in deciding one’s general career
path.

The testing period

© The testing period—especially of the college entrance exams—is a major event
throughout the Chinese mainland. In Shanghai, government regulation has established “green

protection zones” around exam sites where construction projects are suspended and traffic is



redirected.

@ Taxi companies offer thousands of cars to be reserved in advance. Oral test questions are
played out over the radio—and there are even stories of late students receiving police escorts
to get them to the exams on time.

@® However crucial in the cities, the nationalized tests are even more important in the
countryside, where they are seen as the only way to escape an otherwise dismal social fate.
Concerns over the strenuous testing system

@® The weight given to testing is regularly criticized throughout Chinese society.
Newspapers and magazines commonly report on the extreme pressure of the general exams.
® Stories range from concern over the suicide rate to bizarre anecdotes like the one about
girls in Guangdong Province who are said to have bought up mass quantities of contraceptive
pills (£~ 2%4))) and then taken them during the test period—in the hope of warding off the
ill effects of their menstrual cycle.

@ Despite these concerns, there is little real impetus for the testing system to change. In
China, standardized tests are seen as the only way to guarantee meritocracy (ffj 4<% #)
and ensure fairness. The Canadian method of granting university admission on the basis of
interviews and grade point averages is seen as far too subjective.

@® In China, many believe that in a system like this the best schools, universities and jobs
would go only to those with the right connections.

Finding the best system

@ Like the Japanese—who experimented with and then abandoned a policy of “loose
education” because of its negative effects on standardized exams —the Chinese say they value
creative learning, but will not accept any educational reform which sacrifices test scores.

® China’s emphasis on memorization and rote learning has significant consequences.
Students are taught that all questions have but one right answer and there is little room for
debate and original thought.

A shocking capacity for memorization

® Subjects like history and politics are focused solely on dates and names. Even the
Chinese language exam, which requires students to write essays, allocates grades according
to how well one can quote classical texts and idioms.

©®  As a result, Chinese students develop what appears to many Westerners as a shocking

capacity for memorization. Many are able to recite entire articles and there are stories of



some who are capable of committing the entire dictionary to memory.
@ Even more terrifying for parents of young children like me, some preschoolers have

already learned hundreds of Chinese characters and many are trained to reel off (244475 %)
Tang poetry. Chinese students thus regularly achieve near-perfect scores on the standardized
exams of Europe and America.

Ill-prepared for Western education

@ Yet, when they go abroad many of these students find they are ill-prepared for Western
education. Chinese students with phenomenal TOEFL (Test of English as a Foreign
Language) scores are often incapable of taking part in simple English conversation.

@ At least one graduate school in one of America’s most elite universities has now become
wary of accepting students from China for this reason.

Difficulty going abroad

@® Assumed skills such as in-class participation, seminar presentations and individual
research projects, common practice in elementary schools in North America, are largely
unheard of in the Chinese classroom—even in most universities.

@ Moreover, the stress on original thinking and strict rules regarding plagiarism (%7,
{1/ 7%) often seem baffling (#ff{]) to students from China. An American teacher working in
Yunnan province tells of encountering this cultural divide when two students handed in the
exact same essay for an in-class exam.

@ After questioning them, it became clear that both students had memorized the same
passages in preparation for the test.

Reflections of cultural differences

@ When the teacher tried to explain that she wanted work that originated with the student
they replied with incomprehension: If I memorize it, why isn’t it my own? This difference in
attitude speaks to the more profound issues underlying the differences in Eastern and Western
education.

@ If North Americans are to pick up the math and science skills common amongst Chinese
or if Chinese are to develop the creativity of North Americans, it is not enough to implement

change in the classroom. It is the culture at large that needs to be transformed.

[ 1192 words]



Notesto the Text

BB This, however, is not the case for students in Asia, who face crushing workloads and are
often very disciplined. NN, {EXFTARLEHE H XS % 5 A BB T AR #<F42
AREWFEA KL, FOLARA—HER,

FAA lack of flexibility and inability of individuals to take the initiative affects the entire
service sector. I~ N R{E AR AEREH I = 2 B B ARSI

About the Author

Anna Greenspan works as a Shanghai-based independent scholar in the areas of digital
culture and globalization. She has published a book entitled “India and the IT Revolution:
Networks of Global Culture”— as well as a number of articles on the rise of India and China.
Ms. Greenspan is currently teaching a course on Western political thought to members of the
Shanghai government. She is also a mother living in Shanghai who will soon have to confront

questions about cross-cultural learning directly in the education of her young son.

New Words and Expressions

disciplined /'disiplind/ adj. obeying the rules B 28K

flexibility /fleks1'bilti/ n. the property of being flexible RiEH:

paralyze /'peeralaiz/ v. to make powerless and unable to function -« RS

brew /bru:/ v. to pour boiling water over tea or coffee to make it ready to drink
M, W, W

hierarchy /'haiera:ki/ n. the ghoup of people in an organization who have power or
control (HHZ. BkHK)) Geias%H

skeptical /'skeptikal/ adj. marked by or given to doubt REEH)

escort /'eska:t/ n. the act of accompanying someone or something in order to
protect them #'1, #'i%

dismal / 'dizmal / adj. causing sadness B

strenuous /'strenjuas/ adj. needing great effort F/E KA
impetus /1mpitas/ n. a force that moves something along ZfiJ7, #3hJ]
seminar /'semina:(r)/ n. a course offered for a small group of advanced students i}t

originate /a'rid3mnert/ v. to come from a particular place, time, situation, etc. 744



Exercises]

D} Fast Reading 15 minutes
Directions: For questions 1-7, mark Y (for Yes) if the statement agrees with the information given
in the passage, mark N (for No) if the statement contradicts the information given in the passage,
mark NG (for Not Given) if the statement is not given in the passage. For questions 8-10, complete
the sentences with the information given in the passage.
_ 1. Shelly Chen refused to spend holiday just because she thought it might disturb her
studies.
2. “Quality education” aims only to teach creativity.
3. More foreign teachers are needed according to the reform.
4. A majority of Chinese are skeptical that anything except surface transformation is
taking place.
5. Chinese long history of standardized tests began from the Tang Dynasty.
6. In the testing period, taxi companies offer thousands of cars to be reserved in
advance in Shanghai.
7. Chinese students develop what appears to many Westerners as a shocking capacity
for writing.
8. According to the view of the author, Western students enjoy a seemingly
experience. .
9. The writer agrees that Chinese students are lack of
10. China has implemented many reforms to foster those missing capabilities, which include
changes to textbooks, an increased emphasis on oral skills in language learning—and

various attempts to get teachers to

M Reading Comprehension Reading in Depth
Directions: The following are 5 questions or unfinished statements. For each of them there are 4
choices marked A, B, C and D. You should decide on the best choice.

1. Which adjective can describe the Chinese students according to the passage?

A. Creative.

B. Disciplined.
C. Lonely.

D. Independent.



2. What kind of reform is NOT included in China’s “quality education”?
A. Various attempts to get teachers to encourage student participation.
B. An increased emphasis on oral skills in language learning.
C. An increased need for foreign teachers.
D. Some changes to textbooks.
3. What does the phrase “ward off”mean in Para.13?
A. Keep close. B. Hold off.
C. Leave away. D. Send out.
4. Which of the following statements is true?
A. Japan abandoned a policy of “loose education” because of its negative effects on
standardized exams.
B. The Chinese say they will accept some educational reforms which sacrifice test scores.
C. Memorization is the only focus in China’s education.
D. Chinese students are taught that all questions have one or more right answers.
5. What's the main idea of this passage?
A. People think that Western students like the way Asian students take education.
B. It’s very significant to cancel all the exams in China in order to reduce the pressure on
students.
C. We should help those students who have difficulty in going abroad.

D. The educational system in China and Western countries should learn from each other.

@ Passage Understanding
~ Directions: In this section, there is a passage with 10 blanks. You are required to select one word
for each blank from a list of choices given in a word bank following the passage. Read the passage

through carefully before making your choices. You may not use any.of the words in the bank more
than once.

Shelly Chen was a girl of 14, who refused to spend holiday because she thought the

vacation might | her studies. Many other Asian students like Shelly face crushing

2 and are very 3 . However, they are lack of 4 | which will
5 the development of China. Then, in order to emphasize these capabilities, China
has 6 vasetof 7 such as creativity training and character development.
Even so, most Chinese point out that an educational system 8 in standardized tests

has yet to be changed.



In spite of this, the national tests are still the most Y factor in deciding
one’s future career, which have put great pressure on some youngsters so that they
have no choice but to choose to suicide or do some other extreme things. All these
phenomena are due to China’s educational system, which emphasizes memorization

- and rote learning. For this reason, Chinese students have a shocking capacity for
memorization but 10 of putting theories into practice. That’s why those Chinese
students have diffi(;ulty in studying abroad. Now many people agree that education
should be made more American in China if the country wants to go further in economy

and other fields.

4 \
\4 A. further . choice C. reforms

B
D. disrupt E. incapability F. practice
G. hinder H. suicide I. workloads
J. disciplined K. foster L. rooted

N

. implemented O. creativity

L M. significant

@ Short Answer Questions

Directions: Answer the questions in not more than 20 words. Your answer may be a word, a phrase,
or a short sentence.

1. When could a fresh pot be served if coffee was found run out according to this passage?

2. What’s the attitude of most Chinese people toward “quality education” policy?

3. In the testing period, which exam is paid much attention to throughout the Chinese
mainland?

4. What’s the public opinion about the weight given to testing in China?

5. What’s the traditional emphasis on China’s education?

2 Translation

Directions: Complete the sentences by translating the Chinese given into English.

1. It is not only Western expatriates that when hearing about students like
A\ ApfafEE
Shelly. s S Ao
2. Incapability of affects the entire service sector.

A M



3. After meetings, a fresh pot of coffee was brewed.
L —&7
4. The “quality education” policy has some changes.
ER
5. They point out that the issue has yet to be altered.
BT

@ Questions for Discussion
1. Which kind of educational system do you prefer, Asian or Western? Give some reasons.

2. What are the advantages and disadvantages of China’s educational system? Give some

examples.

Retaining Concepts and Organizing
Reading Skill | Facts

Efficient reading demands more than simply remembering facts. It requires the reader to
retain concepts and organize facts. A conscious reader must combine facts and ideas mentally,
make generalizations, and gain greater insight and deeper understanding from all his reading.
The combining process is made easier if he understands how facts and ideas are organized in
writing.

An important point to remember is that writers often organize their supporting details
according to some particular pattern. Their thoughts do not wander aimlessly; instead they are
developed logically.

You may recognize the following five methods of organizing details:

1. Order of importance: When a writer wishes to place more emphasis on a particular
supporting detail, he will use this organizational pattern.

2. Order of time: Time order, often called chronological order, is often used by
historians, fiction writers, and journalists.

3. Order of spatial development: This is the order most frequently used in description.
Details are arranged in the way they are seen from a particular advantage point so that the

reader may follow the description easily.



