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Curse	or	Blessing?	Chinese	Academic	Responses	to	China’s	
PISA	Performance	

	
Barbara	Schulte	

	
Introduction	

 
Over	the	past	fifteen	years,	China	has	been	struggling	with	educational	reform	in	order	to	transform	from	
an	 exam-oriented	 system	 into	 a	 system	 that	 values	 holistic	 and	 creative	 approaches	 to	 education	 and	
learning.	Persisting	mechanisms	of	competition	and	selection	were	to	be	reconciled	with	considerations	
that	would	reach	beyond	test	performance	and	take	into	account	innovative	thinking,	students’	well-being	
and	 genuinely	 equal	 access	 to	 educational	 resources.	 China’s	 comparatively	 weak	 performance	 (in	
proportion	 to	 its	population	size)	e.g.	 in	terms	of	patents	or	 international	academic	citations	seemed	 to	
underline	the	urgency	of	educational	reforms.1	

The	Chinese	–	or	rather,	Shanghainese	–	high	performance	in	PISA	2009	and	2012	implied	a	potential	
break	with	China’s	continuous	striving	for	educational	improvement	and	its	orientation	towards	Western	
educational	models:	through	the	OECD	ranking,	the	Chinese	educational	system	was	testified	to	produce	
internationally	outstanding	students,	assessed	by	indicators	that	had	been	developed	at	an	institution	who	
symbolized	 the	quintessence	of	Western-dominated,	global	power.	Did	 this	mean	 that	China	would	stop	
looking	elsewhere	for	educational	 improvement	and	reform,	and	could	instead	of	 importing	educational	
models	 and	 ideas,	 engage	 in	 global	 educational	 export?	 (see	 e.g.	 Sellar	 and	 Lingard	 2013,	 on	 the	
reconstitution	of	educational	reference	societies)	

This	chapter	will	look	at	the	academic	responses	to	China’s	PISA	performance	as	articulated	in	Chinese	
academic	journals	and	educational	newspapers.2	These	responses	belong	largely	to	four	different	types:	(i)	
Learning	 from	PISA	 and	 its	 implications	 for	 assessing	 educational	 quality;	 (ii)	 establishing	 China	 as	an	
educational	 role	model;	 (iii)	 contrasting	 the	 Chinese	 system’s	 exam-efficiency	with	 individual	 or	 social	
welfare;	and	(iv)	questioning	the	positive	correlation	of	educational	assessments	with	educational	quality.	
An	ensuing	section	will	 then	discuss	 the	potential	motives	and	agendas	behind	 the	Chinese	embrace	or,	
alternatively,	rejection	of	PISA.	The	conclusion	will	relate	these	perceptions	and	projections	to	the	wider	
transnational,	hegemonic	educational	policy	regimes	that	permeate	the	implementation	of,	and	conclusions	
drawn	from,	PISA.	
	
	

China’s	Participation	in	PISA	
	
China	has	participated	 in	PISA	 four	 times,	but	never	as	an	entire	country.	 In	2009	and	2012,	China	was	
represented	by	Shanghai,	which	achieved	top	results,	separating	Shanghainese	students	from	the	rest	of	the	
OECD	countries	by	up	to	several	school	years	(e.g.	OECD	2014).	While	data	in	regions	other	than	Shanghai	
were	collected,	they	were	never	made	publicly	accessible;	researchers	who	were	given	exclusive	access	note,	
among	 other	 things,	 the	 prevalent	 rural-urban	 divide	 in	 educational	 performance	 (Lu	 2017)	 and	more	
generally	problems	of	educational	inequality	(Wang,	Jing	and	Tong	2017).	In	PISA	2015,	the	Chinese	sample	
was	extended	to	also	include	students	from	Beijing	as	well	as	from	the	provinces	of	Jiangsu	and	Guangdong.	
Probably	due	to	the	greater	diversity	of	the	sample,	China	dropped	to	the	tenth	place	in	the	PISA	ranking	
(OECD	2016b).	Only	the	aggregated	data	can	be	retrieved	(OECD	2016c);	it	is	therefore	impossible	to	make	
any	 data-supported	 assumptions	 about	 performance	 disparities	 within	 or	 between	 the	 four	 regions	



 

included.	For	PISA	2018,	Guangdong	province	is	reported	to	have	been	replaced	by	Zhejiang	province.	This	
may	 lead	 to	 a	 higher	 total	 ranking,	 since	Zhejiang	 province	 is	 known	 for	 its	excellent	 schools	 and	high	
prioritization	of	education	amongst	families.	

Already	during	the	early	days	of	PISA-Shanghai,	those	in	charge	would	stress	that	the	participation	in	
PISA	was	only	a	temporary	solution,	and	that	the	ultimate	goal	was	to	develop	a	Chinese	version	of	PISA.	As	
Zhang	Minxuan,	the	person	in	charge	of	PISA-Shanghai,	already	remarked	in	2013,	China	“participated	in	
order	to	not	participate	[in	the	future;	BS]”	(quoted	in	Wang	2013).	Prior	to	PISA	2015,	news	went	out	that	
China	would	drop	out	of	PISA	altogether.	In	March	2014,	Xinmin	Evening	News	(Xinmin	Wanbao)	reported	
on	the	decision	that	China	would	not	take	part	in	PISA	2015.	It	specified	that	the	aim	should	not	be	to	find	
the	most	 efficient	 cram	 school,	 but	 to	 diminish	 the	 burden	 on	 teachers	 and	 students	 (e.g.	 arising	 from	
excessive	homework)	(Wang	2014).	However,	due	to	the	many	contextual	data	that	PISA	was	able	to	deliver	
–	such	as	regarding	the	socio-economic	background	of	students,	gender	differences,	and	stress	factors,	and	
their	 correlation	 with	 student	 performance	 –	 China	 renounced	 the	 decision	 to	 withdraw,	 and	 instead	
enlarged	 the	 student	 sample.	 Similarly,	 China’s	 participation	 in	 PISA	 2018	 had	 long	 been	 uncertain;	
consequently,	the	preparation	work,	which	usually	requires	one	and	a	half	years,	had	to	be	completed	within	
four	months	(National	Innovation	Center	for	Assessment	of	Basic	Education	Quality	2017).	

In	addition	to	China’s	international	PISA	participation,	a	nation-wide	assessment	system	was	put	in	place	
in	 2015.	 This	 system	 is	 to	 a	 large	extent	 based	 on	 a	 pilot	 assessment	 system	developed	 since	 2012	 in	
Shanghai	–	the	so-called	“green	indicators”	(lüse	zhibiao)	(see	Xu	et	al.	2016)	–	which	in	turn	draw	on	the	
Shanghainese	experiences	from	PISA.	According	to	these	indicators,	test	results	play	only	a	minor	role	(of	
approximately	 ten	per	cent);	 further	 factors	 to	consider	are	attitudes	 towards	 learning,	moral	behavior,	
mental	 and	 physical	 health,	 individual	 development,	 identification	 with	 the	 school,	 teaching	 methods,	
school	 management	 skills,	 and	 the	 correlation	 between	 socio-economic	 background	 and	 student	
performance.	 Besides,	 in	 the	 newly	 developed,	 national	 Chinese	 PISA,	 ‘softer’	 subjects	 such	 as	 physical	
education,	art,	and	moral	education	are	also	part	of	 the	assessment.	As	 the	chairman	of	 the	Ministry	of	
Education’s	School	Inspection	Commission,	He	Xiuzhao,	concedes,	China	had	previously	lacked	the	ability	
and	the	tools	to	assess	the	quality	of	compulsory	education	and	to	adequately	diagnose	existing	problems	
and	their	causes;	PISA	was	to	be	employed	to	learn	about	effective	assessment	methods,	in	order	to	build	
up	an	indigenous	system	of	performance	and	quality	assessment	(MOE	2015b).	Even	though	the	Chinese	
PISA	has	been	conducted	twice	so	far,	involving	each	time	ca.	6,500	schools,	200,000	students,	and	between	
70,000	and	100,000	teachers	(MOE	2015a;	2016),	results	have	so	far	not	been	published.	Even	though	the	
Chinese	PISA	has	been	conducted	twice	so	far,	involving	each	time	ca.	6,500	schools,	200,000	students,	and	
between	70,000	and	100,000	teachers	(MOE	2015a;	2016),	data	have	so	far	not	been	made	accessible;	so	
far,	only	a	report	has	been	published	which	summarizes	the	results	for	the	years	2015	to	2017	(National	
Assessment	Center	for	Education	Quality	2018).	

	
	

Chinese	Academic	Responses	to	Shanghai’s	PISA	Success	
 

The	successes	of	the	Shanghainese	PISA	performance	in	2009	and	2012	were	met	with	both	skepticism	and	
enthusiasm	among	Chinese	 educationists.	 On	 one	 side,	 the	 high	 PISA	 performance	was	 seen	 as	 having	
seriously	undermined	the	argument	for	reform:	why	change	a	system	that	has	proven	to	be	of	high	quality,	
even	according	to	international	standards?	Similar	to	the	reaction	of	some	Finnish	reformers	in	light	of	the	
Finnish	PISA	success	story	(see	e.g.	Lundgren	2013;	Sahlberg	2011),	also	Chinese	educationists	worried	that	
the	excellent	PISA	results	would	bring	an	end	to	educational	reform	–	of	a	system	that	was	considered	highly	
problematic	in	many	aspects	(see	e.g.	Fang	2015).	Many	educational	scholars	chose	to	not	reciprocate	the	
overly	admiring	Western	reactions	regarding	the	Shanghainese	performance	and	rather	displayed	wariness	
and	self-criticism	(Yang	2011).	



 

On	 the	 other	 side,	 the	 Shanghainese	 success	 story	 was	 used	 to	 argue	 for	 the	 effectiveness	 of	 the	
educational	 reforms	 implemented	 so	 far.	 Shanghai	 had	 long	 been	 considered	 a	 pioneer	 of	 educational	
reform.	 Particularly	 the	 above-mentioned	 PISA	 representative	 Zhang	 Minxuan	 –	 who	 had	 also	 been	
responsible	 for	 implementing	 educational	 reforms	 in	 Shanghai	 prior	 to	 PISA	 –	 interprets	 the	 excellent	
performance	of	Shanghainese	students	as	reflecting	the	extensive	investment	in	educational	reform	(see	e.g.	
Zhang	and	Kong	2013;	2012;	Zhang,	Xu	and	Sun	2014).	Conversely,	others	attribute	China’s	drop	to	the	tenth	
place	in	the	most	recent	PISA	ranking	to	the	negative	effect	of	educational	reform:	rather	than	seeing	the	
extended	 sample	 (and	 thereby	 greater	 socio-economic	 diversity	 of	 participants)	 as	 a	 reason	 for	 the	
deteriorated	 results,	 it	 is	 assumed	 that	 effective	 traditional	 teaching	 and	 learning	methods	 have	 been	
abandoned	too	quickly	in	favor	of	Western	imports,	leading	to	poorer	student	performance	(Lü	2017).	

The	academic	responses	to	and	utilizations	of	China’s	PISA	performance	can	be	categorized	into	four	
types:	a	first	faction	of	academics	hold	that	China	can	learn	from	PISA,	as	PISA	is	seen	to	epitomize	the	idea	
of	a	modern,	future-oriented	education;	besides,	this	faction	regards	PISA	as	providing	valuable	knowledge	
about	how	to	adequately	assess	educational	quality.	A	second	faction	uses	the	Shanghai	example	to	argue	
that	the	time	has	come	for	China	to	teach	something	to	the	world	(rather	than	the	other	way	around),	for	
example	in	terms	of	study	discipline	and	respect	for	the	teacher.	A	third	faction	concedes	that	the	Chinese	
educational	system	may	lead	to	better	test	results	but	doubts	whether	this	can	justify	the	sacrifices	that	
Chinese	families	are	forced	to	make	in	order	to	attain	these	results.	A	fourth	type	of	response	is	to	regard	
the	PISA	results	as	a	non-finding:	this	group	is	not	surprised	over	the	fact	that	Chinese	students	are	best	at	
passing	tests,	but	is	reluctant	to	draw	any	conclusions	from	this	in	terms	of	educational	quality.	Some	push	
this	attitude	of	reluctance	further	and	maintain	that	PISA	does	not	measure	aspects	that	should	be	regarded	
relevant	for	Chinese	students	and	schools,	such	as	space	for	creativity,	leisure	time,	and	inclusive	education.	
It	should	be	noted	that	this	categorization	only	takes	into	account	the	instances	when	PISA	is	utilized	as	an	
argument	 in	 the	 educational-political	 debate;	 it	 excludes	 the	 large	group	 of	 researchers	who,	 like	 their	
Western	counterparts,	use	PISA	for	data-mining	purposes,	without	taking	a	clear	normative	stance	on	PISA.3	
Hence,	only	articles	of	a	clear	debate	character	were	included	for	this	categorization.	
	
	
Looking West: Learning from PISA 
	
Learning	 from	 PISA	 is	 understood	 differently,	 depending	 on	 the	 respective	 educational-cum-political	
agenda.	 Firstly,	 and	 closest	 to	 the	 official	 mission,	 PISA	 is	 supposed	 to	 improve	 China’s	 ability	 to	
professionally	assess	its	educational	system,	as	has	been	mentioned	above	with	regard	to	both	the	Ministry	
of	Education	and	those	who	were	in	charge	of	implementing	PISA	in	Shanghai.	As	researchers	point	out,	
prior	to	China’s	participation	in	PISA,	only	exams	and	grades	were	used	as	indirect	indicators	for	assessing	
the	 system’s	 quality	 (Wang	 and	 Jing	 2013).	 The	multi-dimensional	 approach	 as	employed	 for	 PISA	has	
turned	out	to	be	an	eye-opening	experience	for	Chinese	educationists	(Yang	2011).	In	a	slight	twist	of	the	
mission	of	improving	the	system’s	assessment,	some	see	PISA	also	as	a	useful	instrument	for	re-thinking	the	
way	that	examinations	are	designed	and	organized	in	China.	Over	recent	years,	experiences	from	PISA	have	
helped	to	improve	the	design	of	the	nation’s	university	entrance	examination	(gaokao),	by	putting	more	
emphasis	on	critical	thinking	(Wang	and	Jing	2013).	

Secondly,	 PISA	 is	 expected	 to	 modernize	 and	 raise	 the	 quality	 of	 Chinese	 education	 and	 school	
management.	 Since	 PISA	 is	 judged	 to	 reveal	 a	 nation’s	 quality	 of	 education	 and	 foresee	 this	 nation’s	
“competitiveness”	 in	 the	 “global	 society	 of	 the	 future”,	 it	 is	 also	 expected	 to	 show	 “which	way	 Chinese	
education	should	go”	(Pan	2012,	47).	As	PISA	is	considered	to	assess	what	is	needed	for	the	future,	it	 is	
expected	to	support	China	in	modernizing	its	education	system;	this	modernization	entails	above	all	the	
need	to	acquire	skills	in	interactive	problem-solving,	flexible	knowledge	application	and	abstract	thinking	
beyond	school	 subject	boundaries	–	all	 areas	where	Chinese	students,	despite	 their	otherwise	stunning	



 

results,	continue	to	reveal	weaknesses	(Ren	et	al.	2016).	In	terms	of	school	management,	the	PISA	results	
show,	according	to	many	educational	researchers,	the	need	for	more	school	autonomy,	as	this	would	have	a	
positive	effect	on	student	performance	(Wang	and	Jing	2013).	

The	ideological	base	of	this	modernization	process	is	interpreted	differently.	Some	relate	the	process	to	
domestic	policies	like	the	Ten-Year	Plan	for	educational	development	in	China	and	its	stress	on	quality	and	
equality	 of	 education,	 thus	 seeing	 the	 PISA	 participation	 as	 the	 natural	 extension	 of	 national	 policy	
implementation	 (Wang	 and	 Jing	 2013).	 The	 assessment	 tools	 provided	 by	 PISA,	 according	 to	 these	
researchers,	will	help	to	 level	out	 inequalities	 in	terms	of	family	background	and	urban-rural	divide	(Lu	
2017).	Others	regard	PISA	as	a	sort	of	break	with	the	socialist	tradition,	according	to	which	education	had	
primarily	been	expected	to	adjust	to	a	society’s	economic,	political,	and	cultural	needs.	This	socialist	outlook	
is	judged	to	have	resulted	in	a	continuous	reproduction	of	the	past,	turning	graduates	into	“standardized	
educational	 products”	 (Pan	 2012,	 51).	 In	 contrast	 to	 this	 social	 engineering	mind-set,	 PISA	 is	 seen	 as	
nurturing	an	orientation	towards	the	future	and	a	positive	attitude	towards	taking	risks	and	moving	towards	
the	unknown.	Instead	of	simply	acquiring	knowledge,	students,	so	it	 is	argued,	are	now	pushed	towards	
learning	how	to	learn.	

Thirdly,	PISA	is	seen	to	improve	policy-making	in	a	context	that	has	long	been	characterized	by	arbitrary,	
despotic	governing.	Becoming	integrated	in	a	transnational	assessment	regime	is	 judged	to	enhance	the	
pressure	on	policy-making	to	become	based	on	scientifically	substantiated	arguments.	As	Wang	and	Jing	
express	it,	“[c]urrently,	regarding	many	hard-to-solve	problems	in	education,	there	is	no	lack	of	experts	with	
the	 knowledge,	 skills	and	wisdom,	but	 unfortunately	 there	 is	a	gap	 between	 research	 in	 education	 and	
administrative	work	in	education”	(2013,	175).	PISA,	so	it	is	hoped,	would	transplant	the	international	logic	
of	scientific	assessment	and	policy	recommendations	to	the	Chinese	context,	and	thereby	professionalize	
Chinese	policy-making.	
	
	
Looking East: China as an Educational Role Model 
	
“Chinese	students’”	intelligence,	skills	and	knowledge,	as	well	as	their	hardworking	spirit	are	stronger	than	
among	foreign	students,	and	in	particular	stronger	than	among	American	students,	who	are	admired	by	
everyone’,	rejoices	Ji	with	“a	feeling	of	gratification”	(2011,	18).	But	rather	than	simply	showing	that	Chinese	
students	perform	better	than	their	American	peers,	PISA	seems	to	prove	to	these	researchers	that	it	is	still	
important	to	accumulate	knowledge	and	skills,	as	these	lie	at	the	base	of	all	innovation	and	creativity.	This	
faction	dismisses	the	more	child-centered	approaches	as	have	been	influencing	educational	reform,	arguing	
that	“a	so-called	creative	education,	which	encourages	the	child	to	play	as	much	as	he	likes,	 is	a	 lie	that	
deceives	oneself	and	others”	(Ji	2011,	18).		

The	better	performance	of	China	and	more	generally	Asian	countries	is	attributed	to	“many	influential	
factors	 from	Chinese	 traditional	 culture”;	 these	 traditional	 patterns,	 researchers	 caution,	 should	 not	 be	
changed	 through	 reforms,	 but	 “Western	 educational	 thought”	 should	 be	 “appropriated	 through	
indigenization”	(Lü	2017,	14).	Likewise,	Zhou	notes	that	for	many	educational	experts,	the	good	PISA	results	
mean	that	China	should	stop	reforming	its	education	along	Western	lines,	as	the	results	“prove	that	[...]	our	
basic	education	has	many	bright	spots,	and	there	is	no	need	for	all	kinds	of	chaotic	reform,	lest	we	reform	
away	our	own	strengths	and	advantages”	(2011,	37).	In	general,	educationists	in	this	faction	emphasize	the	
necessity	of	China	choosing	its	own	path	(Zhao	2010):	PISA	has	shown	that	China	is	on	the	right	way,	and	is	
capable	of	building	its	own,	both	modern	and	indigenous,	system	of	education.	

Some	take	this	argument	further	and	claim	that	the	West	can	learn	from	China,	both	with	regard	to	the	
quality	and	equality	of	education.	Huang	(2016)	describes	his	experiences	from	a	Chinese-English	teacher	
exchange	in	mathematics	instruction	that,	following	Shanghai’s	PISA	success,	was	initiated	in	2014,	noting	
the	British	teachers’	 insufficient	 subject	knowledge,	excessive	curriculum	decentralization,	and	 too	 little	



 

time	spent	on	homework.	Interestingly,	many	of	the	aspects	that	he	regards	negatively	have	previously	been	
noted	positively	by	Chinese	reform-minded	educationists.	For	example,	he	judges	the	English	teacher	and	
school	autonomy	as	much	more	inefficient	than	the	Chinese	centralized	model;	he	criticizes	the	strong	focus	
on	the	student’s	own	creativity	in	solving	problems,	instead	of	having	more	teacher-led	discussion;	and	he	
is	highly	skeptical	towards	dividing	students	into	different	groups	according	to	their	abilities	while	teaching:	
“‘Differentiated	teaching’	is	an	important	reason	for	why	today	so	many	[English;	BS]	students	have	fallen	
behind	 in	 mathematics;	 differentiation,	 individuality	 have	 already	 become	 ‘excuses’	 for	 abandoning	
students!”	(Huang	2106,	27).	By	introducing	“Asian	mathematics	education”,	which	contains	elements	such	
as	frequent	exercise	and	repetition	for	all,	England,	according	to	Huang,	has	embarked	on	the	right	journey.	

Even	with	regard	to	educational	equality,	PISA	is	thought	of	being	able	to	teach	the	West	a	Chinese	lesson.	
Lu	and	Zhu	(2011)	note	that	there	were	no	large	performance	differences	among	students	and	schools	in	
Shanghai,4	and	how	this	has	prompted	a	variety	of	researchers	becoming	interested	in	the	Shanghainese	
model	 of	managing	 low-performing	 schools,	 including	OECD	 researchers.	 Some	propose	 openly	 to	 turn	
Shanghai	into	an	“educational	trade	zone”	(Song,	Yu	and	Mi	2014,	35);	through	branding	the	Shanghainese	
model	and	actively	copying	the	marketing	policies	of	the	United	States,	Australia,	and	Singapore,	this	zone	
should	become	a	strong	competitive	player	in	the	global	educational	market.	
	
	
Students as Testing-Machines, or Individual Welfare? 
	
“If	it	is	weekend,	and	you	are	not	sitting	in	a	tutoring	class,	you	are	on	your	way	to	a	tutoring	class”,	Zhou	
(2011,	37)	quotes	a	popular	saying.	As	he	and	many	others	criticize,	there	is	little	learning	outside	the	spaces	
constrained	by	school	and	parents,	and	learning	only	serves	to	achieve	high	exam	results;	students	generally	
find	no	joy	in	studying,	as	all	learning	occurs	under	pressure	(Li	2012).	Many	educationists	in	this	faction	
do	not	disagree	that	China’s	educational	model	is	efficient	and	successful,	but	wonder	whether	it	is	worth	
the	price	 that	 students	and	 their	parents	are	paying.	Besides,	 the	huge	investment	does	not	 seem	to	be	
economical:	when	correlating	time	investment	and	performance,	Chinese	students	turn	out	to	be	inefficient	
in	comparison	with	their	peers	in	other	countries	(Wang	and	Jing	2013)	–	an	aspect	that	was	also	frequently	
remarked	upon	in	the	Chinese	social	media,	which	noted	the	high	performance	of	Finnish	students	while	
enjoying	a	 low	amount	of	homework	and	 tutoring.	Chinese	education	 is	 seen	as	 following	a	paradoxical	
logic:	basic	education	focuses	on	talents	and	exerts	high	pressure	on	students,	while	university	students	
enjoy	carefree	lives;	the	reverse	would	be	appropriate	(Zhou	2011).	

Scholars	 in	 this	group	do	not	 question	 the	 high	 performance	 or	 the	 validity	 of	 PISA,	 but	 they	 show	
themselves	shocked	by	 the	contextual	 factors,	 such	as	homework	overload,	 lack	of	enthusiasm	and	 low	
extent	 of	 self-directed	 learning;	 as	 well	 as	 an	 excessive	 focus	 on	 exceptional	 talents	 and	 exaggerated	
expectations	towards	what	the	school	can	deliver	–	which	after	all	is	only	one	part	of	the	social	whole	(Yang	
2011).	The	ultimate	goal	of	this	kind	of	education,	these	critics	argue,	is	the	optimization	of	students	who	
are	already	privileged	in	the	first	place,	as	they	are	found	to	profit	much	more	from	tutoring	classes	than	
their	less	fortunate	peers,	in	contrast	to	US-American	students	(Zhou	and	Zou	2016).	Thus,	most	scholars	
in	 this	faction	do	not	 see	PISA	itself	as	a	problem	but	 rather	 the	uncritical	embrace	of	 the	high	Chinese	
results,	 and	 the	 overly	 optimistic	 interpretation	 of	 these	 results	 regarding	 the	 present	 state	and	 future	
direction	of	Chinese	education;	this	naive	enthusiasm,	these	scholars	worry,	may	dampen	reform	efforts	to	
make	learning	more	of	a	joy	and	less	of	a	burden	for	Chinese	students.	PISA	as	an	assessment	tool,	rather	
than	as	a	ranking	tool,	is	mostly	welcomed	by	these	scholars	since	they	can	use	the	PISA	data	to	demonstrate	
their	argument.	
	
	



 

Do Assessment Tests Reflect Educational Quality? 
	
In	March	2017,	China	Education	Daily	 reported	 on	 a	 roundtable	 on	PISA	with	 three	 prominent	 Chinese	
educationists,	who	expressed	their	concerns	that	the	Chinese	high	performance	in	PISA	would	be	conflated	
with	a	general	high	quality	of	Chinese	education.	PISA,	it	is	argued,	can	by	no	means	be	used	to	understand	
the	educational	quality	of	an	entire	country;	persistent	problems	such	as	the	excessive	focus	on	exams	and	
results,	rather	than	on	learning	and	processes,	cannot	be	adequately	reflected	in	assessments	like	PISA	(Yu,	
Lai	 and	 Shi	 2017).	 High	 test	 scores	 are	 judged	 to	 disguise	 the	 fact	 that	 Chinese	 students	 are	 largely	
extrinsically	motivated,	have	little	self-efficacy,	little	epistemic	and	procedural	knowledge,	a	rather	weakly	
developed	attitude	of	scientific	inquiry,	and	a	lack	of	global	and	environmental	awareness	–	all	aspects	that	
are	of	paramount	importance	for	today’s	global	knowledge	society	(Zhang,	Wan	and	Xue	2017).	

The	PISA	successes	show	above	all	one	thing,	according	to	Wu	(2015):	the	conducive	influence	of	the	
Chinese,	or	Asian/Confucian,	traditional	educational	culture	for	achieving	high	test	results;	while	Western,	
reform-oriented	countries	all	performed	poorly,	he	maintains,	Confucian	cultures	achieved	top	results.	Wu	
concludes	from	this	that	 it	was	not	educational	reform	in	Shanghai	that	played	a	role	for	the	good	PISA	
results,	but	rather	Shanghai’s	continued	embeddedness	in	the	Confucian	culture.	In	the	end,	however,	the	
PISA	results	reveal	nothing	more	than	that	Asian	students	are	good	at	solving	test	items;	important	qualities	
like	creativity,	 critical	 thinking,	and	application	of	knowledge	are	 largely	missing	 from	these	 formalized	
assessments.	 Consequently,	 Wang,	 Jing	 and	 Tong	 (2017)	 argue	 that	 China	 should	 move	 towards	 more	
diversified	assessment	methods;	educational	quality	means	also	spending	less	time	on	cramming	and	more	
time	on	innovative	thinking	and	character	building.	

Putting	too	much	faith	in	PISA	as	a	valuable	and	trustworthy	instrument	of	assessing	educational	quality	
may	lead	to	severe	disappointment	in	the	future,	when	China’s	excellent	students	may	not	be	able	to	deliver	
what	is	expected	of	them,	as	the	judgment	of	their	potential	was	based	on	the	wrong	premises,	incorrectly	
assuming	that	PISA	had	the	power	to	foresee	how	these	students	would	develop	in	the	future:	“...	in	a	few	
years,	the	public	will	wonder:	with	all	these	Chinese	fifteen-year	olds	who	had	become	‘the	world’s	best’	
early	on,	why	is	it	that	in	the	end	they	have	not	turned	into	outstanding	talents	(Zhou	2011,	38)?”		
	
	

International	Student	Assessments	and	their	Discontents:	Agendas	behind	
the	Debate	

	
As	can	be	seen	 from	this	debate,	China’s	PISA	success	 is	 judged	 to	be	both	a	curse	and	a	blessing.	The	
following	sections	will	probe	into	the	agendas	behind	these	different	stances.	
	
	
Mixed Blessings: Grounding Educational Reform, or Making China Great again? 
	
Those	who	welcomed	PISA	did	so	with	very	different	motives:	while	some	point	to	the	worrisome	contextual	
factors,	which	indicate	the	stress	and	pressure	that	the	Chinese	school	system	is	putting	on	students,	others	
instrumentalize	 the	general	high	Chinese	ranking	 for	proving	 the	system’s	excellence	and	superiority	to	
Western	models.	The	latter	motive	can	be	differentiated	into	two	underlying	rationales,	which	may	however	
partially	overlap.	On	one	side,	Shanghai’s	success	is	used	for	internal,	domestic	distinction.	People	like	the	
above-mentioned	Zhang	Minxuan,	who	both	represent	PISA-Shanghai	and	stand	for	educational	reform,	use	
various	channels	to	praise	the	innovativeness	and	efficiency	of	the	Shanghainese	education	system	(for	an	
English	version,	 see	 for	example	Zhang,	Xu	and	Sun	2014),	highlighting	how	Shanghai	has	been	able	 to	
“introduce	great	reforms	in	order	to	raise	the	quality	of	the	teaching	force”	“in	a	short	span	of	about	30	
years”	(Zhang,	Xu	and	Sun	2014,	160).	While	this	strategy	can	be	read	as	using	PISA	in	order	to	legitimate	



 

educational	reform	domestically	(see	e.g.	Tan	2017),	the	special	role	that	Shanghai	has	been	playing	–	both	
in	domestic	politics	and	in	educational	policy-making	–	has	to	be	taken	into	account	too:	Since	the	early	
1980s,	Shanghai	has	been	the	vanguard	of	educational	modernization	and	experiment,	and	this	role	has	not	
always	been	unquestioned	by	the	central	leadership	and	other,	regional	governments	(Deng	and	Zhao	2014).	
PISA	can	therefore	serve	to	re-assert	Shanghai’s	role	of	an	educational	pioneer.	

On	the	other	side,	PISA	has	been	increasingly	used	to	brand	the	Shanghainese	system	as	a	model	for	
global	export.	Particularly	PISA	2012	gave	rise	to	what	could	be	called	an	educational	branding	literature,	
advocating	and	selling	educational	policy	innovations	by	pointing	to	high-performing	educational	systems,	
including	Shanghai	(see	e.g.	Lee,	Lee	and	Low	2014).	Such	a	marketing	strategy	was	reciprocated	on	the	
Chinese	official	side.	For	example	in	2014,	the	temporary	Vice	Minister	of	Education,	Liu	Limin,	expressed	
his	pride	to	finally	not	just	receive	expert-teachers	in	order	to	develop	Chinese	education,	but	to	be	able	to	
dispatch	expert-teachers	to	improve	foreign	education	systems	–	in	this	case,	math	teachers	to	the	United	
Kingdom	 (see	 Dong	 2016).	 Or	 as	 expressed	 even	 more	 blatantly	 by	 the	 Deputy	 Head	 of	 Shanghai’s	
Educational	 Bureau,	 Ding	 Xiaoding:	 “As	 concerns	 pushing	 Chinese	 education	 to	 reach	 the	 world	 and	
increasing	the	influence	of	Shanghai	and	of	our	country	in	the	global	educational	structure,	this	is	of	strategic	
importance”	(see	Dong,	2016).	
	
	
PISA’s Threefold Curse 
	
Just	 like	 the	embrace	of	PISA,	caution	or	even	suspicion	 towards	 this	 international	assessment	program	
originate	also	in	differing	concerns	and	agendas	connected	to	these	concerns.	Three	types	of	concerns	can	
be	 considered	 most	 relevant	 in	 the	 Chinese	 context:	 (i)	 PISA	 as	 undermining	 reform	 and	 making	 the	
undesirable	visible;	(ii)	PISA	as	disturbing	the	balance	in	national-regional	educational	policy-making;	and	
(iii)	PISA	as	compromising	China’s	national	independence	in	assessment,	judgment,	and	policy-making.	

Regarding	 the	 first,	 and	 as	 has	 become	 apparent	 from	 the	 discussion	 presented	 so	 far,	 many	
educationists	fear	that	too	positive	results	in	PISA	would	undermine	the	drive	for	educational	reform,	as	
China’s	high	ranking	would	confirm	the	status	quo,	or	even	reverse	some	of	the	previous	reform	efforts	that	
have	been	striving	for	more	child-centered	and	less	exam-oriented	learning.	Additionally,	we	can	observe	a	
shift	in	performance	in	regions	where	public	school	reform	has	been	extensive	–	namely	a	performance	shift	
in	 favor	 of	 private	 schools,	which	 unlike	 their	 public	 counterparts	 can	afford	 to	 implement	educational	
reform	to	a	much	lesser	extent	(HZJS	2015).	Parents	in	wealthy,	pro-reform	regions	increasingly	opt	 for	
private	schools	and	can	 thereby	continue	to	expose	 their	 children	 to	conventional	ways	of	 teaching	and	
learning.	This	is	a	trend	that	has	so	far	not	received	much	attention	in	the	Chinese	educational	literature,	
although	the	public-private	performance	gap	can	even	be	read	from	the	PISA	data	(Schulte	2017b).	Perhaps	
the	obvious	conclusion	to	draw	is	too	inconvenient:	conventional	schooling	and	cramming	seem	to	be	more	
conducive	 for	achieving	outstanding	 test	 results	 than	 their	modernized	counterparts.	The	government’s	
recent	ban	of	for-profit	private	schools	from	compulsory	education	may	indicate	that	 it	 is	not	willing	to	
tolerate	 a	 two-track	 development,	 i.e.	 a	 school	 system	characterized	 by	a	conventional	 pedagogy,	 and	a	
reform	track	 (see	NPC	2016).	Disengaging	 from	PISA	may	 therefore	be	motivated	by	 the	 fear	 that	 such	
assessment	programs	will	reveal	the	conduciveness	of	the	pre-reform	system	for	achieving	good	learning	
results,	which	in	turn	could	lead	to	an	exodus	of	families	from	public	to	private	schools.	

As	concerns	national-regional	educational	policy-making,	Shanghai’s	special	role	in	the	reform	process	
has	been	pointed	out	in	the	previous	section.	The	relationship	between	Shanghai	as	the	center	of	reform	
and	the	rest	of	the	country	has	been	no	easy-to-keep	balance,	and	the	continuous	emphasis	on	Shanghai	as	
an	 exemplary	 model	 of	 educational	 reform	 risks	 to	 irritate	 educationists	 and	 policy-makers	 outside	
Shanghai.	The	notable	drop	in	rank	in	PISA	2015,	after	other	regions	had	joined	Shanghai	in	the	sample,	may	
have	been	the	final	straw	to	break	the	Shanghainese	dominance	in	the	educational	reform	discourse.	As	Zhu	



 

Yongxin	 remarks	 at	 the	 above-mentioned	 roundtable	 on	 PISA,	 ”for	 China	 to	 build	 self-confidence	 in	
education,	it	is	not	Shanghai	or	Beijing	where	things	are	done	and	self-confidence	is	gained,	but	only	if	we	
work	on	the	education	of	the	entire	country	will	we	really	succeed	in	building	self-confidence”	(Yu,	Lai	and	
Shi	2017).	To	even	out	 the	educational-political	 landscape	and	dispose	of	 factionalism	 is	also	a	distinct	
characteristic	of	the	present	administration	under	leader	Xi	Jinping	in	general	(see	Lam	2015).	The	data	and	
information	 that	 become	 available	 through	 PISA	 threaten	 to	 disturb	 the	 national-regional	 balance	 in	
educational	reform	and	development.	

Finally,	questioning	PISA	may	also	reflect	the	quest	for	national	independence	from	global	assessment	
and	ranking	systems,	whose	tools	and	strategies	China	has	only	limited	means	to	control	(i.e.,	as	one	of	many	
participant	countries).	On	one	side,	China	may	be	generally	both	tired	and	wary	of	taking	part	in	what	by	
many	participants	is	regarded	a	competition	in	who	has	the	best	educational	system.	Chinese	educationists	
have	 frequently	 pointed	 out	 that	 contrary	 to	 e.g.	 the	 US-American	 perception	 of	 PISA	 as	 a	world-wide	
educational	 race,	 PISA’s	 value	 lies	 in	 providing	 data	 for	 recognizing	 strengths	 and	 weaknesses	 in	
international	comparison,	rather	than	coming	first	in	any	ranking:	

	
The	unhealthy	trend	of	putting	excessive	emphasis	on	the	ranking	of	PISA	or	other	assessments	is	the	old	
custom	of	‘grade-ism’;	as	a	nation	with	a	particularly	long	history	and	culture	of	examinations,	Chinese	
educational	circles	ought	to	be	the	first	to	realize	this.	(Wang	and	Jing	2013,	177)	

 
On	the	other	side,	education	is	still	considered	a	national	core	project	whose	leaders	do	not	tolerate	any	
unfiltered	influence,	or	even	interference,	from	abroad.	It	is	no	coincidence	that	a	translated	journal	article	
by	Thomas	Popkewitz	(2015),	which	discusses	PISA	as	a	colonizing	instrument	that	imposes	Western	norms	
on	other	countries,	has	attracted	comparatively	wide	attention	in	China.5	From	this	perspective,	the	fact	that	
a	potentially	malevolent	power	like	the	United	States	sheds	excessive	praise	on	the	Shanghainese	system	
seems	 particularly	 suspicious.	 As	 Yang	 (2011,	 9)	 remarks,	 the	 instinctive	 Chinese	 reaction	 is	 that	
“everything	 the	enemy	praises,	we	should	oppose”,	assuming	 that	 the	Western	powers	 intend	 to	hinder	
China	from	choosing	the	right	path	in	educational	development.	
	
	

Conclusion	
	
The	publication	of	the	PISA	2015	results	was	followed	by	a	conspicuous	official	silence.	While	the	Chinese-
language	BBC	reported	on	 the	deteriorated	Chinese	performance	already	on	 the	same	day,	and	Chinese	
social	media	were	buzzing	with	the	news	and	possible	underlying	reasons,	the	Chinese	government	only	
published	a	 short,	descriptive	press	 release	 the	day	after,	without	any	comments	or	 suggestions	 (Liang,	
2016).	The	National	Institute	for	Education	Assessment,	who	was	in	charge	of	PISA	2015	in	China,	has	until	
today	not	issued	any	press	release	on	the	results	(the	last	news	release	being	from	the	beginning	of	2016).	
Also	the	Ministry	of	Education’s	Bureau	of	Education	Inspections,	who	oversees	educational	quality	and	
who	according	to	the	OECD	(2016a)	plays	a	key	role	in	educational	management,	did	not	react.	Instead,	the	
Ministry	of	Education’s	news	outlet	was	dominated	by	an	initiative	for	strengthening	ideological	education,	
which	had	just	been	launched	by	president	Xi	Jinping	(see	Wu	and	Hu	2016).	In	light	of	the	various	agendas	
and	strategies	as	discussed	above,	 this	official	 reaction	 is	 somewhat	ambivalent:	 it	 could	mean	 that	 the	
decreased	PISA	rank	was	unexpected,	and	interfered	with	plans	to	brand	and	market	Chinese	education	
globally.	Alternatively,	the	silence	could	reflect	the	Chinese	government’s	reluctance	to	let	global	assessment	
regimes	dictate	national	news	and	agendas.	

Interestingly,	many	of	the	academic	responses	as	presented	in	this	chapter	have	gone	through	various	
stages	of	reflection	and	projection:	reflecting	and	projecting	upon	foreign	educational	systems;	upon	these	
scholars’	 own,	 Chinese	 educational	 system;	 and,	 in	 a	 sort	 of	 double	 hermeneutic	 move,	 upon	 foreign	



 

reflections	and	projections	upon	the	Chinese	school	system.	These	reflections	and	projections	are	not	simply	
interpretative-cognitive	processes,	but	are	embedded	in	transnational,	hegemonic	educational	regimes	that	
attempt	 to	 define	 and	 sanction	 ways	 of	 assessing	 educational	 quality,	 often	 at	 odds	 with	 local	
understandings	of	educational	quality	and	political	constraints.	Chinese	educational	scholars	are	well	aware	
of	the	Western	reactions	to	the	Chinese	PISA	performance	(Yang	2011).	Some	have	specifically	studied	and	
categorized	these	reactions,	just	as	this	chapter	is	doing	with	regard	to	the	Chinese	responses.6	Others	treat,	
again	in	parallel	with	this	and	many	other	contributions	to	this	volume,	claims	regarding	PISA,	and	school	
systems	 assessed	 by	 PISA,	 not	 as	 analytical	 facts	 but	 as	 discursive	 positions	 in	 processes	 of	 policy	
negotiations	and	justifications.	Wu	talks	specifically	of	“analyses	based	on	blackbox-like	thinking”	(2014,	
69)	when	referring	 to	 the	West’s	numerous	speculations	about	China’s	PISA	success.	He	maintains	 that	
rather	 than	departing	 from	 contextual	 knowledge,	Western	 scholars	 like	 the	 PISA	 coordinator	Andreas	
Schleicher	“produce	explanations	from	perspectives	[that	are	fed	by;	BS]	their	own	imaginations”	(Wu	2014,	
69).	

Imagining	the	other	as	a	means	to	project	something	on	one’s	own	educational	wish	list	upon	a	foreign	
context,	to	then	argue	for	educational	borrowing	from	this	context,	has	been	an	often-observed	and	analyzed	
phenomenon	within	comparative	education	(see	e.g.	Zymek,	1975,	as	one	of	the	earliest	examples	of	this	
strand	of	research).	Regarding	more	recent	argumentative	projections	for	the	purpose	of	policy	borrowing,	
You	and	Morris	(2016)	have	shown	how	policy	makers	in	the	United	Kingdom	have	projected	their	ideas	of	
school	autonomy	on	East	Asian	countries,	to	then	argue	for	more	school	autonomy	in	their	own	system.	As	
mentioned	earlier	in	this	contribution,	also	Chinese	researchers	and	debaters	reference,	both	in	a	positive	
and	in	a	negative	way,	to	school	autonomy,	which	they	assume	to	be	the	dominant	form	of	school	governance	
in	 England	 (on	negative	 referencing,	 see	 e.g.	Waldow,	Takayama	 and	 Sung	2014).	 Just	 like	 their	British	
colleagues,	they	construe	school	autonomy	as	a	phenomenon	to	their	liking	(or	disliking),	in	order	to	frame	
their	 own	 standpoint,	 get	 their	 argumentative	 point	 across,	 and	 woo	 for	 (or	 argue	 against)	 a	 tool	 of	
educational	governance	that	has	allegedly	proven	to	work	(or	fail)	in	other	contexts.	Similarly,	to	scandalize	
PISA	 as	 suspicious,	 and	 as	 a	 potential	weapon	 of	Western	 imperialism,	 supports	 the	 Chinese	 quest	 for	
national	 independence	from	transnational	assessment	regimes,	or	alternatively,	the	Chinese	intention	to	
continue	 with	 educational	 reform	 despite	 deteriorating	 PISA	 results.	 Thus,	 both	 positive	 and	 negative	
referencing	is	not	a	mere	statement	of	facts,	or	a	presentation	of	analytical	findings,	but	constitutes	(i)	a	
conceptual	tool	for	ordering,	categorizing,	and	interpreting	empirical	reality;	(ii)	a	strategic	tool	for	arguing	
for	or	against	a	particular	approach	or	reform;	and	(iii)	a	political	tool	for	legitimizing	(or	delegitimizing)	
the	ideology	underlying	these	approaches	or	reforms.	

To	establish	references	to	other	educational	systems,	or	even	to	construe	entire	reference	societies	that	
for	 longer	periods	of	 time	affect	and	dominate	national	educational	discourses	 (see	e.g.	Steiner-Khamsi	
2012,	on	reference	societies),	can	therefore	be	considered	an	academic	and	ideological	struggle	about	which	
direction	 to	 take	 in	 educational	 development	 and	 reform	 (or	 counter-reform).	 Drawing	 originally	 on	
Luhmann,	 comparative	 educationists	 have	 framed	 these	 processes	 as	 externalization	 (Schriewer	 1990;	
Takayama,	2010).	In	the	literature,	most	attention	so	far	has	been	paid	to	how	local,	regional,	national,	and	
transnational	 actors	 externalize	 to	 the	 outside	 world:	 to	 alleged	 phenomena	 and	 developments	
internationally,	located	in	contexts	other	than	their	own.	It	has	been	noted	how	ideas,	such	as	reforms	and	
new	pedagogies,	need	to	resonate	in	the	host	context	if	they	are	to	successfully	integrate	with	their	new	
environment	(e.g.	Steiner-Khamsi	2004).	Schriewer	and	Martinez	(2004),	however,	point	to	processes	that	
alternate	with	externalizations	to	the	outside,	and	which	they	consider	at	least	as	important	as	international	
externalization:	referencing	to	a	constructed	‘inside’,	in	the	sense	of	construing	traditions,	(national)	pasts,	
and	heritages	that	are	‘rediscovered’	and	established	as	exemplary	models	(or	alternatively,	as	deterrent	
examples).	 Schriewer	 and	 Martinez	 conclude	 that	 there	 is	 no	 continuous,	 ever	 expanding	
internationalization	and	establishment	of	 reference	societies;	 rather,	over	 the	course	of	history,	 the	 two	
different	forms	of	externalization	–	to	the	international	world,	and	to	one’s	own	history	–	occur	in	what	



 

could	be	best	described	as	a	cyclical	process.	Judging	from	China’s	growing	unease	about	PISA,	and	its	recent	
attempts	at	reviving	and	rejuvenating	socialist	and	partially	Maoist	traditions	in	educational	development,	
it	seems	that	the	country	is	on	the	point	of	switching	its	externalization	mode	to	a	strengthened	reflection,	
and	 thereby	 modeling,	 on	 its	 own	 history,	 which	 emphasizes	 above	 all	 self-assertion,	 self-control,	
independence,	and	the	primacy	of	ideology.	

	
	

Notes	

1 China	has	been	able	to	considerably	improve	its	performance	with	regard	to	both	patents	and	international,	
high-impact	journal	publications,	although	the	surge	in	research	citations	may	be	at	least	partially	attributed	
to	practices	of	internal,	localized	citations	(George	and	McKern	2014;	Tang,	Shapira	and	Youtie	2015).	

2 English	translations	of	Chinese	article	titles,	if	provided	with	the	article,	were	included	in	the	bibliography,	
even	if	the	translation	was	faulty;	in	case	no	translated	title	was	provided,	my	own	translation	was	added.	All	
direct	quotes	from	the	articles	are	my	own	translations.	

3 However,	most	of	these	researchers	would	implicitly	feel	at	home	in	the	first	category,	in	that	they	accept	the	
basic	methodological	and	normative	premises	of	PISA	as	an	adequate	instrument	for	assessing	educational	
quality.	

4 This	was	not	confirmed	in	PISA	2015,	which	on	the	contrary	attested	Chinese	schools	a	comparatively	strong	
segregation	of	low	and	high	performing	schools	(see	Schulte,	2017a).	

5 To	utilize	postmodern	arguments	for	purposes	of	national	self-assertion	has	been	a	Chinese	strategy	since	
the	1990s	(see	Schulte,	2004).	In	academia,	this	strategy	was	reflected	in	attempts	at	establishing	an	
indigenous	social	science,	claiming	that	‘what	is	called	social	science	today	is	Western	social	science’	(Yang	
1994,	51).	

6 For	example	labeling	these	reactions	as	admiration	of	the	Chinese	school	system;	self-reflection	upon	one’s	
own	shortcomings	vis-à-vis	the	Chinese	success;	pointing	to	the	lack	of	innovative	thinking	among	Chinese	
students	(despite	or	because	of	their	excellent	performance);	and	emphasizing	the	excessive	focus	on	
academic	performance	within	the	Chinese	school	system,	at	the	expense	of	other	activities	such	as	arts	and	
sport	(Lu	and	Zhu	2011).	
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